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Chapter 1: Rebirth in America
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California, USA. Los Angeles. The city buzzed under a sky that hinted at endless possibilities. The UCLA Medical Center stood tall, renowned nationwide for its uncompromising standards and cutting-edge medical care.

In a private hospital room, a young man slowly regained consciousness. His vision was blurry at first, but after a few seconds, his pupils began to focus.

He frowned and glanced around, quickly realizing that he was in a hospital bed. A woman was sitting beside him, apparently keeping watch. It was late at night, and she had dozed off.

“Ow!”

Before he could piece together what was happening, a sharp pain shot through the back of his head. An overwhelming flood of unfamiliar memories surged into his mind like a tidal wave.

After the brief but intense pain, the young man reached up and touched the bandages on his head, murmuring in disbelief, “Holy shit... I transmigrated!”

The consciousness now inhabiting this body came from the 21st century—a young assistant director on a film crew. The main director of the production was his third uncle, and once this project wrapped, he was slated to take on a film of his own.

That evening, he had gone out partying with some friends from the set. One drink too many, and just like that, his directorial career was over before it even started—he passed out at the table.

Now, he had woken up in a new body. The unfortunate original owner had apparently been hospitalized.

The man he had become was Eric Cooper, a tall and handsome white guy, 22 years old, and a recent graduate from the University of California, Los Angeles. A top student by any standard.

Some might scoff at the idea of someone from a satellite campus being considered a top student, but that would just be ignorance speaking.

Just as different universities excel in different fields—USC is known for its film school—UCLA is especially strong in economics and finance. The school has produced its fair share of Nobel and Fields Medal winners and is even nicknamed the “Public Ivy.” Any institution with “Ivy” in its title carries weight in the academic world.

Eric wasn’t just good-looking and intelligent—he also came from a decent family background.

He wasn’t a trust fund baby, per se, but his father was definitely successful. He worked at MGM.

Yes, that MGM—the one with the roaring lion logo. Eric’s father, Harry Cooper, was currently the CEO of Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer.

His mother, Emily Cooper, was a traditional homemaker. She had already raised Eric’s older brother into a responsible adult, and Eric, the younger son, was clearly the family favorite.

“After reading so many web novels, I gotta say... my transmigration scenario might not be god-tier, but it’s still pretty damn good. Compared to those poor suckers who start with nothing and have to hustle their way up, I’m lightyears ahead.”

“And my dad’s the CEO of MGM! Sure, the company eventually went bankrupt and got bought out by Amazon, but it’s still a big-name studio. Getting a few movies made for his son shouldn’t be a problem.”

“I don’t even need a big budget. Horror films will do just fine. I just want to hold that director’s megaphone in my hands—that’s all I’ve ever dreamed of.”

While Eric was mulling over his situation, the woman beside him stirred. Hearing movement, she jolted awake. When she saw her son had regained consciousness, she gasped and burst into tears.

“Oh my God, Eric! Eric, my baby, you’re finally awake!”

Staring at the tearful, weary-looking woman before him, Eric hesitated for a moment but then calmly accepted his new identity. What was done was done. It was time to let go of the past.

He gently patted her back, trying to speak, but his throat was dry and hoarse after being unconscious for so long. “Mom... I think I need some water.”

Emily Cooper quickly wiped her tears and called for the doctors and nurses while pouring a cup of water to help him drink.

As a man in his twenties, Eric wasn’t thrilled about being fed like a child. “Mom, I can do it myself. My head’s a little dizzy, but I’m fine otherwise.”

Still, Emily insisted, gently helping him sip the water. Eric had no choice but to let her—sick people don’t get much say.

Bits and pieces of the injury began to come back to him. He had fallen off the balcony at home—from the second floor, head first.

The fact that he didn’t suffer a spinal injury or end up paralyzed was proof that Eric Cooper had been in excellent physical shape.

Soon, the doctor and a few nurses arrived. Being a private patient at one of LA’s top hospitals meant the service was both prompt and professional.

After a series of tests, the attending physician, Dr. Charles, wore a concerned look on his face.

“Mr. Cooper, your vitals are a bit weak, which is expected. But all your metrics fall within normal ranges.”

He paused, then added with a puzzled expression, “I’ve been a doctor for over thirty years, and frankly, I don’t understand it. Based on your condition, you were in a coma for more than two weeks. In most cases like this, patients end up in a vegetative state. I’m not trying to be pessimistic—just honest. It’s... very unusual.”

Eric thought to himself, Well, that’s because I swapped souls, doc. What do you know?

“Dr. Charles, maybe I just got lucky. So... does that mean I can be discharged?”

The doctor hesitated. “Technically, yes. But I recommend you stay under observation for at least a week.”

Eric rolled his eyes. “If everything’s normal, then there’s no need for that. What I need right now isn’t more IVs—it’s fresh air!”

After more than two hours of tests, Eric finally left the examination room. Waiting outside were Emily Cooper and a well-dressed middle-aged man in a suit and tie—likely fresh from the office.

“Eric, my son! I’m so happy you’re awake,” the man said as he rushed forward, wrapping him in a tight hug.

“Careful, Harry, you’ll hurt him!” Emily warned, tugging at her husband.

Eric shrugged. “Mom, I’m not that fragile.”

Still, Harry Cooper quickly loosened his grip. “I was just... overwhelmed. Honestly, I’ve never thanked God this much in my life.”

Then came the usual family discussions. Eric insisted on being discharged, while Dr. Charles strongly recommended observation.

Eventually, they reached a compromise. One week was out of the question. Three days—no more. The Coopers were worried about their son but respected his wishes and the doctor's advice.

As Eric was leaving, his gaze happened to fall on a calendar at the nurse’s station.

The date: May 20, 2002.

A jolt ran through his brain like a lightning bolt.

“2002... MGM... John Woo... Windtalkers... Holy shit!”
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Chapter 2: Acquiring MGM
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"Eric, you little rascal! I knew a Cooper man wouldn't go down that easy!"

On the hospital lawn, Eric was taking a walk accompanied by his mother when his older brother, Joshua Cooper, suddenly appeared out of nowhere and gave him a light punch on the chest.

"Joshua! Be careful, you’ll hurt him!" their mother scolded sharply.

"Relax, Mom. I didn’t even use any force."

Eric looked at the tall, muscular man in front of him with a puzzled expression. "Joshua, weren’t you training in San Francisco? What are you doing here?"

Joshua Cooper, the eldest son of the Cooper family, was 23 years old. Unlike his younger brother, Joshua’s academic performance had always been average, but his athletic ability was outstanding.

He had been on the school football team since high school and continued playing through college. After graduation, he joined the San Francisco 49ers. Although not a star player, he still got decent playing time in regular matches.

Joshua pointed at their mother and said, “Why am I here? Obviously because of our dear mother. She called me last night, and I drove down first thing this morning.”

“Did your team give you time off? Isn't it the middle of the season?”

Joshua smiled mysteriously. “Let’s just say I have a good relationship with Mrs. Brown in the management office, and I scored a three-day leave.”

He shot Eric a knowing look.

Eric hadn’t said anything yet, but their mother’s face had already darkened. A traditional woman through and through, Emily spoke with disapproval in her tone.

“Joshua, if I find out you’re fooling around out there, I may not spank you anymore, but don’t even think about stepping foot back into this house!”

Joshua raised both hands and backed away in mock horror. “Whoa, whoa! You make it sound like I committed some heinous crime.”

Emily snorted. “You know exactly what I mean.”

“Alright, alright, Mom. I get donuts and hot dogs for Mrs. Brown. That’s all. She likes them. End of story.”

Behind his back, Joshua made a lewd gesture only Eric could see—one hand forming a circle, the other thrusting a middle finger in and out.

Yeah... just donuts and hot dogs.

Eric smacked his forehead. “Alright, that’s enough. No need to explain. Instead of wasting time, how about doing me a favor?”

Joshua wrapped an arm around his brother’s neck. “Of course! Whatever it is, just say the word. As your big brother, I won’t say no!”

“A party. I need you to throw a party for me.”

Joshua instantly lit up. “Now that’s what I’m talking about! No wonder we’re brothers—we’re totally on the same wavelength. After going through something like that, you definitely need to unwind.”

He leaned in and whispered, “I’ll find the place. Hot girls guaranteed!”

Eric looked at his brother, speechless. Do Americans always think parties revolve around girls?

Unfortunately, buried deep inside, he still carried the sensibilities of a man from China. One who didn’t really care for fast food. It just felt dirty to him. He preferred home-cooked meals—clean and satisfying.

“Joshua, we’re doing it at home. Invite whoever you want, but I’ll give you a list—make sure these few guys are definitely there.”

“What are you planning? Why so secretive? Who are they?”

“My closest college buddies. You can invite as many girls as you want, as long as Mom agrees.”

Emily stood off to the side, arms crossed, expression unreadable.

Joshua immediately pulled a face. “Yeah... in that case, maybe we should just watch movies, eat some barbecue, and drink a few beers.”

Ever since learning what year it was, Eric had been on edge—Windtalkers was just around the corner.

Windtalkers was John Woo’s final film in America, scheduled to release in June 2002. It had a massive budget for a war movie—and nearly bankrupted MGM.

That film’s catastrophic failure also shattered John Woo’s Hollywood reputation, which had been built on the successes of Face/Off and Mission: Impossible 2.

The following year’s Paycheck also flopped, though not as badly. After that, Hollywood wouldn’t touch him again. With nowhere else to go, Woo returned to China, riding the “international director” label to secure funding from companies like China Film Group, Galloping Horse, and Youzu Pictures for projects like Red Cliff and The Crossing.

But his old-school directing style couldn’t keep up with changing audience tastes. Viewers were getting smarter—less easy to fool.

Predictably, those films bombed. The Crossing even accelerated Galloping Horse’s acquisition, ending in disaster.

Still, MGM losing its shirt over Windtalkers wasn’t the worst of it. The real fallout was internal—multiple MGM executives resigned over the debacle.

At the time, public attention was focused on the director and cast, so nobody outside the industry paid attention to which execs left.

Eric hadn’t expected one of them to be his very own father—Harry Cooper.

No wonder his dad had been working late every day, looking increasingly troubled. Clearly, MGM had already assessed the situation with Windtalkers, and the verdict wasn’t good.

If Harry Cooper stepped down, it would be a disaster—for the family, and especially for Eric’s own plans. His path in the film industry would become far more difficult.

That simply couldn’t be allowed to happen.

Eric had been racking his brain for a solution. After a full day of thinking, inspiration finally struck—Why was I so fixated on stopping Dad from resigning in the first place?

The goal was to make films. That’s what he was good at. That’s where he was sure he could succeed.

And if that’s the goal, then what could be more convenient than owning his own film studio?

And what could be better than buying MGM?

Despite being the weakest of the Big Seven studios, MGM still outranked Lionsgate, Dimension Films, or New Line Cinema. And this was 2002—MGM was struggling, but it hadn’t collapsed yet.

Even better, unlike other studios with complex shareholder structures, most of MGM’s equity was held by a single investor—someone who didn’t even care much about making movies. Which meant: if the money was right, a sale wouldn’t be that hard.

So now it came down to the most critical question:
How much would it take to acquire MGM?
And where the hell could he get that kind of money?
Eric vaguely remembered that, before he transmigrated, Amazon had paid around $8 billion to acquire MGM. But a huge chunk of that was debt—maybe even half or more.

In 2002, MGM’s balance sheet probably wasn’t nearly that bloated. He could probe his father for details, but he estimated a figure in the ballpark of $3–4 billion.

Still, raising billions in a short time wasn’t going to be easy.

Stocks, futures, and crypto were all too slow—and besides, he’d never been involved in any of that in his past life.

So his attention shifted... to more unconventional options.
Specifically—the upcoming Korea–Japan World Cup.
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Chapter 3: Explode Some Gold, Dad
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As someone from China, Eric had a love-hate relationship with the national football team. But if one were to rewind the clock to 2002, it would have been all about pride.

China's national team had made it to the World Cup for the first time—a historic breakthrough that made headlines everywhere. Even though they lost all three matches in the group stage and didn’t advance, the fans were still full of hope.

Who could’ve known that what seemed like a new beginning would actually be the high point? Since then, it had been one long downhill spiral... until they lost to Vietnam—Vietnam!—fighting for dead last in their group. It was downright shameful.

Because of China’s appearance in the 2002 World Cup, Eric had stayed up late to watch the whole thing back in his previous life. Some of those dramatic upsets were still burned into his memory, even after twenty years.

For example, when France, the reigning champs, lost to Senegal—it shocked the world.

And then there was South Korea, who practically bribed the referees, pulling off one shady win after another. The whole world was stunned by their antics, but the Koreans were shamelessly proud of making it to the semifinals. The sheer thickness of their skin was something else.

Back then, Eric was furious. But now? He just hoped nothing had changed in the timeline. South Korea needed to keep playing dirty—because that’s how he’d win big.

There’s an old gambler’s saying: Bet against the obvious, and you’ll end up with a mansion by the sea. Betting on football was huge worldwide, and during the World Cup, it turned some people into millionaires overnight—though far more ended up broke or worse.
(Disclaimer: Don’t gamble!)
Eric’s idea was simple: use the upcoming World Cup to make a fortune in one shot. If he pulled it off, he could acquire MGM and become his own boss.

A dream start—what could be better?

But knowing the outcomes didn’t guarantee unlimited profits. Sports betting didn’t work like that.

First of all, every legal bookmaker had betting limits. For example, Pinnacle, a popular platform in the U.S., had a max single-game wager limit of $750,000.

So if you wanted to drop $10 million on one game? Sorry, they wouldn’t take your money. Worse, they might even call the cops, suspecting your funds were dirty. After all, these were legit operations with licenses—they had every reason to be cautious.

On top of that, if you kept winning, you'd definitely draw attention. The house doesn’t like to lose.

Even if they couldn’t pin anything illegal on you, the casinos could blacklist you. Sure, they might admit you were good—but they’d still refuse to take your bets.

And if the money pouring into a match looked suspicious, they could just shut down the line altogether.
After all, it was still 2002. Bookmakers weren’t as interconnected as they would be in the future, and competition between them made things tense. An unusual betting pattern could easily be a rival’s trap.
That said, there was one advantage to all this—poor information flow between bookmakers.

That meant Eric could hit them from multiple angles—place parallel bets at different locations, scoop up his winnings quickly, and disappear before anyone realized what happened.

But to pull that off, he couldn’t do it alone.

That’s why he needed the party. And why it was crucial to invite a select few of his closest friends.

One fence post needs three stakes. One hero needs three allies. Without enough hands, this plan was doomed to fail.

Those few friends he had in mind—he remembered them well. Ride-or-die brothers. The kind he could trust. Only with their help could he execute this high-risk, high-reward heist.
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That night, Harry Cooper came to the hospital to visit Eric, letting Emily head home to rest.

With just the two of them in the room, Eric took the initiative: “Dad, you look really tired. Is something wrong at work?”

Harry looked at him curiously. “What makes you say that?”

“Because you’ve been dressed in full business attire even after work hours. You’re definitely working overtime, aren’t you?”

Harry glanced at his polished shoes and let out a dry laugh. “You’re right. We held a private screening for an upcoming film recently, but the results... weren’t encouraging.”

“That wouldn’t be Windtalkers, would it? The one by that Chinese director, John Woo?”

Harry looked surprised. “Eric, since when did you start paying attention to movies? You’ve always been into finance. But yes, it’s Windtalkers.”

Eric nodded. “Let me guess—John Woo’s style just doesn’t suit war films, does it? I’ve seen his stuff. He’s great with action and shootouts, but he’s never really proven himself in the war genre.”

“Exactly. Face/Off and Mission: Impossible 2 were fantastic, which is why we handed Windtalkers to him without interference. We hoped he’d deliver a hit for MGM. But...”

Harry stopped mid-sentence. Eric handed him half a peeled pear. “Dad, have you considered what might happen if Windtalkers flops at the box office?”

Harry gave a bitter smile. “What else? It’ll be disastrous. The profits we made from Legally Blonde and Hannibal last year will all be wiped out. It’d be terrible.”

“I mean for you, Dad. This was your project, wasn’t it?”

Harry hesitated. “I don’t know... maybe I’d resign. The board won’t tolerate failure at this level.”

“But don’t worry,” he added quickly. “Even if I leave MGM, I’ll land somewhere else. I’ve been in this industry over thirty years. There are still plenty of companies that’d hire me—though maybe not as big.”

Eric’s expression grew serious. “But it’d still be a huge setback, right?”

Harry began to feel something was off. His son had never shown this much interest in movies or his work.

Harry had long hoped Eric would enter the entertainment industry. With his looks and Harry’s connections, he could easily launch Eric into stardom.

Of course, becoming the next Tom Cruise or Tom Hanks would depend on luck—but getting famous wasn’t the hard part. It was staying famous.

But Eric had always been stubborn. He never understood Harry’s intentions and ran off to study finance instead, wasting all those resources. Even now, after graduation, it still weighed on Harry’s heart.

“Eric,” he asked cautiously, “what exactly are you trying to say?”

Eric didn’t beat around the bush. “Dad, I know you’ve always wanted me in the entertainment industry. During my coma, I couldn’t talk, but I was awake. I did a lot of thinking.”

“Maybe you were right. There’s nothing wrong with relying on your parents. I was too rebellious before. And honestly, living under the spotlight, being adored by everyone... it does sound kind of exciting.”

Harry’s eyes lit up. He had wished for this moment for so long—and now, finally, his son had come around and chosen the “right” path.

Sure, Eric was already a college grad, but 22 was still young. Plenty of stars got their start later. With Harry’s resources, it would be no problem at all.

“Hahaha! Eric, my boy! That’s a brilliant decision. Don’t worry—just leave everything to—”

“Whoa, hold on, Dad. I’m not finished.”

Harry, beaming with joy, practically squinted from smiling. “Okay, okay. Go on!”

Eric took a deep breath. “Dad, even though I’ve changed my mind, I spent years studying finance. It’s hard to just walk away from all that. So... I want to take one final gamble.”

“I need money.”

Time was tight. Eric couldn’t afford to waste it. The only way forward—for now—was to let his dad believe he was getting what he wanted.

Harry didn’t even hesitate. “How much?”

“Ten million.”
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Chapter 4: This Is How You Play the Financial Game
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"How much?" Harry Cooper’s eyes widened in disbelief, as though he hadn’t heard correctly.

"Ten million. That’s the conservative estimate," Eric stated clearly, enunciating every word.

Ten million U.S. dollars—in 2002—was enough to fund two or three low-budget films. Plenty of directors and actors would never see that kind of budget in their entire careers.

Harry stood there stunned for a few seconds before finally reacting. "Son, what exactly are you planning?"

Eric didn’t intend to keep anything from his father. After all, this was his own flesh and blood—the closest person to him in this new world. Besides, if he really wanted to acquire MGM, he’d absolutely need his father’s help.

"Dad, if I’m going into the entertainment industry, then what could be better than owning a studio of my own? You’ve worked for MGM for decades—don’t you ever want to be your own boss?"

Harry nodded thoughtfully. "Every employee dreams of being the boss someday. But this industry is incredibly complicated. You can’t just throw money at it and expect success. Every year, countless studios go bankrupt in Hollywood."

"I’ve been in this business over thirty years and seen it all. In this day and age, no individual can single-handedly create a successful film company. The odds are stacked against you."

Eric raised a finger and gently wagged it. "That’s why I’m not planning to start a new company. It’s too much of a headache—producing, distribution, networking... rebuilding everything from scratch. My idea is to acquire an existing company. And what could be more suitable than MGM?"

For a moment, silence filled the air. Harry even reached out to touch Eric’s forehead to check for a fever.

"I’m perfectly sane, Dad," Eric said with a frown.

Then, suddenly, Harry burst out laughing, his double chin trembling with every chuckle. "Eric, you want me to fund an MGM buyout? God himself wouldn’t dare joke like that! Buying MGM? That’s even more outrageous than starting a studio from scratch."

"Yes, MGM’s been on the decline for years. But it’s still got decades of history. It used to be one of the Big Eight. That kind of legacy—you have any idea what that’s worth?"

Eric casually took a bite of a pear, juice dripping from the corners of his mouth. "MGM's downfall started the day Kirk Kerkorian bought it. Based on my estimates, their debts are between $1 billion and $1.1 billion."

"As for assets—the studio lots, the film library, equipment, props—I’d peg it somewhere around $1.8 to $2 billion. Am I close?"

Harry’s brows creased. As MGM’s CEO, he hadn’t personally combed through every financial line item—especially not after the Windtalkers debacle—but he had seen the Q1 financial reports.

And his son’s estimates? Pretty much spot-on.

As of Q1, MGM’s assets were valued at roughly $1.835 billion, with liabilities around $931 million.

And Eric? He’d never shown any interest in film before—certainly not enough to be casually checking up on MGM’s finances. Especially not while in a hospital bed. The fact that he could make such accurate assessments?

He was clearly playing a deeper game.

"Eric, even if what you said is accurate... we're talking about $3 billion total. And you have ten million. What exactly do you think you can do with that?"

"A lot, actually. I’m going to make that money multiply. And honestly, we don’t need all $3 billion to pull this off. Ten billion should do."

Harry blinked. "Excuse me?"

"It’s not that complicated, Dad. The plan is to borrow against the future. First, I gather the initial $1 billion. Then comes your part."

"You’ll approach the major banks and secure loans. MGM has been doing business with them for years, right? You know how the process works."

"Using your connections, we can leverage MGM’s existing assets as collateral and borrow $2 billion against it. Combined with my $1 billion, that gives us $3 billion total. More than enough to take over MGM."

It sounded insane. After all, MGM didn’t belong to them yet. How could they use another company’s assets as collateral?

But that—that—was exactly how financial games were played.

Harry knew this too well. The major banks had been eyeing MGM for years, salivating over it, but lacking a legitimate entry point.

If someone like Eric stepped forward and served them a chance on a silver platter, even if the success rate was only 50%, they’d still take the gamble. Banks never really lose.

If Eric actually managed to pull it off, that $2 billion loan would generate massive long-term interest. And if he failed to manage MGM well, the banks would simply take over—a giant asset swallowed at a discount.

Even if the acquisition ultimately failed, they’d still collect short-term interest. With $1 billion already committed, they had little to fear from defaults.

That’s how banks worked globally—stacking the odds in their favor. The only real question left was: Where the hell was Eric going to get that initial billion?

Harry fell silent, deep in thought. His expression turned serious. "Eric, I have to admit—you really did learn something from your finance degree. Your plan is well thought-out. But I still have to ask: where will that $1 billion come from?"

Eric smiled mysteriously. "Dad, leave that part to me. I promise—within a month, you’ll see results."

Of course, he had no intention of telling his father the plan involved sports betting. If Harry found out, he’d think Eric had lost his mind.

Besides, betting came with risks. If the casinos caught wind of his scheme, he’d be in serious trouble. No way was he dragging his father into that mess.

The two of them talked in the hospital room for more than three hours. By the end, well past midnight, Harry was finally convinced.

The main reason? Their family could actually afford the initial $10 million.

Harry had held an executive position for years. He wasn’t on the level of those Forbes-listed billionaires, but he earned far more than most Hollywood actors.

Sure, giving Eric $10 million felt like a punch to the gut. But this was his son. And the vision Eric described was compelling.

Buying MGM. Becoming the boss. Betting on the future. Wasn’t life itself a gamble?
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Two days later, Eric was discharged with his mother by his side. Dr. Charles still wore a baffled expression. This kind of recovery, medically speaking, made no sense—but he could only chalk it up as a miracle.

Their car slowly rolled into Beverly Hills—a city within a city in Los Angeles. Celebrities, sports legends, world-class artists... and a never-ending parade of luxury boutiques lined the streets.

When Eric opened the front door of his house, he was immediately bombarded by bursts of confetti and streamers from all directions. A crowd rushed up to surround him.

“Welcome home!”
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Chapter 5: Ride-or-Die Friends
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In Beverly Hills, a party was in full swing at the Cooper residence. But in a place filled with celebrities, such gatherings were routine—no one batted an eye.

Inside the living room, tables were laden with drinks and snacks, while a barbecue grill was fired up on the back lawn. It was late May, and the weather was heating up. Nothing beat ice-cold beer and grilled meat under the sun.

Eric stood at the center of a crowd, receiving cheers and well wishes as everyone celebrated his recovery and discharge from the hospital.

His older brother, Joshua Cooper, came over grinning. “Not bad, huh? When it comes to throwing parties, I’m a pro. Shame there aren’t any babes though. Mom’s still too old-school. God, I miss the cheerleaders back at the team.”

“Eric, I’ve told you—you really should come up to San Francisco sometime. I could introduce you to Billie Whitman. That girl’s stacked—like, F-cup stacked!”

Eric raised an eyebrow at his would-be pimp of a brother. “Cut it out, Joshua. If Mom ever walked in and found Dad with two girls in bed, the first thing she’d do is skin you alive.”

And he wasn’t wrong. In this part of town, finding girls wasn’t exactly hard. Models and aspiring actresses were more than willing to take on "private gigs." But not all of them were in it for the cash.

Many women knew exactly where they were—Beverly Hills. And they knew exactly who Harry Cooper was. To them, the CEO of MGM represented not just wealth, but access—an entire network of opportunity. And all they had to offer in return was their looks and their bodies. In Hollywood, that was the cheapest currency of all.

“Anyway, did everyone on my list make it?”

“Yeah. Your guys showed up early—one of them flew in from Jersey the moment he heard you were out. Took the red-eye.”

“Well, of course. We’re ride-or-die.”

After mingling for a bit, Eric headed to the backyard. A few young men and women were hanging out, chatting and laughing. One lone figure, however, sat in the corner, quietly devouring barbecue.

Eric walked over and plopped down beside him. The guy looked up, swallowed a mouthful of meat, and socked Eric in the chest. “Eric Cooper, you bastard! I knew you weren’t dead!”

Eric laughed and clapped the guy’s hand. “Warren, man, have you gotten bigger since the last time I saw you?”

Warren suddenly found the barbecue in front of him a lot less appetizing. “No way. I’ve been dieting since graduation. Lost five pounds! I only broke the rules today to celebrate you getting out. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have touched this high-calorie junk.”

“Five pounds? Sounds like your base weight’s the problem. You’ll need to drop at least fifty to notice a difference.”

As they bantered, three more people approached—two guys and one girl. Warren instantly scowled and raised his voice in mock betrayal: “Well, look who it is! My supposed friends who ditched me for temptation! You chose lust over loyalty—I spit on you!”

His sarcasm had zero effect. The muscular girl clenched a fist in warning, and Warren promptly shut his mouth.

These four were Eric’s true ride-or-die friends. Back in college, the five of them had rented a house together.

There was Eric, of course, and Warren—the local kid from L.A. who came from modest means. Then there were the Giss brothers, Bordeaux and Billy, hailing from a Texas ranching family. The last member was Jodie Newhouse, a girl from New York.

Jodie had a complicated family situation and never talked about it, clearly holding some deep resentment.

As for why one girl lived with four guys—without anything "interesting" ever happening?

Simple. Jodie was a lesbian. And not just any lesbian—she was a top. You could tell just by looking at her defined abs. If a fight ever broke out, none of the four guys could take her one-on-one.
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Upstairs in Eric’s Room – Second Floor

“Alright,” Warren said, adjusting his glasses. The glint in his eyes was sharp, nothing like the goofy overeater from earlier. “Spill it. What’s this really about?”

The Giss brothers and Jodie also stared intently at Eric. They weren’t average students—they were smart. If this was just a celebration, there was no need to fly everyone in, especially not all the way from New Jersey. No way.

Eric didn’t beat around the bush. “I’ve got a plan. And I need your help.”

“What kind of plan?” Jodie asked bluntly, lounging across Eric’s bed and sucking on a lollipop.

“I’ve got ten million dollars. And my goal is to turn that into a billion within a month.”

The room instantly fell silent—followed by a collective intake of breath.

They had studied finance. They’d read about wealthy moguls starting from scratch and building empires worth billions. But those were just case studies in textbooks—cold, abstract numbers.

In real life? None of them had ever even handled ten thousand, let alone ten million.

“Oh God damn it... Are you serious?” Warren stepped back, clearly shaken.

“You think I flew you in to pull a prank?”

The Giss brothers exchanged stunned looks. Sure, their family was well-off, but all of that wealth still belonged to their parents. Inheritance was decades away—assuming there was even ten million to inherit.

Only Jodie remained unfazed, still rolling the lollipop around in her mouth.

“Ten million,” Bordeaux asked. “Where’d you get that kind of money?”

Eric pointed at the door. “My dad. You think I knocked over a bank or something?”

Billy Giss let out a low whistle. “Man... What a powerful, generous father. If someone gave me a tenth of that, I’d lick their ass. No hesitation.”

Honestly, you couldn’t blame him. For people with ambition, the lack of starting capital was the biggest wall in the world. Forget licking—plenty of folks would chew glass for a shot like that.

Jodie rolled her eyes. “You’re all pathetic. Alright, Eric—tell us your plan. Because I can’t think of any way to flip that kind of money a hundred times in just a month. Not legally, anyway.”

She wasn’t wrong. There were only a few industries where such obscene profits were even theoretically possible.

Sure, drug trafficking could pull it off. But you'd need a massive armed operation, your own plantations, processing centers, and distribution network. You’d also have to bribe officials, dodge the DEA, and still deal with greedy middlemen who’d eat into your profits.

Totally unrealistic.

Eric didn’t say a word. Instead, he turned on the TV and switched to a sports channel.

On the screen: ads hyping up the Korea–Japan World Cup.

“This,” he said, eyes gleaming, “is the plan. Sports betting.”
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Chapter 6: Even Superstars Can't Afford It
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“Have any of you ever followed soccer?” Eric asked.

The three guys and one girl exchanged confused glances. Not surprising—after all, in 2002, the United States was practically a soccer desert.

Here, the big four were football, basketball, hockey, and baseball.

Soccer? That was for wimps. No real American took it seriously. What kind of sport was that compared to the physicality of football? Some fancy European pastime had no place in red-blooded America.

Despite soccer’s global popularity, it just hadn’t taken root in the U.S.—kind of like how baseball never caught on in China, and Chinese chess never went global. Cultural mismatch. Plain and simple.

“Alright then,” Eric said, shrugging, “so you don’t know the game—no problem. I don’t need you to understand soccer. I just need you to place bets. I’ll handle the strategy.”

Billy crossed his arms, his tone serious. “Eric, this doesn’t sound like a great plan. I’ve never heard of anyone getting rich off gambling.”

Bordeaux nodded in agreement. “We studied finance, not probability theory. If you wanted to try card counting in Vegas, maybe. But this? Betting on matches?”

Warren chimed in too. “I’ve read that these games are often manipulated by big gambling syndicates. If they want a team to win, it wins. Trying to beat them at their own game? That’s nearly impossible.”

Warren’s concern was valid. That was the common perception of sports betting—and match-fixing scandals like the infamous Calciopoli in Italy only reinforced it.

But Eric wasn’t betting on some second-tier domestic league—he was targeting the World Cup.

And the World Cup was a different beast altogether.

For one, the star players involved were worth more than most gambling syndicates. A single sponsorship on their jerseys could fetch tens of millions. Why would they risk it all for a shady bribe?

Plus, the World Cup came only once every four years. A player never knew if it would be their last chance. For those who’d already earned their fortune, legacy and honor were everything.

Even if a syndicate managed to bribe one or two players, it wouldn't matter. Unless they bought off half the team, they couldn’t control the outcome. And bribing that many? Way too expensive. No gambling ring could afford it.

What the betting houses really profited from was the rake—the commission taken from every bet. They didn’t care who won. As long as people were betting, they were making money.

In fact, fake matches were bad for business. If people lost faith in the integrity of the games, they’d stop betting. No bets, no revenue.

But in the Korea-Japan World Cup, the host country had a different agenda.

Keen to avoid embarrassment on home soil, the Korean government allegedly tried to bribe opposing teams—and got rejected. So, they changed tactics.

They went after the referees.

It’s a lot easier to bribe one man than twenty-two.

Thus began what many consider the dirtiest World Cup in history.

And the chaos it caused? Catastrophic.

So many unexpected upsets occurred that betting syndicates around the world suffered massive losses. Their analysts were completely blindsided.

In the aftermath, major global betting companies took the unprecedented step of issuing a joint statement calling for fairness in international football.

They even made their financial records public and demanded the same of top players—urging full transparency to restore trust. Amusingly, China never responded.

The kicker? These calls for fairness were endorsed by international anti-money-laundering watchdogs.

That’s right—anti-money laundering agencies were backing gambling companies.

Talk about irony.

The Korea-Japan World Cup was one of the most profitable tournaments ever—at least for people who bet against the odds.

And for Eric, this was his one big shot.

His three friends still looked unconvinced. So Eric turned to Jodie. She shrugged. “Doesn’t matter to me. It’s not my money. Just tell me what to do.”

Eric grinned. That’s what he loved about Jodie—straightforward and decisive.

“You see that? It’s my money. Why are you guys stressing out? Just treat it like a giant board game—except this one’s played with a few million dollars. Fun, right?”

“And by the way, gambling winnings? Totally tax-free. The betting houses pay it in advance.”

That shut everyone up. If Eric wasn’t worried, they weren’t going to argue anymore.

“Here’s the plan,” Eric continued. “I’ll split the $10 million into five equal parts—$2 million each. You’ll each take a portion and fly out to a different country: the UK, Macau, Singapore, and Brazil. I’ll stay here in the States.”

“There are some risks involved with this trip, so I’ll assign a bodyguard to each of you. Keep things low profile.”

“Once the World Cup ends, you come straight home. That’s it.”

The bodyguards weren’t just for protection—they were also a way to keep everyone in check. With the kind of money they’d be handling, Eric wasn’t about to rely on trust alone.

Jodie smirked. “So basically, you’re sending us on an all-expenses-paid vacation. I’m not complaining—I’ve always wanted to visit Asia. Singapore’s supposed to be gorgeous. They call it the ‘Garden City,’ right?”

“I’ll go to the UK,” Bordeaux said. “Always wanted to try authentic British cuisine—see if it’s really as awful as they say.”

Eric patted Warren’s shoulder. “I wouldn’t recommend it. Compared to proper Chinese food, British cuisine tastes like dog food. Go to Macau. I guarantee you’ll gain ten pounds and never want to eat American-Chinese food again.”

Warren pulled a face. “No way. I’m on a diet, remember? Food like that will ruin my progress. I’ll stick with the UK.”

Bordeaux chuckled. “Are you sure? British guys are famously... friendly. With your soft skin and round butt, you might attract the wrong kind of attention.”

“Uhh...”

Billy licked his lips. “I’ve heard Brazilian women are passionate and wild. I feel like this is going to be the trip of a lifetime.”

But before he could bask in that fantasy, Jodie’s eyes lit up. “Switch with me. Brazil sounds perfect for me. You take Singapore.”

“Why?”

Jodie flexed her fist. “Do you want to argue?”

“...Nope. You win, lady. But hey, take it easy, okay? Don’t catch anything weird. I doubt Eric’s insurance covers that.” Billy wiggled his brows and winked.

In the end, the assignments were set:

Warren to Macau
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Billy to Singapore
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Bordeaux to the UK
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Jodie to Brazil

Even though Brazil wasn’t quite the chaotic crime zone it would become in later years, drug violence and gang activity were still rampant. Eric decided to assign Jodie two bodyguards—just to be safe.

After all, Rio was nicknamed “City of God”—and not in a good way.

Thanks to Harry Cooper’s efficiency, the transfer was completed quickly. By the time the party wrapped up, Eric had $10 million sitting in his account.

The next day, his four friends were already on flights to their respective destinations.

As the morning sun rose, Eric drove home. The clouds above the hills seemed to shimmer like hundred-dollar bills. He could almost see Benjamin Franklin smiling down at him.

Happy holidays, everyone!
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Chapter 7: All-In Is a Kind of Genius
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As the World Cup drew near, the global soccer fever was beginning to take hold—even in the soccer wasteland that was the United States.

These days, you could even occasionally spot people playing football on American fields—mostly because the U.S. had qualified for the tournament.

Still, it was barely a flicker. Certainly not a blaze. And two decades later, it still hadn’t caught fire. The MLS had basically become a retirement home for aging international stars.

Then again, calling it a retirement home wasn’t exactly fair—because even half-retired players could dominate the MLS like they were doing charity work.

And by 2023, when that legendary little Argentine gold miner arrived, the idea of "technical poverty alleviation" reached its absolute peak.

While the American public might not care about playing the game, the betting companies were already all-in.

This year’s 32 qualifiers featured traditional powerhouses like Argentina, France, and Italy. France in particular came in with swagger: reigning World Cup champs and 2000 Euro Cup winners—they were here to defend the crown.

On the flip side were underdogs like Saudi Arabia, Tunisia, Senegal, China, and Nigeria.

The odds reflected that. Favorites like France were at 5:1 to win the tournament. Italy was at 6:1.

The longshots? Absurd.

USA: 166:1
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Tunisia: 300:1
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Saudi Arabia: 500:1
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China: also 500:1

In other words, if you bet on China to win the cup and they somehow pulled it off, your money would multiply 500 times. A $1 million bet would become $500 million. What other business could match that return?

But there was a problem—these bets took a full month to resolve.

And if the betting companies caught on to something, they could pull shady moves behind the scenes. No one would even hear you cry.

That’s why Eric split the money and sent his friends to different global gambling hotspots. You can’t pluck all the feathers off one goose. Spread the eggs across baskets to minimize risk.

May 31.
Opening day of the World Cup. France vs Senegal.
Eric stared at the blue screen in front of him. The clunky website interface felt ancient compared to the sleek tech of his previous life. Early 2000s internet was hard on the eyes.

He was still using a massive desktop. Not because laptops didn’t exist—but because back then, they were underpowered and overpriced. Big towers ruled at home.

Once I make some money, Eric thought, maybe I should get into internet stocks. Pick a few guaranteed winners for long-term investment.

Though the web wasn’t yet fully developed, online betting was already a thing—albeit risky. Many sites were nothing but traps, laced with malware. And since people didn’t really know how to protect themselves, victims were everywhere.

So Eric stuck to phone betting. More secure.

Once he confirmed that the match schedule hadn’t changed, he opened MSN—the dominant global messaging platform at the time. Even in China, QQ hadn’t yet taken over.

Eric typed swiftly:

“For today’s opener, place bets across all the big houses. Maximum limit. Senegal to win.”

If you're going to gamble, gamble big—and fast. High risk, high reward.

If Senegal won, it meant history was still intact.

If France won? It meant the future had already shifted—and nothing, not even past box office hits, could be trusted.

In that case, Eric might as well give up and let his dad mold him into a second-gen celebrity.

Warren sent a panicked emoji.

“Senegal? Are you insane?! They’re an African team making their first appearance!”

Billy followed.

“Senegal’s entire roster is worth less than one French player’s thigh! Dude, this is TEN. MILLION. DOLLARS. Don’t do this!”

Eric replied coolly:

“France odds: 1.2 to 1. Senegal odds: 19 to 1. Remember the golden rule: bet against the favorite, and you’ll be sipping champagne by the sea.”

Bordeaux:

“...This is your grand strategy?”

Jodie (completely off-topic):

“OMG. Brazilian girls are fire. I already placed my bets. See you all in two hours.”

—
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That evening, Eric skipped dinner. He sat on the couch with a beer, staring at the screen, waiting for the match to start.

Surprisingly, his dad was home. Seeing his tense posture, Harry walked over and gave his shoulder a firm squeeze. “What’s up, son? You look nervous.”

“Nothing much. The World Cup’s starting. Thought I’d watch.”

“Really? I remember you never liked soccer. You were always more into hockey and dance.”

“College changes you. Opens your eyes to new things.”

“Fair enough. I’ve noticed you’ve been holed up lately. Any progress with your money-making plan?”

Eric glanced sideways. “Don’t worry, Dad. If it all goes south, I’ll submit to your plan—acting classes, media training, the works.”

Harry laughed heartily. “That’s the spirit. Trust me, once you get into this business, you’ll love it. It’s way more exciting than finance.”

Little did Harry know, his genius finance-graduate son was trying to get rich off football bets. If he ever found out, he might die of shock.

But for now, he was too busy dreaming about grooming Eric into Hollywood's next big thing. Even the sting from Windtalkers' early reviews seemed to fade.

On the TV, the teams marched onto the field. The game began.

Across the world, millions tuned in.

France’s roster was a galaxy of stars—Henry, the top scorer in the Premier League; Trezeguet, top scorer in Serie A; Cissé, top scorer in Ligue 1. And of course, Zinedine Zidane—the national treasure.

Everyone assumed this match would be a walkover.

But soon, people noticed Zidane wasn’t on the field. Neither was Pires. With their midfield engine gone, France’s attacks lost cohesion.

They still dominated possession, repeatedly threatening Senegal’s goal—but every powerful shot slammed into the goalpost.

MSN chat was blowing up:

Warren:

“OH MY GOD! FUCK! Who is that bald guy?!”

Bordeaux:

“Where’s the defense?! Are these idiots blind?! Run back, you morons!”

Billy:

“Bullshit! Let’s go Senegal! Smash those French colonizers! Remember your history!”

Even Jodie lost it:

“That guy with the braids is shooting again—AAAHHH MY EYES! He hit the post again, thank god!”

Bordeaux:

“Is that goalie blind? Even the post is doing a better job than his legs!”

The four of them were screaming, ranting, laughing—completely unhinged. They didn’t know the rules. Couldn’t name a player. But they were living every second of it.

Only Eric remained silent—because he was too excited to speak.

On screen, a botched pass from Djorkaeff was intercepted by Senegal’s star El Hadji Diouf, who burst forward like a bullet.

France’s aging defense was helpless.

Diouf passed.

Papa Bouba Diop surged into position and slammed it home.

Goal. Senegal.

Two hundred million dollars. In the bag.
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Chapter 8: Don’t Pluck the Wool Too Hard
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“Oh my God, who is that Black guy?! I’m framing his portrait and worshipping it daily!” Warren cried out dramatically.

“I hereby declare—God is Black!” Billy Giss chimed in, even more over the top.

After all, anyone who just netted you two hundred million dollars deserved to be worshipped as a god.

Jodie was the voice of caution. “Don’t celebrate yet. The game’s not over. We better pray this score holds. I can already see two hundred million waving at us.”

Beverly Hills, Cooper Residence.

“Yes!”
As Senegal scored, Eric jumped off the couch and chugged his beer straight from the bottle.
“Eric, what are you doing?” his mom asked, confused.

“Nothing, just got excited over a goal.”

“Sweetheart, don’t overexert yourself. You’ve only just recovered—take care of your body.”

“Don’t worry, Mom. I know.”

The goal matched his memory perfectly. And so far, the rest of the game was unfolding just as he remembered. As long as no surprises popped up, he could proceed with confidence.

The match continued. The five of them stared at their screens, hearts pounding, silently begging time to fly by and the final whistle to come quickly.

Suddenly, a Black French player made a break, charging down the field. With Senegal’s defense closing in, he took a wild shot.

“Oh God, please no!”

“What the hell are you doing?!”

“Oh no, he’s going to shoot—he’s going to shoot!”

Just moments ago, they’d been calling Black players gods. Now they were hurling slurs and panic. Clearly, loyalty had an expiration date—one kick’s worth, apparently.

Eric held his breath, eyes wide, heart in his throat.

Bang!
The shot slammed into the goalpost again. The ball ricocheted harmlessly away.
“Holy shit, YES!”

Eric blurted in Mandarin, startling his mom once more. Meanwhile, MSN exploded with a mix of prayers, praise, and panicked swearing.

Thankfully, the rest of the match was uneventful. And when the final whistle blew, it was official:

Senegal 1, France 0.

A shocking upset that stunned the world—and wiped out countless bettors.

Curses aimed at the French team echoed around the globe.

On MSN, the chat went wild.

Bordeaux:

“Is it over? They’re shaking hands—does that mean it’s over?”

Billy:

“Yeah, look at the timer. Game’s done!”

Warren:

“My God, that was the most intense game I’ve ever watched. My heart’s still racing. I need food to calm down.”

Jodie:

“Senegal actually won. Eric, you little bastard—you were right!”

Eric, now completely at ease, raided the fridge and munched while typing:

“Now do you believe me? If you guys have some spare cash, feel free to follow my bets. I promise it won’t be a loss.”

Jodie:

“FUCK! That was 19 to 1 odds. You’re about to walk away with $190 million, you bastard.”

Warren:

“In just 100 minutes, you turned ten million into a hundred and ninety million. Eric, my brother, from now on, whatever you bet on, I’ll follow. I’ve got a thousand bucks ready—your wish is my command.”

Eric’s mood soared. The results matched his memory. The schedule, the outcome—it was all intact. That meant he had a solid grip on the future, and there was nothing more valuable than that.

“Alright, you degenerates—rollercoasters are fun, huh? But next, we’re going to multiply this cash even more. First, though—relax and celebrate. Everything’s on me!”

Jodie:

“Yes! That’s what I was waiting for! If I weren’t into girls, I’d send you nudes just to show how excited I am—literally dripping!”

Bordeaux:

“Eric, I can send you mine.”

Eric replied with a vomit emoji:

“You need a psych eval, Bordeaux.”

Bordeaux returned the emoji:

“Screw you. British influence is messing with my brain. Every time I walk the streets, I feel like someone's eyeing my ass.”

Billy:

“Then guard it well. If my parents found out you turned into a bottom, they’d shoot you. This is Texas.”

The chat died down.

Eric glanced across the room. His dad was on the balcony, deep in another work call. Probably MGM business again.

This time, Eric actually hoped the film Windtalkers would bomb—and bomb hard. He’d only heard scraps about the flop in his past life. Internet was primitive, and reporting limited. He knew MGM lost a fortune—but not how much.

Now? The more they lost, the better. The
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