Chapter 10

At first it was only a few heavy drops slapping against Ethan’s face. Then the sky opened, and a curtain of water crashed down over the entire ground. Visibility dropped at once.

Now it was a rain game.

Ethan wiped the water from his face and looked back to the sideline. Nathan’s red bib still stood out through the downpour. His hair was soaked flat against his forehead.

In the twenty-eighth minute, the B team got a throw-in on the right.

Nathan took it with his back to goal, leaned into the left back, flicked the ball with his heel to the supporting midfielder, then spun and went.

The midfielder bounced it right back to him.

By the time Nathan received it again, he was facing the attack.

The Brazilian left back was still two yards away.

Nathan exploded.

No feint. No step-over. No fancy change of direction. Just pure acceleration down the line and then inward.

The left back reacted a fraction too late. By the time he turned, Nathan already had a step on him.

Nathan glanced toward the penalty area.

He still didn’t cross.

He kept driving inside.

The moment the center back stepped over to cover, Nathan opened his body and gave the ball a soft push with the inside of his left foot. It slipped cleanly through the defender’s legs and rolled straight into the open space at the top of the box.

The B team holding midfielder arrived onto it and guided a shot toward goal.

The keeper got a hand to it.

Still went in.

Victor blew his whistle.

Not for the goal.

For the end of the scrimmage.

Thirty minutes. One-nil. One assist, three successful take-ons, two key passes.

At any level, those were numbers worth taking seriously.

On the sideline, Victor turned and looked at Ethan. Rain kept hammering down. Neither of them had an umbrella. Across half the field, their eyes met.

Victor didn’t speak.

He just raised his right thumb.

Ethan gave no visible reaction. He stood and headed for the touchline.

Nathan was bent over with his hands on his knees, breathing hard. Water ran down his face; it was impossible to tell what was rain and what was sweat. He heard Ethan’s footsteps and looked up.

“That time I got dispossessed—”

“I saw it,” Ethan said. “You won it back twice. Don’t dwell on that.”

Nathan straightened and wiped his face.

“Mr. Cross... did I play well?”

Ethan looked at him and, for a moment, remembered the original timeline.

This kid would establish himself in the Primeira Liga. He’d earn a ten-million move to the Premier League. He’d become one of Brentford’s key survival heroes. Eventually, he’d play his way into the Portugal National Team.

But that was the old path.

Now Nathan stood in the rain in Funchal, wearing a red training bib, cut loose by Atlético Madrid’s youth academy, with the result of this trial still unknown and the road ahead still blurred.

“You played more than well enough,” Ethan said. “Leave the rest to me.”

He turned and walked toward Victor.

The Portuguese veteran was still waiting by the pitch. Two more men had joined him now—

Santa Clara’s head coach and the club’s sporting director.

All three wore the same expression.

They wanted him.

The rain showed no sign of letting up.

Ethan Cross followed Victor Bennett into the training ground’s office building. The corridor smelled of wet turf and disinfectant. Framed team photos lined the walls, one from each era of Santa Clara’s history. The oldest had yellowed with age, the players in it wearing long seventies hair and heavy sideburns.

Victor pushed open the meeting room door. Two men were already inside.

The head coach, Nuno Campos, was a lean man in his early forties with a close-cropped haircut and sharp eyes. Ethan didn’t know much about him beyond the basics: he’d managed three lower-table Primeira Liga sides, favored practical football, and wasn’t afraid to use young players.

The other was sporting director Richard Palmer, the man Ethan had mentioned to Victor on the phone. He was in his fifties, slightly heavyset, dressed in a light blue shirt without a tie, like he’d just rushed over from an administrative meeting.

As Ethan stepped in, he noticed a document spread out on the table in front of Richard, stamped with Santa Clara’s crest.

“Sit,” Victor said, pointing at the empty chair.

Ethan sat down and realized he had a clear view of the window from there.

Rain still hammered down outside. On the training pitch, Nathan Sterling was doing stretching work with the B team fitness coach.

“Mr. Cross,” Richard said without wasting time, “we’ve seen your player. Thirty minutes in the match, one assist, solid numbers. But I want to ask one question first—why was he let go by Atlético Madrid?”

Ethan had expected that. Any serious club would ask before signing a teenager cut loose by a top academy.

“His physical numbers didn’t meet the standard,” Ethan said. “Simeone’s system demands extreme off-ball work from wide players. Nathan hit his growth spurt later than most boys his age, probably by about a year. He couldn’t cope with that level of intensity.”

“And how can you guarantee he’ll cope in the Primeira Liga?”

“The Primeira Liga runs half a beat slower than La Liga, and the physical level is a tier lower.”

Ethan kept his tone calm.

“And Nathan isn’t untrainable. He’s a late developer, not a poor athlete. His father is six foot, his uncle’s around six-two. He’ll probably end up around six-one himself. Give him another year, and his body won’t be a weakness anymore.”

Richard didn’t press the point. He lowered his eyes and flipped through the file in front of him.

Victor cut in from the side. “I watched the whole thing from the touchline. This kid’s first-step burst would be top ten among right wingers in this league. Mario’s injured right now, and Mario’s slower off the mark than him.”

Coach Nuno nodded. He still didn’t speak, but the nod was significant.

Richard closed the file and looked at Ethan.
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"You know Agüero's physical situation as well as I do. Barcelona have been looking for alternatives. Laporta pushed Messi out—this summer, he has to bring in a marquee name to steady the supporters. Leon's camp is already in contact with them. The question isn't if he leaves. It's when."

Christian stood quiet for a moment, then returned to the sofa and sat down.

"Even if Leon leaves, would Bayern choose me?"

"Why wouldn't they?" Adrian sat across from him again, leaning forward now, voice gaining force. "Once Leon goes, Bayern will have a massive hole at striker. Choupo-Moting can cover a few matches, but not a full season, and certainly not a Champions League knockout run. Bayern need someone who can take over immediately, guarantee league goals, and decide the big European nights."

He held Christian's gaze.

"In all of Europe, there are only two players who fit that profile. You're one of them."

"The other is Haaland?"

"Haaland's release clause doesn't activate until next summer. He isn't moving this year."

Christian leaned back, fingers tapping lightly against the armrest. For a long moment, he said nothing.

Adrian knew the habit well.

When Christian was truly thinking, he never rushed to answer. He ran every angle through his head first. Only then did he speak.

"I've never played in the Bundesliga."

When he finally spoke, his voice was slower than before.

"I don't speak the language. The football's different."

"The Bundesliga is the most forgiving of the top five leagues for you right now. The defensive intensity isn't as punishing as the Premier League, and the tempo is a little slower. Bayern's domestic dominance would let them manage your minutes properly. You wouldn't have to play ninety every match. You could save your energy for the Champions League knockouts."

Adrian let the next words land one at a time.

"And you know better than anyone your goal was never just a league title."

That one hit exactly where it needed to.

Something in Christian's expression changed, just slightly. Adrian had been with him for twenty years. He knew what moved him.

Not money. Not comfort.

The Champions League. The World Cup.

Those nights when the whole world was watching. Those moments when everyone said he was finished, and he stepped forward and made them swallow it.

"Bayern's spine is top three in Europe right now. Neuer. Kimmich. Goretzka. Alphonso Davies. If you go there, you'll only need to do one thing." Adrian's voice stayed steady. "Put the ball in the net."

The room fell quiet again.

A longer silence this time.

"That agent," Christian said suddenly. "What else did he write?"

Adrian pulled another file from his briefcase—the full Bayern proposal. He handed it over. Christian took it and opened to page one.

At the end of the report, Ethan had added a paragraph.

Not data. Not tactical analysis.

A direct message to Christian himself.

"The story of returning to Manchester United is a beautiful one. But beautiful stories do not always have beautiful endings.

You deserve a finale worthy of the career you've built—not to spend your last rounds of ammunition bleeding out inside a team still trying to rebuild."

Adrian had hesitated over whether to keep that passage. It was too personal, not professional enough.

In the end, he had left it in.

Because he believed it too.

Christian's eyes stayed on those final lines for a long time.

He didn't read them aloud. He just finished the page in silence, then closed the document and set it on the table.

"Adrian."

"Yeah."

"Set up a time with that agent. I want to speak to him on video."

Adrian looked at him. "You're serious?"

"If a man I've never met can write something like that, then either he truly understands me, or he truly understands football. Either way, I want to talk to him."

Adrian leaned back into the sofa, picked up the espresso that had gone completely cold, and drank it in one swallow without caring.

"There's one more thing you need to think about."

"What?"

"If Leon's transfer doesn't happen this summer—if he waits until next year—are you willing to wait? Or do you choose another path now?"

Christian rose again and walked to the window. Night had deepened over Turin. The city lights below looked like shattered gold scattered across the dark. His reflection in the glass overlapped with the distant outline of the Alps.

"If Bayern can't happen now, is the City route still alive?"

"Not necessarily. Guardiola's patience has limits, and Juventus may not keep lowering the price. And there's something else you need to be ready for—if City pull out, United will come in for you."

Adrian stood and joined him by the window.

"Ferguson already called you, didn't he?"

Christian didn't deny it.

The call had come two days earlier. Sir Alex Ferguson himself. Twenty minutes on the phone, all of it circling a single word: come back.

That road was the easiest one, because it led into a script that had already been written.

The hero returns. Old Trafford opens its arms. The whole world waits for the perfect story.

But every line in Ethan Cross's report pointed to the same conclusion:

that perfect story would end badly.

"I'll talk to the agent first."

Christian turned to face Adrian, his eyes bright in the way they always were before a decision—calm, focused, stripped of every unnecessary emotion.

"If he convinces me, you push the Bayern track forward. On Leon's side, have your people make contact and confirm whether he really wants out."

Adrian nodded. "Understood. I'll arrange it."
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Strength program — core power + protective movement under contact.

Then he added another line:

Contact Famalicão fitness coach. Discuss plan for improving physical resilience.

The plane started its descent. Ethan shut the notebook and leaned back against the window.

His phone buzzed the moment they landed. A message from Nathan.

Ethan, I’m starting tomorrow at home against Tondela. Coach told me this morning.

He replied with four words.

Make the first step count.

Once the plane had taxied in and stopped, he put away his phone, picked up his bag, and headed down the stairs.

By the time he flagged a taxi outside the terminal, he was already arranging next week in his head.

Peter’s data pack to Vincent Vale on Wednesday.

Julian Carter’s physical development draft before Thursday.

A cup match for Theo over the weekend worth watching.

Nathan’s first start—he needed to watch that live.

The taxi flew along the ring road, Madrid’s night lights streaming past the windows exactly as they always did.

Three months ago, he had told Charles Sterling on the phone, Give me one week.

Three months later, he already had three young players in hand who could hold their own on a World Cup stage.

Not enough.

But fast enough.

Nathan Sterling stood in the players' tunnel, the floodlights overhead bleaching the pitch pale white.

Santa Clara at home against Tondela. Round seven of the Primeira Liga.

When he'd seen his name in the starting lineup, he hadn't felt the surge he'd imagined. Mostly, his palms had just gone sweaty.

Before kickoff, Victor Bennett had passed by him and dropped a single sentence.

“Don’t go out there trying to prove anything. You’re already on the team sheet.”

During warmups, Nathan glanced up into the stands, searching for the one person he wanted to see.

Ethan wasn't there.

But Charles was.

He was wearing that old jersey with the frayed collar, sitting in the third row by the aisle, both hands planted on his knees—the exact same posture he'd had the first time he'd gone to watch his son play at Atlético Madrid's academy.

Nathan looked only once before forcing his eyes away. If he kept staring, he'd lose focus.

The whistle blew.

Santa Clara built their first attack down the right, and Nathan dropped deep to receive the ball.

Tondela's left back stayed tight to him—a thirty-year-old Brazilian, broader through the shoulders by a full size, his right elbow braced into Nathan's waist.

Nathan dragged the ball half a step back with his right foot. The defender's weight followed.

Then Nathan used the inside of his left foot to slip the ball inward in one smooth motion and burst past him.

The Brazilian turned a beat too slow.

A ripple of surprise rose from the stands.

After cutting inside, Nathan lifted his head. The striker still hadn't arrived in the box.

So he shielded the ball and slid it square to the midfielder making the late run. The pass was gone, and so was he—already moving again, no pause at all.

Victor stood on the touchline with his arms folded, expression unreadable.

But the assistant beside him murmured quietly, “The kid's different today.”

In the twelfth minute, the second chance came.

Santa Clara had a throw-in on the right. Nathan took it with his back to goal. The same left back came pressing again.

This time Nathan didn't try to beat him. He flicked the ball back with his heel to the holding midfielder coming short, then spun and charged into the box.

The midfielder clipped the pass over the defense.

Nathan brought it down on the right side of the area. In front of him were the keeper and the near post.

He didn't shoot immediately.

Instead, he took one extra touch, waited for the goalkeeper to shift first, then opened his body and rolled a left-footed finish toward the far corner.

The ball slipped past the keeper's fingertips and into the net.

One-nil.

Nathan didn't celebrate much. He just ran to the holding midfielder who'd set him up, pointed straight at him, and shouted something before a teammate pulled him into a hug.

On the sideline, Victor finally moved his right hand and wrote something on his clipboard.

Before halftime, Nathan created another dangerous moment.

He got the ball wide right with two defenders closing him down. He didn't force it. Instead, he used the outside of his foot to thread the ball into the path of the overlapping fullback.

The weight was perfect. The receiver didn't have to break stride.

The fullback crossed immediately, and the striker flashed his finish over the bar.

At halftime, Nathan sat in front of the locker against the wall, drinking water. Head coach Nuno Campos stood by the tactics board, talking through the second-half adjustments at rapid speed, marker in hand, drawing arrows as he spoke.

“They're definitely going to tighten up on the wing after the break. Nathan, you cut inside four times in the first half. Second half, they'll double you. Move the ball early.”

Nathan nodded.

Being doubled wasn't a problem.

It was a signal.

In the Portuguese youth circuit, and later in Atlético's academy, no coach had ever bothered setting up a defensive plan specifically for him. But now teams were adjusting for him.

That meant he was no longer a disposable piece.

In the fifty-eighth minute, Nathan got on the ball for the third time in dangerous territory, just to the right of the box.
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Ethan replied with a simple: Can do.

Then he opened his browser and started pulling footage and data from Benfica’s recent Primeira Liga matches.

The moment Benfica’s lineup appeared on screen, the first name he noticed was Otamendi.

After Santa Clara’s last match against Benfica, Nathan Sterling had told Ethan that Otamendi had actually complimented him once.

You’re quick off the mark.

Now Ethan was about to break down that Argentine center back’s defensive weaknesses for Marcus Voss, so Christian Reeves could find a way through him on a Champions League night.

He built the report piece by piece: Benfica’s high defensive shape, the coverage gap between Otamendi and the younger center back António Silva, whether the fullbacks tucked inside or flared wide when retreating.

When he reached the section on Otamendi’s turning speed, he paused.

That had been exactly why Nathan had gotten past him last time.

By the time Ethan finished and sent the email, it was already after midnight.

He leaned back in his chair and rubbed his eyes. Outside, Madrid was quiet. In the distance, a church bell had just struck twelve.

October 31.

Ethan sat at his desk checking through November’s schedule.

After Bayern’s Champions League trip to Benfica, the league campaign would keep rolling, and Christian’s form remained stable.

Peter Hayes’s minutes at Lorient had settled into a reliable pattern. Lucien Vale had kept his promise, and the coaching staff had given Peter more freedom to play forward passes.

Julian Carter’s return date was set for early November.

Theo had played another cup match, and his aerial success rate was still above eighty-five percent.

But Vincent Vale still hadn’t replied.

Ethan picked up his phone and opened his chat with Victor Bennett.

Peter’s data pack needs a second channel. If we wait any longer on Vale’s side, we lose the initiative.

A while later, Victor replied.

I’ve got a second route. There’s a technical advisor in the Portuguese federation’s youth development department named Nuno Gomes. We exchanged cards at a coaching forum last year.
He’s not part of the senior national staff, but he has work overlap with Vale. I can pass the material through Gomes and submit it again—
This time we don’t frame it directly around Peter. We fold it into a broader observation report on Portuguese players in Ligue 1, with Peter as the central case study in the midfield section.
That way it won’t look like we’re pushing one specific player. It’ll look like Gomes is submitting a standard scouting report on Ligue 1 players through normal channels.

Do it that way, Ethan replied. And mark this clearly—Peter’s passing choices have changed significantly over the last three matches. His forward-pass rate has gone from ten percent to thirty. That’s exactly the kind of data Vale wants to see.

He set the phone down and walked to the window.

Three files were lined up across his desk.

Theo Ashford—fastest progress. His stability in the air was already becoming something you could put forward seriously.

Peter Hayes—data pack submitted through two channels now, agent cooperating, waiting for feedback.

Julian Carter—slowest progress, highest ceiling. The core-strength plan during ankle recovery was moving forward.

The home match against Serbia in November would be the first real test for all three of them.

They didn’t all need to make the call-up list.

In fact, Ethan had known from the moment he submitted the first file that all three getting in was impossible.

But at least one of them had to.

As long as one of those players boarded a flight to Lisbon in November, the whole plan would move off paper and into reality.

If none of them did, then he would keep waiting.

He’d once said something to Nathan Sterling:

The things that really matter never happen because you rush them.

Now he was saying it to himself.

The last wind of October swept into the room and flipped a few pages of the Benfica report on his desk.

Otamendi’s name was on the first page, next to several short notes—turning speed, coverage gaps, defensive habits against quick wide players.

In a few days, those notes would land in Marcus Voss’s inbox, then turn into marked attacking routes on Julian Ward’s tactics board.

Or maybe they wouldn’t.

Either way, the puzzle was still being assembled.

On the first Tuesday of November, a cold rain fell over Madrid.

Ethan Cross sat at his desk with his laptop open, halfway through a Champions League analysis for Bayern Munich.

Next week they were away at Benfica, and as usual, Marcus Voss's assistant had asked for the briefing three days in advance.

Ethan double-checked Otamendi's turning-speed data one more time and was about to wrap it up when his phone buzzed.

It wasn't Victor.

It wasn't Adrian Mercer, either.

It was a name he'd been waiting on for a long time.

Vincent Vale.

Ethan set his pen down and opened the email.

Vale's reply was short, written in Portuguese, the wording careful enough to sound like an official statement.

"Mr. Cross, I've reviewed the structural assessment report on Portugal's midfield that you sent through Mr. Mercer. The section regarding Portuguese players abroad in Ligue 1 caught my attention.

Pedro Santos of Lorient—you listed him as one of your examples of a holding midfielder with advanced defensive anticipation.
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The train plunged into a tunnel. The window darkened, then lit again.

Ethan took out his phone and sent Christian Reeves four words.

See you in Lisbon.

No reply came right away. The man was probably still out on the training ground, drilling free kicks at a hanging bag.

Thirty-six years old. One hundred and fifteen international goals. One win away from the World Cup.

He had never needed anyone to remind him what was at stake.

November 14, Lisbon.

Ethan Cross sat in the third row of the north stand at Estádio da Luz—not in the technical scouting section, not in a private box, just in an ordinary seat bought with an ordinary ticket.

Adrian Mercer had asked if he wanted something better arranged. Ethan had turned him down. He wasn’t here to work tonight.

During warmups, Christian Reeves was the last one out of the tunnel. The floodlights stretched his shadow long and lean across the grass.

He lifted his head and swept his gaze across the stands without pausing, but Ethan knew what he was looking for.

At that dinner in Schwabing, Christian had once told him that before every national-team match, he counted the number of Portugal flags in the crowd.

There were more than usual tonight. They hung from the upper tiers all the way down to the railings, red and green like an upside-down forest.

Portugal scored in the second minute.

Bernardo Silva collected the ball on the right, cut half a step inside, and Serbia’s left back shifted his weight the wrong way.

That half-step was enough.

Bernardo whipped in the cross.

The ball flashed through the box. Daniel Hart sold a dummy run at the near post, and Renato Sanches met it at the far side with a first-time strike that slammed into the net.

Ethan didn’t rise with the rest of the stadium.

He was watching Serbia’s back line.

The moment the cross came in, both center backs collapsed toward the near post together, leaving the back-post space cut open as cleanly as a knife wound.

He had written about that exact habit in the analysis he’d sent Vincent Vale two weeks ago: Serbia’s central defenders had a tendency to squeeze forward as a unit against angled service, while cover at the back post depended on the fullback recovering in time. On the turf in Lisbon, where turning your hips half a beat late could be fatal, that weakness only got worse.

Bernardo had exploited it perfectly.

Christian jogged over, ruffled Sanches’s hair, then turned and headed back toward midfield. There was a curve at the corner of his mouth, but his eyes weren’t smiling yet.

In the thirty-third minute, Serbia equalized.

Dusan Tadic received a square pass at the top of the arc. Danilo Pereira was half a step slow, and half a step was all it took.

Tadic guided a shot toward the far corner. Rui Patricio got fingertips to it, but not enough.

One-one.

Ethan flipped his notebook open to the page on Aleksandar Mitrovic.

Serbia’s striker hadn’t had many touches in the first half, but every time he got the ball, he chose to pin Ruben Dias with his back to goal and lay it off wide instead of turning to shoot.

He was waiting.

Waiting for Portugal’s center backs to get dragged apart by the flanks. Waiting for the right jumping window.

Ethan knew that pattern too well.

At halftime, a message came through from Victor Bennett.

Theo’s watching the broadcast. He says Mitrovic always drives an elbow into the defender’s chest before he goes up. A Brazilian forward got him with the same trick in a cup match.

Ethan replied with one sentence.

Tell him to keep watching.

Portugal came out in waves in the second half.

In the fifty-fifth minute, Christian’s header crashed off the bar. Bruno Fernandes pounced on the rebound, only for the keeper to save it. Daniel cut inside and dragged his shot wide of the far post.

Serbia were pinned so deep they could barely breathe, but every time they cleared the ball, Mitrovic brought it down under control and laid it off again.

This team had more resilience than their world ranking suggested by at least two levels.

In the seventy-eighth minute, Franklin Hayes made his first adjustment.

João Palhinha on for João Moutinho.

Ethan had been waiting for that substitution for a long time.

Palhinha covered far more ground defensively than Moutinho, which meant Danilo Pereira no longer had to handle the zone in front of the box by himself.

But Hayes did not take off William Carvalho. Carvalho still sat deep in the double pivot, and Serbia kept targeting his slow lateral movement every time they broke.

By the eighty-fifth minute, it was still one-one.

That scoreline would send Portugal through automatically on goal difference.

They just had to hold on for a few more minutes.

In the eighty-ninth, Serbia won a free kick on the right.

Tadic stood over the ball. Mitrovic muscled his way into the area.

The broadcast cut to a close-up of him.

He shouted something to Vlahovic in Serbian, and the two switched positions.

Ethan’s hand tightened around the notebook.

It was the same script as his previous life. Exactly the same. And it looked as though it was about to play out again.

Tadic delivered.

The ball curled toward the near post. Mitrovic slipped out from behind Dias and drove his elbow into Dias’s chest for leverage as he jumped.

It threw Dias’s timing off by a fraction of a second.

Mitrovic’s forehead hammered the ball toward the far corner. Patricio launched himself across—

his fingertips brushed it.

But it still went in.

Two-one.

Estádio da Luz went silent, as if someone had hit a mute button on the entire stadium.
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But Ethan knew one thing for certain: after that loss to Serbia, Franklin Hayes and his staff could no longer pretend Portugal's weakness in the air didn't exist.

The footage of Mitrovic rising over Ruben Dias for the winner had been replayed again and again across Portuguese sports media.

Within days, every major network had broken the goal down from three different angles, and the commentary was nearly identical each time:

"His jump timing was disrupted by the striker's elbow in the challenge—something we already saw at the Euros, and something Portugal still hasn't solved."

Ethan closed the news page.

He didn't need pundit reactions. What he needed was Vincent Vale's email.

It arrived on November 20, and the wording was more direct than last time.

"Mr. Cross, regarding Theo Ashford—I reviewed footage from his last two cup matches and one Primeira Liga appearance.

"His timing in the air is genuinely distinctive. You don't see that often in players his age in Portugal. However, the sample size for his ground defending remains too small, and his experience at Primeira Liga level is still limited.

"The March playoffs are do-or-die matches. The coaching staff will be extremely cautious about a young center-back with no national-team experience.

"I need more footage of him at true league-rotation level—at least five starts, preferably against top-six opposition."

Ethan forwarded the email to Victor with one line attached:

"Vale wants five starts, and he wants top-six opponents. That means for the next three months, Theo has to play every match like he's building a highlight reel."

Victor replied with one word.

"He can."

Then another message followed.

"Santa Clara are facing Braga next. Braga are top four. I'll push to get Theo the start."

Ethan typed back:

"Pushing isn't enough."

Then:

"He has to start."

November 26 was the day of the European playoff draw.

Ethan sat at his desk with UEFA's live stream open on his laptop.

On-screen, officials were arranging the draw balls at headquarters while former internationals took turns walking up, pulling the small flag-marked spheres from the glass bowls, unfolding them, and holding them to the camera.

The host at the commentary desk spoke quickly, breaking down the possible paths for each side.

Path C—Portugal, Turkey, Italy, North Macedonia.

Ethan leaned forward.

The first semifinal drawn:

Italy vs. North Macedonia.

His eyelid twitched.

Just like before.

The second pairing: Portugal vs. Turkey.

If Portugal beat Turkey, the final would be against the winner of Italy and North Macedonia.

The entire world would predict Portugal against Italy—two recent European champions fighting for a single World Cup place.

But in the original timeline, Italy would never make that final.

North Macedonia would score in the ninety-second minute and knock them out in the semifinal.

That match had changed the entire shape of the playoffs. Portugal had gone from preparing for a possible showdown with Italy to hosting North Macedonia instead.

But would this timeline still follow the same course?

How far had the butterfly effect spread already?

He didn't know.

He picked up his phone. Adrian Mercer had already messaged him.

"Turkey in the semifinal. Italy should get past North Macedonia without too much trouble, but this draw favors us. Turkey first, then Italy. Portugal would be at home for the second match."

"And if North Macedonia win?"

Ethan asked.

"Now you're joking."

Ethan didn't answer.

He wrote down the draw result in his notebook, flipped to the Turkey page, and began drafting his analysis.

Turkey's back line wasn't as tall on average as Serbia's, but their striker, Burak Yilmaz, had scored plenty in Ligue 1, and his hold-up play wasn't much weaker than Mitrovic's.

There were still four months until the playoffs.

What could four months do?

Enough for a twenty-year-old center-back to build up ten starts in the Primeira Liga.

Enough for one data report to be read so often Vincent Vale practically memorized it.

Enough for Franklin Hayes to loosen under public pressure.

His phone buzzed again. This time it was a screenshot from Julian Carter—

Famalicão's starting lineup for their upcoming away match against Benfica.

His own name was in the eleven.

Underneath it was a short message:

"Benfica midfielder Enzo Fernandez—can you break down his passing habits for me again?"

There were less than four months left before the playoffs.

For a young midfielder, a tough Primeira Liga match against a heavyweight like Benfica was worth as much as ten ordinary league games.

Ethan opened his browser and started pulling recent Benfica footage. At the same time, he wrote a line in his notebook:

Julian Carter vs. Benfica — key test. The stronger the opponent, the more reason Vale has to take him seriously.

One evening in early December, Ethan watched Bayern Munich's final UEFA Champions League group match on TV—a home game against Benfica.

Christian Reeves started.

In the sixty-first minute, he broke the deadlock with a header. In stoppage time, he set up Muller to seal the win.

After Christian scored, the roar from the Allianz Arena's south stand rolled through Ethan's cramped rental flat even through the television speakers.

After the match, Christian sent him only one line:

"Group winners. You don't need to worry about my side before March."
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Both names were there on the official squad list, separated from his fingertips by nothing more than a sheet of glass and light.

The goalkeepers were Diogo Costa, Rui Patricio, and Jose Sa.

In defense, besides Theo, there were Cancelo, Guerreiro, Nuno Mendes, Pepe, and Fonte—wait.

Ethan scrolled down.

He didn't see Ruben Dias.

He went back to the top and counted again, making sure.

Dias was not in the twenty-six.

A second later, his phone buzzed again. Adrian Mercer had sent him a message, just two lines.

"Dias tore his thigh muscle in the Manchester derby. Out six weeks. Confirmed unavailable for the playoffs. Pepe tested positive for COVID and will miss at least the semifinal against Turkey."

Ethan stared at those two lines for a long time.

Ruben Dias—the absolute anchor of Portugal's back line—gone.

Pepe—thirty-eight years old, the last line of insurance in the air—gone too.

Overnight, Franklin Hayes had lost two layers of central-defender depth. What remained was Victor Bennett, another thirty-eight-year-old veteran, plus a few young backups.

And just like that, Theo's name had been shoved from the back half of the list toward the front of the queue.

Ethan knew that wasn't good news.

Dias injured. Pepe unavailable.

For Portugal, it was a disaster.

Against Turkey in the semifinal, the center-back pairing would be Victor Bennett and a partner who had to be integrated from scratch.

But for Theo, it meant Franklin Hayes had no choice but to push the young center-backs he'd originally planned to keep watching into the actual rotation.

Another message from Adrian came in.

"Vincent says Hayes pulled Theo's footage overnight—the Moreirense match, the one where he won eight of nine aerial duels. After watching it, Hayes wrote one line on the evaluation sheet: viable aerial cover."

Viable aerial cover.

For a conservative old-school coach to write those words next to the name of a twenty-year-old center-back, it didn't mean, he's excellent.

It meant, we don't have a choice. Keep him ready.

Ethan forwarded the message to Victor.

Victor replied instantly.

"He finally got his shot."

Then another message followed.

"He probably won't start the semifinal. I have enough experience, and in a do-or-die match Hayes will trust the veterans first. But as long as Theo's name is on the bench, he's only one step away from that grass."

Ethan leaned back in his chair.

One step.

From a player Porto B's coaching staff had written off as too rough on the ball, to his first cup start for Santa Clara, to winning eight of nine aerials against Moreirense, to a name on Portugal's playoff squad.

That one step had taken Theo more than half a year.

Now he was only a few more steps from the World Cup.

Peter had made it too. William Carvalho and Danilo were both in the midfield section as expected.

Their lack of mobility across the pitch was still a problem. But in a pressure match like the playoffs, Franklin Hayes was never going to abandon his trust in veterans lightly.

Peter was probably a substitute as well, fighting with the other holding midfielders for minutes.

At the top of the forwards section was Christian Reeves.

No surprise there.

Further down were Bernardo Silva, Bruno Fernandes, Daniel Hart, Rafael Leao, Felix, and Andre Silva.

There was also Otavio on the right—a Brazilian-born winger who, in the original timeline, had been fast-tracked into citizenship before the World Cup.

Nathan Sterling's name wasn't there.

Ethan picked up his notebook and wrote a line.

Nathan Sterling — left out. Too young. Primeira Liga form acceptable, but not yet at playoff level.

He didn't need to explain it. Nathan would understand.

He sent him a message. No comfort, no softening it, just one sentence.

"Once the playoffs are over, the next national-team camp list comes out at the end of May. That's your window."

Nathan took five minutes to reply.

"I'm looking at the list now. Theo made it—he deserves it. As for me, there's no rush."

No rush.

Ethan knew that didn't mean Nathan didn't care. It meant he was sensible.

Being pushed out by Atletico Madrid had left behind a wariness in him, the kind that taught a young player when to wait and when to attack.

The last line of the list was Julian Carter.

Traveling as an alternate. Not part of the official twenty-six.

A compromise.

Franklin Hayes hadn't shut the door on him completely, but he also wasn't willing to stake a do-or-die playoff on a slight creative midfielder who hadn't even completed a full season at a mid-table Primeira Liga side.

Ethan sent Julian a message.

"The World Cup squad is the one that matters for you. Go with the group for the playoffs, watch everything, then come back and tell me what you learned."

Julian replied instantly.

"Understood."

An hour and a half later, a longer message came through.

"The fitness coach just put me through one last get-up sequence after contact—five sets, ten reps each, all inside the time limit. He said I met the standard you asked for. After the Porto match, I'm not afraid of contact anymore."

Ethan typed back:

"Then stop talking about contact. Go with the squad and watch how Bruno Fernandes and Bernardo Silva handle the ball under heavy pressure. That's what you need to learn next."

Outside, the rain over Madrid had stopped.

The clouds split open just enough for a shaft of March sunlight to pour through, falling across the row of newly replaced plastic flowerpots outside the discount shop across the street.

Theo was on the list.

Peter was on the list.

Julian Carter was traveling with the squad as an alternate observer.

Nathan was waiting for the next window.
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Christian hadn’t replied to Ethan right away. At a moment like this, he was probably sitting in some corner of the locker room, shin guards still on, jersey plastered to his chest with sweat.

Bayern’s Champions League run had ended tonight.

And for Christian, that meant his first Bundesliga season had been reduced to two things: closing out the league and playing the German Cup final.

He didn’t know how much time passed before his phone finally lit up.

Christian’s reply was only one line.

I know. See you at training tomorrow.

Ethan stared at the message for a long moment, then locked his screen and flagged down a cab.

Outside the window, the red shell of the Allianz Arena shrank in the rearview mirror, smaller and smaller, until it became nothing more than a coin-sized glow swallowed by the Munich night.

May 6. Madrid.

Ethan sat at his desk with four player files spread out in front of him.

Theo Ashford — confirmed for the UEFA Nations League squad. His aerial numbers had already won Franklin Hayes over. Three league matches remained.

Peter Hayes — also confirmed for the Nations League squad. Hayes had been tagged by the coaching staff as a rotational option for a lock-down midfield role. Contract extension talks with Lorient were entering the final stage.

Julian Carter — standby status for the Nations League. Vincent Vale’s evaluation email had described him in nine words: significant progress, but still not enough sample size.

Nathan Sterling — left out of the Nations League, but his U21 call-up was confirmed, and he remained in the senior side’s longlist pool.

Ethan picked up his pen and drew a circle around Julian’s page.

Of the four, Julian was the only one still caught in the doorway.

It wasn’t that he lacked ability. Vale just needed more proof.

Six Nations League matches. Two more rounds at the end of September. The window was narrowing week by week.

His phone buzzed.

Victor Bennett had sent him a link—

a post-match ratings feature from Record, headlined: Bayern Out in Champions League Semifinal, Christian Reeves Converts Penalty but Can’t Save Them.

In the comments, one person wrote, He stepped up first in the shootout and buried it. A thirty-six-year-old standing over the spot like that shut everyone up.

Another wrote, The World Cup is his last chance.

But there was even more mockery than support.

He drags the whole team down.

Just retire already.

In this kind of form and he still wants to play a World Cup?

Stop holding back Portugal’s golden generation.

The comments kept coming, one after another, as if one lost match had been enough for public opinion to hand Christian a death sentence.

Ethan didn’t scroll any further.

He’d followed Christian for too many years. He’d seen this kind of contempt before. There had even been people once who swore Christian wouldn’t stay relevant for three years.

The facts had proved otherwise.

That man had never stopped craving victory.

And he had never stopped making people who looked down on him eat their words.

A moment later, Victor sent a voice message.

“Theo stayed out for another half hour after training today. He was working on hard stops and changes of direction in lateral ground coverage. Said he thought he still needed it.”

Ethan smiled faintly. “Needed what?”

“He doesn’t need anyone watching over him. He’s disciplined every single day.”

On May 10, Vale’s email arrived late at night.

The subject line contained only one sentence:

Preliminary Nations League Squad — Internal Technical Staff Summary

Attached was a draft list of twenty-six names. Theo and Peter were both firmly placed in the defensive and midfield groups.

Julian Carter had been placed in the pending category, with a note beside his name:

Final two league matches in mid-to-late May, along with training and fitness data, will be used for final evaluation.

Ethan read the entire email line by line.

Julian hadn’t been cut.

And he hadn’t been forgotten.

The technical staff was waiting for his last two matches.

Famalicão’s next fixture was at home against Estoril. After that, they would go away to Arouca.

Neither side pressed through midfield as aggressively as Porto or Sporting, but for a young midfielder who needed to prove to Vale that he could stay steady across different game tempos, each match was a final exam.

Ethan forwarded the email to Julian with one line attached:

Two matches. Vale is waiting. Don’t turn your final exam into barely passing—make it excellent.

Julian took nearly an hour to respond. In the background, Ethan could hear the metallic echo of gym equipment.

“The fitness coach says my core strength numbers are up twenty percent from two months ago. He also said there’s an advanced module in your training plan you still haven’t let me touch. When are you sending it over?”

The advanced module can wait until after these two matches. If you do it now, your muscles won’t recover in time for game day.

Julian didn’t reply again.

He didn’t sulk. He didn’t complain. He didn’t ask why he wasn’t the first one selected.

Ever since that left ankle sprain in the Portimonense match, the skinny young midfielder had gotten used to answering most things with as few words as possible.

Ethan leaned back in his chair and flipped forward through Julian’s file by more than a dozen pages.

Julian curled on the muddy pitch at Portimonense, clutching his ankle.

Julian getting knocked over by André Almeida in Famalicão’s home match against Vitória, then getting back to his feet.
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That was what June in the UEFA Nations League was for—to make the mistakes now.

What mattered was fixing them before November.

June 5, Lisbon.

By early evening, the lights of José Alvalade Stadium were blazing. More than fifty thousand seats were packed full, and Portuguese flags draped from the top tier all the way down to the railings, red and green rolling in the wind.

Four days earlier, Portugal had lost 1-0 to Spain in Seville. For seventy-two straight hours, the media had chewed over every problem that defeat had exposed.

Theo Ashford's foul near the edge of the box. João Cancelo's mistimed blocks. The way the midfield kept breaking apart whenever the press closed in.

Franklin Hayes hadn't answered a single one of those questions in his press conference. He'd done three things instead.

He put Theo and Rúben Dias in the same defensive unit in training.

He made Peter Hayes rehearse forward passing over and over in tactical drills.

And he moved Julian Carter out of the reserves and into the first team group.

The starting lineup was released an hour before kickoff.

Julian Carter and Peter Hayes were both making their first starts for the Portugal National Team.

Rui Patrício got the nod in goal ahead of Diogo Costa, with Hayes rotating the keepers through the June UEFA Nations League matches.

Across the back line were Cancelo, Dias, Theo, and Nuno Mendes in a flat four. It was Theo's first time partnering Dias.

The midfield trio: Peter, Bruno Fernandes, and Bernardo Silva.

And up front: Julian Carter, Christian Reeves, and Rafael Leão.

On the tactical board, Hayes had drawn one diagonal line: when Portugal defended, Julian would drop closer to midfield and help form a four-man shield; when they attacked, he'd stretch wide and open space for Bruno Fernandes to drive inside.

It was almost identical to the role Hayes would later use for Bruno on the World Cup stage.

The whistle blew, and Portugal came flying forward.

In the ninth minute, they struck first.

Cancelo drifted in from the right and slipped a pass through. Julian collected it on the right side of the box.

The moment Swiss left back Rodríguez closed him down, Julian dragged the ball inward with the outside of his right foot, spun half a turn, and cushioned a left-footed pass into the path of the onrushing Christian Reeves.

Reeves didn't take a touch. He just guided a right-footed finish toward the far corner.

The ball skimmed over the grass and nestled into the net.

1-0.

José Alvalade exploded.

Reeves sprinted toward the corner flag and hit his trademark celebration, then turned and pointed at Julian, who was still standing near the edge of the area, looking almost dazed until Leão jumped onto him from behind.

Ethan Cross wrote in his notebook:

Julian Carter delivers an assist in his first national team start. Checked over his shoulder before receiving. Two touches to solve the situation after the ball arrived. Debut pressure didn't distort his technique.

In the fifteenth minute, Portugal doubled the lead.

Bruno Fernandes won the ball in midfield and played it forward immediately. Leão tore down the left, blew past Mbabu, and drove a low cross beyond the near-post center back. At the far post, Reeves had an empty net to tap into.

2-0.

In the twenty-second minute, Peter made his mistake.

Swiss midfielder Freuler slid a pass through, and Peter misread the interception. He was half a beat late getting there. The ball rolled right past him and found Embolo at the top of the area.

Embolo turned and fired.

Patrício flung himself across and pushed it away.

Corner.

A few scattered boos came from the stands. Somewhere in the rows behind, a middle-aged man muttered, "That holding midfielder's too slow."

But when the corner came in, Peter rose first and headed it out for a throw. The instant he landed, he turned to Dias, raised a hand, and signaled, My fault.

The boos stopped.

Ethan wrote again:

Peter's first mistake—the price of an anticipatory defensive midfielder.

When he guesses wrong, it looks uglier than it does for an ordinary holding player. But that's exactly why Vincent Vale backed him: he's willing to move early.

In the twenty-fifth minute, Julian was trapped on the right by a two-man press. He tried to flick the ball outside his boot into the path of the overlapping Cancelo, but underhit it, and Rodríguez picked it off.

Switzerland broke instantly.

Dias cleared the danger just outside the area.

Julian chased back thirty yards to cut off Rodríguez's outlet, then bent over with his hands on his knees, dragging in two rough breaths.

Another voice rang out from the stands this time, sharper than the first.

"Kid's too skinny! One shoulder and he goes flying!"

A young fan in a Portugal scarf turned around from the row in front and glared toward the voice.

"He's twenty. What were you doing at twenty?"

A few nearby supporters laughed, thin and scattered, and the criticism died there.

In the thirty-second minute, Portugal scored a third.

Bernardo received Peter's pass near the top of the arc.

This time Peter didn't hesitate. He took the ball and played forward immediately, threading it cleanly between two Swiss midfielders and straight into Bernardo's feet.

Bernardo turned and whipped a shot toward the far corner.

It struck the inside of the left post and bounced in.

3-0.

Ethan wrote one line:

Peter's forward passing—this is why Hayes started him instead of sticking with William Carvalho.

João Palhinha didn't cover less ground than Peter, but his instinct was always the safe ball sideways or backward.

Peter was willing to take risks.

And on the third goal, that risk paid off immediately.
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Last year, back in his rented room in Getafe, Nathan had played FIFA using PSG and Juventus.

Back then, he’d spammed runs with pacey wingers against virtual back lines on a screen.

A year later, he would stand at Estádio da Luz and face the real Juventus defense—and Mbappé in a Paris shirt.

When the draw ended, Ethan closed the laptop and leaned back in his chair.

Rain was still falling outside in Madrid. Streetlights cast a blurred, cold sheen across the wet asphalt below.

A group of death came with its cruelty.

But it also came with opportunity.

Every group-stage match was a window watched by scouts and coaching staffs across Europe. Every Champions League start was a chance to pin the label World Cup longlist candidate onto Franklin Hayes’s evaluation sheet.

His phone buzzed again.

A short message from Peter Hayes.

Lorient had no Champions League football, but Peter had friends in Paris.

I don’t need to introduce PSG’s front three to you. Juventus’s midfield depth is what will really make life hard for Benfica in the group stage. Is Nathan ready?

Ethan replied:

He’s getting ready.

By the time night deepened, Ethan nudged the notebook farther across the coffee table.

Less than two weeks remained before Bayern met Barcelona. Only a few more weeks before Benfica’s group-stage debut against Juventus.

Christian’s showdown with Walker would be magnified across Europe into something even more eye-catching than some knockout ties. And every touch Nathan took against the reigning Italian champions’ defensive line could affect how much Schmidt trusted him.

Meanwhile, Franklin Hayes would lock in the framework of his World Cup squad after the final round of September’s UEFA Nations League group matches.

Those two Nations League games, against the Czech Republic and Spain, would be the last collective audition before the World Cup for all four of them.

He walked to the window and pushed it open for air.

At some point, the August rain had stopped. Across the street, the cheap plastic flowerpots outside a discount store had been washed shiny by the storm.

Nathan was still at Benfica’s training base, drilling the habit of checking over his shoulder before receiving the ball.

Theo Ashford was still staying late at Santa Clara to work on his long-range passing.

Peter was still maintaining his forward-passing volume within Lorient’s new tactical setup.

Julian Carter, back from injury at Famalicão, was still slowly rebuilding his match rhythm.

Four young players, each grinding toward the new season’s Champions League battles and September’s Nations League fixtures—

and every group-stage match, every league round, every minute in a national-team shirt was another chance to leave one final mark in Franklin Hayes’s notebook.

A light rain fell over Milan on September 7.

Under the floodlights at San Siro, the pitch gleamed a slick, dark green. There were still forty minutes left before kickoff in the opening match of the group of death, and the Inter supporters in the north stand had already unfurled a massive blue-and-black banner that dropped from the upper tier all the way to the railings, trembling faintly in the rain.

One small patch of red was boxed into a corner of the away section. Even so, Bayern’s fans kept forcing their songs through the gaps in that blue-and-black sea.

Ethan Cross sat in the technical observation seats above the media area, head lowered as he flipped through the pre-match notes in his notebook.

Simone Inzaghi’s 3-5-2 thrived on wing-back-driven width in Serie A. Denzel Dumfries and Federico Dimarco stretched the field on both sides. Nicolò Barella and Hakan Çalhanoğlu drifted between the lines to offer outlets. Up front, Lautaro Martínez and Edin Džeko formed the classic contrast pair: one quick, one strong in the air.

But Inter’s form this season had been uneven.

The weekend before, they’d blown a 2-0 lead and lost 3-2 to AC Milan in the derby. Under a high press, their back line had repeatedly made mistakes playing out.

There was one line from Julian Ward’s tactical brief that Joshua Kimmich had apparently repeated over and over on the training ground before the match:

They hate pressure. Get after them from the opening whistle.

Bayern had gone with their strongest available lineup. Manuel Neuer in goal. Benjamin Pavard, Dayot Upamecano, Lucas Hernández, and Alphonso Davies across the back. Kimmich and Marcel Sabitzer as the double pivot. Ahead of them, Kingsley Coman, Thomas Müller, Leroy Sané—and Christian Reeves.

Sadio Mané was on the bench. At the pre-match press conference, Ward had given a short explanation.

“Christian’s scoring record against Inter is the best bit of preparation data we have.”

And that wasn’t wrong.

During his years in Turin, Christian had become more familiar with this Inter defense than almost any other back line in Italy.

Milan Škriniar liked to get tight. Stefan de Vrij positioned himself well, but he wasn’t quick on the turn. Alessandro Bastoni could pass, but in one-on-one defending he could be rash.
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Raphinha accelerated past Alphonso Davies and fizzed a low ball across goal. Leon Walker peeled toward the near post, sliding into the channel between Dayot Upamecano and Lucas Hernández, and guided a left-footed finish toward the near corner.

Manuel Neuer got down and got fingertips to it.

The touch wasn't enough.

The ball still rolled into the net.

1-0.

That small pocket of blue and red in the away section exploded to its feet.

Walker didn't celebrate.

He stood on the grass at the Allianz Arena with both hands raised, signaling restraint, his face controlled to the point of coldness.

Exactly the same way he had after scoring against Bayern at Camp Nou the year before.

Against a former club, he gave them silence.

The Bayern crowd didn't applaud him. They didn't boo him either.

For a few seconds, all that remained was an awkward, suspended hush.

Ethan wrote:

Walker's run to the ball was almost identical to his first goal at Camp Nou last year—slipping through the gap between Upamecano and Lucas.

For that split second, both Bayern center-backs were watching the flight of Raphinha's cross instead of locking onto Walker's movement.

In the twenty-first minute, Bayern equalized.

Kimmich swung in a corner from the right, the delivery bending toward the near post.

Reeves rose straight up between Araujo and Christensen and met the dropping ball flush with his forehead.

Ter Stegen never reacted.

The header smashed into the top-left corner.

1-1.

The Allianz Arena detonated.

Seventy-five thousand voices roared the same sound at once.

"Siuuu!"

Kimmich sprinted over from behind, grabbed Reeves by the face with both hands, and shouted something that was probably just one message—keep going.

Thomas Müller flew in from the side and wrapped both of them up. In the South Stand, the red-and-white mosaic rippled like a flag catching fire.

Ethan drew a line across the page.

Near-post corner. Araujo didn't stay touch-tight. That gave Reeves room to rise.

This goal was a victory for Bayern's set-piece design, and Reeves's most direct answer yet to Walker on a Champions League stage.

In the thirty-fifth minute, Barcelona nearly went back in front.

Gavi took a layoff from Pedri at the top of the box and curled a right-footed effort toward the far corner.

It skimmed just over the bar and out.

Neuer, unusually, never moved.

Every fan in the stadium felt their pulse spike at once.

Deep into first-half stoppage time, Reeves took the ball with his back to goal on the left side of the box. As Araujo closed him down, he laid it back to Davies and immediately spun toward the area.

Davies crossed.

The ball cleared Christensen at the near post, and Reeves rose at the back post.

This time Araujo stayed with him. They went up together, and Araujo got there first, heading it behind.

The referee blew for halftime.

1-1.

The players headed for the tunnel. Near the center circle, Walker and Reeves passed each other again.

Just like they had at Camp Nou last season, neither man showed the other a flicker of extra emotion on the pitch.

Ethan closed his notebook and stood to get some air. Under the floodlights, the grass at the Allianz gleamed with a cold sheen. The South Stand's flags were still trembling in the wind.

Walker's first-half goal had felt like a surgeon's incision.

Reeves's header had been the hard-edged payoff of Bayern's set-piece work.

The old score between them from a year ago still wasn't settled.

The second half would be the final act.

Xavi made no changes to start the half. Neither did Julian Ward.

The message from both benches was obvious: each believed the team already on the field would be the first to break the deadlock.

In the fifty-third minute, Barcelona struck again.

Raphinha squared up Davies on the right and shaped as if to cut inside with the same move that had led to his first-half assist. But instead of driving to the byline, he laid it back to Pedri arriving late.

Pedri slipped one pass into the box.

Walker received it with Upamecano tight behind him, used his body to hold the defender off, killed the ball with his right foot, then slid a left-footed finish across goal.

It kissed the grass and rolled into the bottom-right corner.

Neuer launched himself, but came up half a hand short.

2-1.

Walker still didn't celebrate.

His Barcelona teammates rushed in to surround him, but his hands stayed raised in front of his chest. No punch of the fist. No knee slide.

This time the Allianz crowd did not go quiet.

Boos began to ring out—not really at Walker, but at Bayern's back line for making the same mistake again.

Upamecano bent over, sucking air. Beside him, Lucas lashed a boot at the turf.

Ethan wrote:

Walker's second—same script as last year at Camp Nou. Bayern's aerial and box control still remains a problem at Champions League level.

Upamecano got pinned by Walker with his back to goal and lost the angle to turn. Classic center-back positioning error.

In the sixty-seventh minute, Ward made his first changes.

Sadio Mané came on for Leroy Sané. Serge Gnabry replaced Müller.

Two attacking substitutions at once.

The signal could not have been clearer: Bayern were going all in.

In the seventy-fifth minute, after wave after wave of pressure, Bayern finally equalized.

Mané took Kimmich's switch on the left, burst past Roberto, and hammered a low cross through the box.

It skipped beyond Christensen at the near post and arrived at the back post.
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The share of his passes played in the opposition half had risen from 62 percent last season to 66 percent this year.

Which meant that in Lorient’s new tactical setup, Peter was spending more of the game operating higher up the pitch instead of staying in his own safe zone.

His forward-pass volume had also held steady, if not improved, compared to the same point last season. Even more important, his success rate on final balls had put him among the top fifteen midfielders in Ligue 1 in his position.

Lucien wrote in the email:

Last season, Peter earned Franklin Hayes’s trust through his defensive stability and was listed as a rotational ball-winning midfield candidate. That role was effectively confirmed after the qualifying playoff final.

But a World Cup squad needs more than a holding midfielder who can cover ground.

Palhinha offers no less defensive range. Vitinha is ahead of him as a forward passer.

If Peter can’t prove he has both defensive bite and progression in possession, his World Cup place is less secure than Theo’s.

On the training ground, Peter was doing something he never used to do after sessions.

He was staying behind to work on long passing.

One by one, his teammates drifted back into the locker room. Peter remained alone on the field, firing balls toward moving mannequin targets over and over—driven low vertical passes off the inside of his right foot, clipped diagonal balls with his left, alternating both feet.

Lucien recorded a clip barely more than ten seconds long and sent it to Ethan.

At the end of the video, Peter struck one final diagonal long ball. It dropped with precision half a meter to the right of the target dummy—exactly into the lane a winger would attack.

After watching it, Ethan wrote a single line on Peter’s page in his notebook:

He’s working on his long passing. He knows exactly what he lacks, and he’s trying to solve it himself. Making the Nations League squad hasn’t made him relax after the playoffs.

Meanwhile, at the training base in Famalicão, Julian Carter made his third start since recovering from his adductor injury.

The fitness coach’s data showed he ranked third on the team for distance covered, completed 92 percent of his passes, and created three key passes.

The team lost 1-0, and the sloppy goal conceded had nothing to do with him. But in the seventieth minute, he had one sequence worth noting.

He received the ball with his back to goal under a two-man press.

The opposing holding midfielder closed from the front. A center back stepped up from behind and to the side.

Julian used his body to shield the ball, nudged it half a step left with his right foot, then slipped it wide with the inside of his left.

Clean. Calm. Efficient.

That kind of composure under pressure matched exactly the method he had pieced together for himself while watching Bruno Fernandes and Bernardo Silva handle high-pressure circulation from the stands during the playoffs.

His adductor resistance tests were back to pre-injury levels. His self-protection movements under heavy contact had also returned to the standard required in training.

Ethan forwarded the fitness report to Vincent Vale with a single note attached:

Julian Carter has now logged more than 250 competitive minutes since returning from injury. No recurrence in the adductor.

On the last day of September, Ethan reorganized the four files and lined them up neatly across his desk again.

He took out the fountain pen he had been using for nearly a year and wrote four words at the top of a fresh page in his notebook:

Final Sprint Window.

Under that, he made four concise summaries.

Theo Ashford — Aerial advantage remains stable. Ground-tracking speed has improved significantly. The lateral mobility weakness exposed in the playoffs has been specifically strengthened.

Peter Hayes — Defensive intensity remains at playoff level. Forward passing continues to evolve within his club’s new system. Voluntarily staying after training to improve long distribution and address his own limitations.

Julian Carter — Minutes since recovering from adductor injury continue to rise steadily. Ball release under pressure and scanning frequency have both clearly improved from pre-injury levels.

Nathan Sterling — Creating repeated danger in Benfica rotation minutes. One UEFA Champions League start, plus an away substitute appearance against Juventus highlighted by a successful knock-and-go past his marker. World Cup longlist status retained.

When he finished, he set the pen down and opened his text history on his phone, then began drafting the briefing email to Vincent.

He addressed it simply:

Mr. Vale,

Then he listed each player’s latest data and key match performances one by one.

At the end, he wrote only one sentence:

All four players have maintained stable form and an upward performance curve during the final sprint before the World Cup, for the coaching staff’s reference.

After sending it, Ethan leaned back in his chair and rubbed his temples.
Chapter 135

He'd cut in from the right. Garcia stood in front of him, and the route to the byline was gone. Nathan nudged the ball one step inward with the inside of his left foot. Garcia's weight shifted with him. Nathan touched it again with the outside of his right foot, his body leaning left, then wrapped his left instep around the shot.

Victor Bennett had made him watch endless Arjen Robben clips at Santa Clara.

Slow first, to make the defender lean.

Then accelerate into the shooting angle.

The ball curled around Garcia's attempted block, beyond Unai Simon's fingertips, kissed the inside of the far post, and bounced into the net.

1-1.

Braga lost its mind.

The roar that exploded from a stadium of under twenty thousand sounded like sixty. On the east side, the giant national flag rose and billowed under the lights.

Nathan froze for a split second in disbelief.

Then Daniel launched himself onto his back and drove him into the turf.

Julian came sprinting in from the byline and piled on. Theo arrived from the far side of the box, shouting something wordless and wild.

Four minutes of stoppage time passed.

The final whistle blew.

1-1.

Ethan rose from his seat and wrote one final line in his notebook.

88th minute. Four-man link-up.

Theo clearance. Peter launches long. Julian receives, beats Gaya, draws the line, slips it off. Nathan cuts inside and curls it into the far corner.

He shut the notebook.

After the match
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