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Chapter 1: The Proposal






Val became Studio President on January 15th. The announcement went out at 9 a.m. By 9:30, her phone had exploded with calls. Agents congratulating her. Directors wanting meetings. Executives positioning themselves for favor.

By 10 a.m., Kerwin called her to his office.

"Close the door."

Val did. She was thirty-two years old. Studio President. The youngest in Titan Pictures history. In Hollywood history, possibly. The trades were already writing profiles. "The Roberts Era Begins." "Hollywood's New Power Player."

"Sit down," Kerwin said. "We need to talk about what happens next."

"I'm listening."

Kerwin looked older than usual. Tired. Seventy-one now, and it showed. "The board approved your promotion unanimously. That's rare. Usually there's at least one dissenter. But they all voted yes."

"That's good news."

"It's suspicious news. Unanimous votes mean backroom deals. Someone promised something to someone. And I wasn't in the room when it happened." Kerwin leaned forward. "What did you promise them?"

"Nothing. I didn't know they were meeting."

"Then someone promised them something on your behalf. Which is worse. Because now you owe debts you don't know about."

Val felt cold settle in her stomach. "What do you know?"

"I know that Thomas Brent met with your uncle three weeks ago. I know that Patricia Morrison received a very generous consulting contract from a company tied to the Roberts family. I know that David Kang's investor group suddenly became very interested in supporting you." Kerwin stood and walked to his window. "You used your uncle to buy board votes."

"I didn't…"

"Don't lie to me. I've been in this business fifty years. I know how deals get made. The question is whether you knew what Sal was doing."

Val chose her words carefully. "I told Uncle Sal I wanted the CEO position. I didn't tell him to bribe board members. If he did that, he did it on his own."

"Do you believe that?"

"No."

Kerwin turned to face her. "Neither do I. Which means you're compromised before you even start. The board owns you now. When they call in favors, you'll have to deliver. And trust me, they will call them in."

"I'll handle it."

"Will you? Because from where I'm standing, you just sold your independence for a title. That's not leadership. That's being a puppet."

Val stood. "I'm not a puppet. I'm Studio President. I earned this position."

"You earned it by being smart, ruthless, and talented. But you secured it by being dirty. There's a difference." Kerwin moved back to his desk. "I'm retiring in six months. CEO will be open. The board will likely offer it to you. But understand—if you take it, you'll be taking it with strings attached. Strings you can't see yet. Strings that will strangle you eventually."

"I'll cut the strings when I need to."

"That's what everyone thinks. Then one day they wake up and realize they're not in control anymore. They're just executing someone else's agenda." Kerwin sat down. "I'm telling you this because I like you. Because I see potential. But I also see you making the same mistakes I made. And I don't want that for you."

"What mistakes did you make?"

"I thought power was the goal. It's not. Power is a tool. The goal is what you do with it. And I wasted mine maintaining position instead of creating something meaningful." He pulled out a folder. "That's why I'm giving you this. Consider it my final lesson."

Val took the folder. Inside was a proposal. A merger. Titan Pictures and Constellation Media Group. A fifteen-billion-dollar deal that would create one of the largest entertainment conglomerates in the world.

"Constellation approached me six months ago," Kerwin said. "They want to acquire us. I've been stalling. But now that you're Studio President, I want you to handle the negotiations."

"Why me?"

"Because this merger will define your career. If you do it right, you'll have a platform to actually create something. Build something that lasts. If you do it wrong, you'll just be another executive who got rich and accomplished nothing."

Val studied the numbers. Constellation was bigger than Titan. More diversified. Streaming platforms, international distribution, theme parks. The merger made sense strategically.

"What's the structure?"

"Constellation acquires Titan. You become President of Constellation Entertainment division. Report to their CEO, Richard Sutherland the Third."

Val looked up sharply. "Sutherland?"

"No relation to our Richard. This one's old Boston money. Harvard. Goldman Sachs. He's been CEO of Constellation for eight years. Smart. Ruthless. Hates being told no." Kerwin smiled slightly. "You'll either love him or destroy him. Possibly both."

"When do negotiations start?"

"Next week. Their team will be here. You'll lead for our side. Don't screw it up."

Val spent the next five days preparing. She read every document about Constellation. Studied their financials, their leadership structure, their corporate culture. She learned everything about Richard Sutherland III.

Rich Kid. Ivy League pedigree. Made his money in private equity before moving to entertainment. Married to Jennifer Sutherland, daughter of a senator. Two kids at private schools. Home in Connecticut. Apartment in Manhattan. Beach house in the Hamptons.

Perfect on paper. Probably insufferable in person.

The negotiation team arrived on Monday. Eight people. Lawyers, CFO, head of strategy, and Sutherland himself.

Val met them in the executive conference room. She had chosen her outfit with care: a black suit, minimal jewelry, and her hair pulled back. She looked professional, serious, and in control.

Sutherland was exactly what she expected. Fifty-five, fit, expensive suit, confident handshake. He smiled like someone who'd never been told no.

"Valentina. Pleasure to meet you."

"Richard. Welcome to Titan."

"Please, call me Rick. Richard sounds too formal."

"I prefer Richard."

His smile didn't waver. "Of course. Shall we get started?"

They spent the first hour on pleasantries. Constellation's vision. Titan's strengths. How the merger would create synergies. All corporate speak that meant nothing.

Then they got to structure.

"Titan shareholders receive thirty-five dollars per share," Sutherland's CFO said. "That's a forty percent premium over current trading price. Very generous."

Val had done the math. "Titan's IP library alone is worth more than you're offering. Add our production slate, our talent relationships, our real estate holdings—you're undervaluing us by at least three billion."

"We're accounting for risk. Titan's last three films underperformed. Your debt load is high. Without this merger, you might not survive another bad quarter."

"Without this merger, you don't get access to our streaming technology. Which you desperately need, since Constellation's platform is hemorrhaging subscribers."

Sutherland leaned back. "You've done your homework."

"I always do."

"Good. Then you know this merger happens whether you like the terms or not. Your board has already indicated support. We can negotiate details, but the deal is happening." He smiled. "The only question is whether you're going to make this easy or difficult."

Val smiled back. "I'm going to make it profitable. For Titan. If that's difficult for you, that's your problem."

The room went quiet. Sutherland's team exchanged glances. No one talked to their CEO this way.

Sutherland laughed. "I like you. You've got spine. Most executives in your position would roll over. Take the premium and run."

"I'm not most executives."

"No, you're not. Which is why I want you running Constellation Entertainment after the merger. You'll have full autonomy. Report directly to me. Build whatever you want."

"At what valuation for Titan?"

"Forty-two dollars per share. Final offer."

Val did the calculation in her head. Still low, but better. "Forty-five."

"Forty-three."

"Forty-four and I get full creative control. No board oversight on projects under a hundred million."

Sutherland considered. "Forty-four and you get oversight on projects under seventy-five million. Above that, board approval required."

Val extended her hand. "Deal."

They shook. Sutherland's grip was firm. Testing. Val matched it.

"You drive a hard bargain," Sutherland said.

"You should see me when I'm actually trying."

The merger announcement went public in February. The trades went wild. "Mega-Merger Creates Entertainment Giant." "Titan and Constellation Join Forces." "Valentina Roberts Named President of Constellation Entertainment."

Val's phone exploded again. This time with job seekers. Every executive in Hollywood wanted to work for her. Every agent wanted to pitch clients. Every director wanted to attach to projects.

Power attracted power. Success bred more success.

But success also bred resentment.








