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​PROLOGUE – THE LAST GOAL

THE CLOCK ABOVE THE stadium showed eighty-nine minutes and forty seconds when Nico Ardent stopped hearing the world. Until that moment, the Champions League Final had been pure noise—ninety thousand voices crashing against the night sky, drums beating like war hearts, whistles cutting through the air, commentators screaming from glass boxes high above the pitch, millions of people watching from bars, living rooms, city squares, and phones held in trembling hands. But when the ball rolled loose near the edge of the penalty area, everything around Nico became silent. He saw only the white ball spinning across the wet grass, the defenders moving toward him, the goalkeeper stepping two inches too far to his left, and the narrow space between chaos and immortality. For a striker, there are moments when time does not move forward. It opens. And inside that opening, Nico Ardent saw his entire life.

He saw the cracked concrete street where he had first kicked a torn ball with bare feet. He saw his mother standing under a broken kitchen light, pretending she had already eaten so he could finish the last piece of bread. He saw academy gates taller than any dream, coaches who doubted him, boys richer than him, crowds that mocked his accent, newspapers that called him too thin, too angry, too hungry. He saw every morning he had woken before sunrise, every night he had slept with pain in his legs, every goal he had scored not for applause, but for survival. And then he saw the number on his back.

Nine.

The number every striker wanted, but only a few could carry.

The ball reached him.

Nico did not think. Thinking was for men who still had time. He took one touch with his right foot, soft enough to invite the first defender closer. The defender lunged. Nico dragged the ball back, turned his body, and slipped between two men as if the space had been waiting only for him. The stadium rose before the shot even came. Another defender threw himself across the grass. Nico shifted the ball half a step to the left. The goalkeeper spread his arms. For a heartbeat, the whole of Europe balanced on Nico Ardent’s boot.

Then he struck.

The ball flew low, fast, and cruel, skimming over the grass before bending beyond the goalkeeper’s fingertips. It kissed the inside of the post and snapped into the net.

For one second, nobody moved.

Then the world exploded.

Nico ran without knowing where he was going. His teammates chased him, grabbed him, buried him under bodies, arms, tears, and screams. The stadium shook so violently it felt as if the earth itself had joined the celebration. Flares burned in the stands. Flags waved like storms. Fans cried into scarves. Somewhere, his mother was in the VIP section with both hands over her mouth, the poor woman from the forgotten side of the city now watching her son become a king. Nico pushed himself free from the pile of players and looked toward her. Even from the pitch, even through rain and light and madness, he saw her crying.

He pointed to the sky first.

Then to her.

The final whistle came minutes later, but everyone knew the match had ended with Nico’s goal. His club were champions of Europe. His name rolled across every screen in the world. Nico Ardent. The boy from nothing. The golden striker. The greatest number nine alive. Cameras followed him as he lifted the trophy beneath silver confetti. Reporters shouted questions he could barely hear. Teammates poured champagne over his head. Fans sang his name until it became more than a chant. It became a verdict.

Nico Ardent was untouchable.

By midnight, the city belonged to him. His face shone from giant screens. Cars blocked the streets. Supporters climbed fountains and streetlights. Strangers hugged one another as if the victory had healed every private wound they carried. Inside the celebration hall of a luxury hotel, football officials, sponsors, celebrities, and former legends gathered around him like planets circling a new sun. Every handshake was too firm. Every smile was too wide. Every promise sounded eternal. A watch company wanted him for a global campaign. A sports brand was ready to double his contract. A magazine editor whispered that tomorrow’s cover would call him “The King of Europe.” Someone placed another glass in his hand before he had finished the last.

Nico smiled because that was what champions were supposed to do.

But beneath the music, lights, and golden noise, exhaustion pulled at him. His legs ached. His ribs hurt from the tackles. His head still rang from the roar of the stadium. He wanted five quiet minutes. He wanted to call his mother. He wanted to hear her voice without cameras between them. Instead, people kept touching his shoulder, praising him, claiming pieces of him. Damian Crowe, his closest friend and teammate, found him near the balcony and laughed as he pulled him into a hug.

“You did it,” Damian said.

Nico looked at him and smiled. “We did it.”

For a moment, something flickered in Damian’s eyes. Something Nico did not understand. Then the music swallowed them again.

Hours later, the rain began.

It came suddenly, sweeping over the city in silver sheets, washing champagne from marble steps and confetti from the streets. Nico left the hotel through a private exit, surrounded by security, cameras still flashing from behind metal barriers. A black luxury sports car waited at the curb, its engine growling softly in the rain. He did not remember asking for that car. He did not remember who handed him the keys. He remembered only wanting air. Distance. Silence.

Someone called his name.

He turned, but the lights blurred.

The city stretched ahead like a river of glass and neon. His phone buzzed again and again. Messages. Congratulations. Deals. Headlines. Love from strangers. Hate from rivals. A life becoming too large to hold. Nico sat behind the wheel and rested his forehead against the leather steering wheel for one second. Just one second. His breath fogged in the darkness. Outside, fans still sang somewhere far away.

Nico started the car.

The road out of the city curled along the coastal highway, slick with rain and empty at that hour. Streetlights passed over the windshield like broken gold. The wipers moved back and forth, back and forth, but the rain kept coming harder. Nico drove with both hands on the wheel, trying to steady the strange heaviness in his body. He had not drunk enough to feel like this. Had he? The thought came and disappeared. His vision sharpened, then blurred again. A horn sounded somewhere behind him. He checked the mirror.

Headlights.

Too close.

The car behind him appeared and vanished through the rain. Nico frowned. He changed lanes. The headlights followed. His phone rang on the passenger seat. Damian’s name flashed across the screen. Nico reached for it, missed, cursed under his breath, and looked back at the road.

That was when he saw the truck.

It emerged from the darkness ahead, angled across the lane, its hazard lights dead, its metal side blocking the road like a wall. Nico slammed the brakes. The tires screamed. The steering wheel jerked violently under his hands. The car spun once, twice. Glass shattered. The world became rain, headlights, metal, and the terrible sound of his own name inside his skull.

Then impact.

The crash tore the night open.

For a few seconds, Nico felt nothing. Not pain. Not fear. Only weightlessness. Like the moment before a shot, when the world waited to see where the ball would land. He smelled smoke. Burnt rubber. Blood. Rainwater dripped onto his face through a broken window. Somewhere far away, a car door closed. Footsteps approached. A shadow moved beyond the cracked windshield.

Nico tried to speak.

No sound came.

The shadow bent down. For one impossible moment, Nico thought he recognized the shape of the man standing in the rain. Then lightning flashed, white and violent, and the face disappeared.

His eyes closed.

When Nico Ardent woke again, the room was white. Hospital lights. Machines. Bandages. Pain so deep it felt older than his body. His mother was crying beside him, but there were police officers at the door. A television mounted on the wall showed his face beneath a breaking news banner. At first, he could not understand the words. Then they became clear.

Crash.

Illegal betting.

Suspicious payments.

Match-fixing investigation.

Nico stared at the screen as reporters spoke over images of his greatest goal, replaying it not as glory now, but as evidence. His winning shot, the moment that had made him immortal, was being questioned. His celebration was being dissected. His life was being rewritten while he lay unable to move.

He turned his head slowly toward his mother.

“What happened?” he whispered.

She tried to answer, but grief closed her throat.

Outside the hospital, the world that had worshipped him only hours earlier had already begun to turn. The same fans who had sung his name now demanded the truth. The same cameras that had crowned him now waited to bury him. The same football world that had called him king was preparing to erase him.

Nico closed his eyes.

He had scored the last goal.

But his life was already over.
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Long before the stadiums chanted his name, before television cameras followed every step he took, before children around the world wore his jersey with pride, Nico Ardent was simply a hungry little boy who believed an old football could change his life. He grew up in the forgotten district of Port Aurora, a decaying industrial neighborhood where abandoned factories towered over narrow streets and rusted chimneys reminded everyone of better days that had long since disappeared. Most families lived week to week, surviving on temporary jobs, government assistance, and hope that tomorrow might somehow be kinder than today. The apartment Nico called home sat on the fourth floor of a crumbling building with cracked walls, broken elevators, and windows patched with cardboard instead of glass. Every winter, cold winds slipped through the gaps in the walls. Every summer, the tiny apartment became an oven. Yet for Nico, it was home because one person waited for him there every evening.

His mother, Elena Ardent.

Elena had been only twenty-two when Nico was born. His father had vanished before Nico learned to speak, leaving behind nothing except unpaid bills and a surname that neither mother nor son spoke about. Elena never remarried. She never complained. Every morning before sunrise she left their apartment carrying a worn canvas bag, walking nearly an hour to clean offices, restaurants, and apartment buildings across the city. Some afternoons she worked at a laundromat. Some nights she cleaned hotel kitchens after the guests had gone to sleep. She worked until her hands became rough, her back ached constantly, and exhaustion settled permanently beneath her eyes. Yet every evening she returned home wearing the same smile she had left with that morning.

Nico never understood how she did it.

When he was seven years old, he woke one night because he heard quiet noises coming from the kitchen. He walked barefoot across the cold floor and found his mother sitting alone at the tiny table with a single cup of water in front of her. There was no food. She quickly smiled when she saw him.

"Why are you awake?" she asked softly.

"I was thirsty."

She handed him the only clean glass.

After he drank, he noticed the untouched plate beside her. There was one slice of bread.

"Aren't you eating?"

"I already had dinner at work," she lied.

Nico believed her.

Years later, he would discover that she had gone to bed hungry hundreds of nights so he could eat.

Money was always missing from the apartment. Sometimes the electricity disappeared for days. Sometimes the landlord threatened to throw them out if the rent was late again. When rain leaked through the ceiling, Elena placed pots across the floor to catch the dripping water while Nico laughed, pretending the apartment had become a jungle filled with waterfalls. His laughter always made her smile, even when she wanted to cry.

Despite everything they lacked, one thing was never missing.

Love.

Every birthday, Elena somehow managed to find a small gift. Sometimes it was only a secondhand book. Sometimes a chocolate bar divided into tiny pieces so it lasted the whole week. When Nico turned eight, she surprised him with the greatest gift he had ever received.

A football.

It was old, its white panels faded into gray, its stitching repaired several times with thick thread. Someone had thrown it away.

To Nico, it looked priceless.

He hugged the ball tighter than he had ever hugged any toy.

"Is it really mine?" he whispered.

Elena nodded.

"It belongs to the future."

"The future?"

"One day," she said, kneeling before him, "this ball will take you somewhere neither of us has ever been."

Nico smiled without fully understanding her words.

The next morning, he ran outside before sunrise.

The empty parking lot behind their apartment became his stadium. Rusted trash cans became defenders. Two broken bricks became goalposts. Every kick echoed between the gray buildings. Sometimes neighbors shouted at him to stop making noise. Sometimes older boys stole his ball and forced him to win it back. Every scrape on his knees became another lesson.

He never stopped playing.

Children from nearby streets slowly began joining him. They played until darkness covered the neighborhood and their mothers called them home. Nico was always the smallest player, but he possessed something nobody else had.

Fearlessness.

He challenged boys three years older without hesitation. If they pushed him down, he stood up. If they laughed at him, he scored against them. If they kicked him, he played harder. Losing made him angry.

Winning made him hungrier.

Football was no longer just a game.

It became escape.

Whenever life hurt too much, Nico dribbled the ball.

Whenever the landlord shouted downstairs, Nico kicked against the wall until sunset.

Whenever he worried about his mother working another night shift, he imagined scoring the winning goal in a packed stadium where she never had to work again.

Every dream began with the same picture.

His mother smiling.

One cold December evening, Elena returned home soaked by rain after working sixteen hours. She tried hiding the pain in her legs, but Nico noticed she could barely climb the stairs. That night he quietly looked inside the kitchen cupboard.

There were only two potatoes.

Nothing else.

Without saying a word, Elena boiled them, cut them into four pieces, and placed three pieces onto Nico's plate.

"What about yours?" he asked.

"I'm not very hungry."

Again she lied.

This time, Nico knew.

He pushed one piece back onto her plate.

"We share."

She looked at him for several seconds before silently nodding.

Neither of them spoke while they ate.

But something changed inside Nico that night.

He stopped dreaming about becoming a footballer because it sounded exciting.

He dreamed about becoming one because failure was no longer an option.

The following spring, local children organized an unofficial street tournament. The prize was almost laughable—one hundred euros collected by neighborhood shop owners and a brand-new football. Adults watched from balconies while teenagers lined the sidewalks cheering for their friends.

Nico's team had no uniforms.

No coach.

No substitutes.

Most people expected them to lose in the first match.

Instead, Nico scored four goals.

Then three more in the semifinal.

Then another hat trick in the final.

He played with cuts on both knees and blood dripping from one elbow, but nobody could stop him. He danced between defenders as though the ball obeyed only him. His final goal came after dribbling nearly the entire opposing team before calmly placing the ball into the empty net.

The crowd erupted.

For the first time in his life, strangers chanted his name.

"Nico!"

"Nico!"

"Nico!"

Standing among the spectators was an older man wearing a faded tracksuit with the emblem of the local football club stitched onto the chest.

His name was Marco Alvarez.

Once, decades earlier, Marco had dreamed of becoming a professional player before a knee injury ended everything. Since then he had spent his life coaching children, searching endlessly for talent that could reach the places he never had.

Most days he found good players.

That afternoon, he found something different.

After the match ended, Marco waited until the children stopped celebrating. Nico sat alone on the curb holding the new football in his lap, smiling as though he had won the World Cup.

Marco walked toward him.

"You like scoring goals?"

Nico looked up.

"It's my favorite thing."

Marco chuckled.

"I noticed."

Nico stood politely.

"I'm Coach Marco."

"I know."

"You do?"

"My mom says you're the best coach in Port Aurora."

Marco laughed.

"Your mother is very generous."

He watched Nico juggling the ball effortlessly with both feet.

"Who taught you that?"

"No one."

"No one?"

"I just practiced."

"How many hours?"

Nico shrugged.

"Until it gets dark."

"And after dark?"

"I imagine the ball."

Marco studied the boy more carefully.

Talent could be taught.

Discipline could be taught.

Strength could be built.

But obsession...

Obsession was born.

"What size boots do you wear?" Marco asked.

Nico looked embarrassed.

"I don't have football boots."

Marco glanced at the worn sneakers whose soles were nearly falling apart.

"You've played the whole tournament in those?"

"Yes."

"And you scored eleven goals."

Nico simply smiled.

Marco looked toward the apartment buildings where Elena was watching quietly from a distant balcony after finishing another exhausting shift. Their eyes met for only a second before she looked away, almost ashamed of their poverty.

Marco understood immediately.

He climbed the stairs that evening and knocked on apartment 4B.

Elena opened the door nervously.

"I'm sorry if Nico caused any trouble."

"He caused the opposite."

Marco smiled.

"Your son has a gift."

She laughed softly.

"Every mother believes that."

"I've coached football for twenty-five years."

"So?"

"I've never seen a child like him."

Silence filled the tiny apartment.

Marco looked at Nico, who stood in the corner hugging his football.

"The academy begins new trials next month."

Elena's smile faded.

"We can't afford academy fees."

"You won't have to."

She stared at him.

"I'll recommend him myself."

Tears slowly filled her eyes.

"You really believe he can become something?"

Marco looked back at Nico.

The boy wasn't paying attention anymore.

He had already begun juggling the old football again inside the cramped apartment, careful not to hit the ceiling.

Marco smiled.

"No," he answered quietly.

"I believe he can become someone the whole world will remember."

Neither Marco nor Elena realized how true those words would become.

One day, stadiums across Europe would sing Nico Ardent's name.

One day, he would lift football's greatest trophies.

One day, millions would call him the greatest striker alive.

But on that quiet evening, inside a tiny apartment where dinner consisted of boiled potatoes and hope, Nico Ardent was simply a little boy with an empty stomach, an old football, and a dream far too big for the world that had given him nothing.
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The Port Aurora Youth Academy stood on the other side of the city, far away from the cracked streets, broken apartments, and rusted factories Nico Ardent had always known. To most people, it was just a football academy, a place where talented boys trained with proper boots, clean uniforms, professional coaches, and dreams too large for childhood. But to Nico, the first time he saw its shining metal gates, it looked like the entrance to another world. Behind those gates were perfect green pitches, white goalposts, floodlights taller than buildings, locker rooms that smelled of soap and leather, and boys who arrived in cars driven by parents wearing expensive watches. Nico arrived holding his mother’s hand, wearing secondhand boots Coach Marco had found for him, boots slightly too large and polished so carefully that the old cracks almost disappeared. Elena had washed his only good shirt the night before and ironed it under a towel because they did not own a proper ironing board. She smiled at him as if nothing about that morning frightened her, but Nico felt the nervous tremble in her fingers. He squeezed her hand tighter. “Don’t look down,” she whispered. “Why?” Nico asked. “Because boys who look down forget where they are going.” So Nico lifted his chin and stepped through the academy gates like a boy entering destiny.

The trials were brutal. Coaches stood with clipboards, watching every sprint, every pass, every touch. Boys ran like their futures depended on it because, in many ways, they did. Some had been training in private clubs since they were four years old. Some had personal fitness coaches. Some wore boots worth more than Elena earned in two weeks. Nico noticed all of it, but he did not let it enter his heart. Poverty had taught him one important thing: the world always gave some people a head start, but once the ball was at your feet, it did not care how much money your mother had. During the first drill, Nico slipped because the grass was wetter than anything he had played on before. A few boys laughed. During the second drill, he misplaced a pass because he was not used to the speed of academy football. More boys laughed. One tall blond boy with cold blue eyes muttered, “Street kid.” Nico heard him. He said nothing. Anger burned inside him, but Coach Marco’s voice echoed in his memory: answer with the ball. So when the small-sided match began, Nico stopped thinking about the rich boys, the coaches, the shining academy, and the old boots hurting his toes. He thought only about space.

The ball came to him near the halfway line. One boy pressed him from behind, another blocked the passing lane, and the tall blond boy rushed toward him with a confident smile. Nico dropped his shoulder, rolled the ball under his foot, and turned so quickly that the first defender grabbed only air. The second defender lunged. Nico pushed the ball between his legs. The blond boy came next. Nico slowed down, almost inviting the tackle, then flicked the ball sideways and slipped past him. Suddenly he was through on goal. The goalkeeper charged forward. Nico did not shoot hard. He lifted the ball gently over him, watched it bounce once, and saw it roll into the net. Silence fell across the pitch. Then one of the coaches looked up from his clipboard. Coach Marco smiled from the touchline. Elena, standing outside the fence with both hands pressed together, closed her eyes in gratitude.

By the end of the trial, nobody was laughing.

Nico was accepted into the academy two weeks later.

Life changed immediately. Every morning he woke before sunrise, traveled across the city by bus, trained before school, studied in academy classrooms, trained again in the afternoon, and returned home after dark with aching legs and grass stains on his knees. Elena worked even longer hours to afford his bus fare, meals, and small expenses the academy scholarship did not cover. Nico knew this. Every time he felt tired, he pictured his mother cleaning hotel floors while he chased a ball on perfect grass. That thought became fuel. He ran harder. He listened more carefully. He practiced after others left. Coaches praised his hunger, but hunger was not a compliment to Nico. Hunger was memory. Hunger was the empty cupboard. Hunger was his mother pretending she had already eaten. Hunger was the reason he never wasted a training session.

The academy was not kind to him at first. Talent brought attention, but attention also brought jealousy. Some boys mocked his accent. Others avoided sitting with him at lunch. A few whispered that he had only been accepted because Coach Marco felt sorry for him. Nico learned quickly that football academies were not only built from dreams; they were built from pressure, competition, fear, and boys trying to survive by making other boys feel small. For the first month, he ate alone at the end of the cafeteria table, quietly finishing whatever food he had while watching the others laugh in groups. He told himself he did not need friends. He had a ball. He had his mother. He had a dream. That was enough.

Then Damian Crowe arrived.

Damian was everything Nico was not. He came from a respected football family. His father had played professionally before becoming a television pundit. His mother was a lawyer. He wore the newest boots, spoke with confidence, and carried himself like someone who had never once wondered whether dinner would be waiting at home. He was tall for his age, fast, sharp-eyed, and fearless on the pitch. But unlike the other boys, Damian did not treat confidence like cruelty. On his first day, he walked into the cafeteria, looked around at the crowded tables, and noticed Nico sitting alone.

“Anyone sitting here?” Damian asked.

Nico looked up, suspicious.

“No.”

Damian placed his tray down and sat across from him.

“I’m Damian.”

“I know.”

Damian grinned. “Good. Saves time.”

Nico did not smile.

For a few minutes, they ate in silence. Then Damian nodded toward Nico’s boots.

“Those look painful.”

“They work.”

“I didn’t say they don’t.”

Nico looked at him carefully, waiting for the insult that usually came next. It never came. Damian simply opened his sports bag, took out a spare roll of tape, and slid it across the table.

“Wrap your toes before training. Stops the rubbing.”

Nico stared at the tape.

“Why?”

“Because if your feet bleed, you’ll run slower. And if you run slower, our team loses.”

For the first time, Nico smiled.

Their friendship began not with a grand promise, but with tape.

On the pitch, they understood each other almost immediately. Nico was instinct, fire, and finishing. Damian was vision, control, and intelligence. Nico attacked space before it opened. Damian saw the pass before defenders knew danger existed. Together, they became a problem coaches could not ignore. In training matches, Damian would receive the ball in midfield, glance once toward Nico, and send a pass through a gap no one else had noticed. Nico would already be moving. Defenders complained that it was impossible to mark them because they played as if they shared one mind. Off the pitch, they were different enough to argue constantly. Damian teased Nico for being too serious. Nico accused Damian of talking too much. Damian loved tactics, interviews, and the beauty of football. Nico loved goals. Yet slowly, beneath arguments, jokes, and endless training sessions, something stronger formed.

Brotherhood.

Damian was the first academy boy Nico invited home. Elena cooked pasta with cheap tomato sauce and apologized three times because there was not enough meat. Damian ate two full plates and declared it the best meal in the city. Nico knew he was exaggerating, but Elena smiled for the rest of the night. Later, when Damian saw the leaking ceiling, the small bedroom, and the mattress where Elena slept so Nico could have the bed, he said nothing. That silence mattered to Nico. Pity would have ended their friendship. Respect deepened it.

In return, Nico visited Damian’s house and felt as if he had stepped into a museum. The rooms were large, clean, and warm. Framed football shirts hung on the walls. Damian’s father spoke about tactics over dinner as if football were a language of kings. At first Nico felt uncomfortable, afraid to touch anything, afraid to reveal how little he knew about such a life. But Damian never made him feel small. When Nico stood awkwardly near the door, Damian tossed him a controller and said, “Stop looking like a lost tourist. Sit down.” It was the first place outside his own home where Nico learned to breathe.

Their biggest dream began with the number nine.

At the academy, every young striker wanted that shirt. Number 9 was not just a number; it was a crown. It belonged to finishers, leaders, killers in the box, boys who carried the burden of goals. The academy’s senior youth team had one legendary number nine shirt, handed each season to the striker considered most promising. It was kept in a glass case near the main corridor, framed beside photographs of former academy graduates who had gone on to play professionally. Nico used to stop in front of it after training, staring at the white number printed on the back like it was a sacred symbol.

Damian noticed.

“You want it,” he said one evening.

Nico did not look away from the glass.

“I’ll wear it one day.”

Damian leaned beside him.

“You mean we’ll wear it.”

Nico frowned. “There’s only one number nine.”

“Then you wear it on the pitch,” Damian said, “and I’ll make sure the ball reaches you.”

Nico looked at him.

“You’re serious?”

Damian nodded.

“You score. I create. We rise together.”

That night, they made their promise under the academy floodlights after everyone else had gone. Rain had just stopped, and the pitch glowed beneath the lights like a stage waiting for a future audience. Nico and Damian stood at the penalty spot, passing the ball softly between them.

“One day we play professionally,” Damian said.

“One day we play in Europe,” Nico added.

“One day the whole world knows us.”

“One day my mother never works again.”

Damian held out his hand.

“Brothers of the game?”

Nico looked at the hand, then at the empty stands, then at the distant glass case where the number nine shirt waited inside the academy building.

“Brothers of the game,” he said.

They shook hands.

From that day forward, the number nine became their symbol. Nico drew it on the corners of his notebooks. Damian wrote it on the tape around his wrist before matches. When one of them struggled, the other would simply say, “Nine,” and that single word meant everything: remember the promise, remember the dream, remember we are not done yet. Coaches called them the future. Teammates called them impossible. Opponents called them arrogant. But Nico and Damian did not care. They had found something rare in a world built to divide boys from one another. They had found trust.

Years later, people would analyze their friendship through headlines, scandals, interviews, and betrayals. They would ask when envy began, when loyalty cracked, when brotherhood turned into silence. They would search old footage, replay academy matches, and look for signs of the tragedy waiting in the future. But the truth was simpler and sadder than anyone understood. Before fame, before money, before trophies, before lies, Nico Ardent and Damian Crowe had been two boys standing under academy floodlights, believing that football was honest, friendship was forever, and the number nine would carry them both to the top of the world.
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