Chapter 10

“There. You’re using the players as a shield again.”

Adrian pushed the cotton deeper and winced.

“You just checked Cristiano. How many full-speed recovery runs can he survive tonight?”

Evelyn didn’t answer.

Adrian reached over, took the heart-rate chart she’d dropped, and flipped to Cristiano’s page.

“The limits you gave him last night—no more than three explosive starts in a row, and at least three minutes between high-speed recovery runs. The second France breaks through down that left side, he won’t listen to you. He’ll run. He’ll run until his knee is wrecked.”

“I’ll recommend a substitution.”

“He’ll refuse.”

“I can have the head coach enforce it.”

“If Santos takes him off, half the Portugal locker room collapses before the substitution board lights up. You can write the most elegant medical recommendation on earth. Once the match starts, it’s worthless.”

Evelyn’s fingers tightened on the edge of the notebook, bending the corner of the page.

“Then explain it.”

“The cost of tactical simulation.”

She gave a short laugh with no humor in it.

“That’s the kind of explanation that gets a chart kicked back by every hospital in Europe.”

Adrian leaned into the back of the chair and tipped his head up so the blood wouldn’t drip again.

“I didn’t take drugs, and I didn’t hurt myself. I just finished a thousand sand-table runs of France’s left side.”

“With what?”

“My brain.”

“A human brain does not compress a thousand high-intensity tactical calculations into a few hours and come away with a nosebleed.”

“A human brain also stays up until dawn doomscrolling and then pretends it just has light sleep issues. Medicine has a very generous tolerance for human stupidity. Try not to be too strict with me.”

That hit her hard enough to choke off her anger for half a second. Then it came back.

“Adrian, before my brother collapsed on the pitch, the team doctor’s report said ‘fit for continued observation.’ The head coach signed off and sent him back out. Ninety minutes later, I was outside an emergency room signing a death confirmation.”

The room went still.

The air vent hummed softly. Blood was still sinking into the cotton weave of the sheet.

Adrian’s hand stilled around the cotton in his nose.

Evelyn picked up the radio again, her thumb squarely over the red button.

“So don’t play word games with me. I’ve seen what winning and losing can do to a human body. In your condition, I have more than enough grounds to act.”

Adrian looked at her hand.

One push, and the thousand simulations in his head became waste paper.

He picked up the Letter of Authorization from the desk. One bloodstained corner stuck out against the white paper.

“Go ahead.”

Evelyn’s thumb stopped.

Adrian set the letter back down and slid it toward her.

“After you call it in, take that to the federation yourself. Tell them they don’t need to bait the high line and force the offside trap tonight. Tell them France’s left side can attack normally. Cristiano will have to recover in the second half, Pepe will shift across with him, and Daniel Rowe will be left one-on-one for the full ninety.”

He dropped the bloodied cotton into the bin and pulled out a fresh piece.

“So tell me, are you saving me... or killing him?”

Her finger rested against the button, but it didn’t go down.

Adrian added, quietly, “You can put me in medical after the match. Bloodwork, scans, EEG, a report thick enough to break a desk. Fine. But not tonight. If I leave the touchline tonight, France will dismantle Portugal’s back line piece by piece.”

“What makes you so sure your tactic protects him?”

“Because in a thousand runs, I watched him get hurt twenty-seven times. There’s only one line where he doesn’t have to sprint himself into a ruined leg. The offside trap.”

Evelyn opened her notebook and grabbed a pen.

“Then give me the exact plan.”

“High line. Triggered offside trap. Push the back four up fifteen meters. Trigger point is that half-second when France’s midfield looks up before releasing the pass. Pepe leads the line. The back four step together. Touchline command delay cannot exceed one point two seconds.”

Her pen paused over the page.

“One point two?”

“Any slower and it turns into a breakaway.”

“You want four defenders to hold an offside line against Mbappe in a World Cup semifinal?”

“Yes.”

She looked at him for a long second.

“You’re insane in a remarkably structured way.”

“Thank you. I’ll settle the consultation fee later.”

She wrote two lines, then looked up again.

“How do you handle comms delay?”

Adrian’s throat tightened.

That hit the nerve.

The system had given him a backup trigger: three short hand signals.

But if he said too much, Evelyn would ask where it came from. She already had one foot over the edge of his secret. One step further in and everything became harder.

So he changed the wording.

“Voice first. Hand signal as backup. Three short forward presses. Pepe leads the line.”

Evelyn wrote that down too, then drew a small triangle beside it.

“I’m sitting next to you.”

Adrian looked up.

“You’ll be at the medical station.”

“I’ll be sitting next to you.”

She clipped the radio back onto her waist.

“If your vitals go out of range, I drag you off. If you try to stop me, I trigger the alarm. If you lie to me, I file a report with both your name and Cristiano’s on it.”

“That’s supervision?”

“That’s a containment agreement.”

Adrian held her gaze for two seconds, then reached for the water glass by the bed. The water had gone cold. He took a drink before answering.

“An agreement needs boundaries.”

“Talk.”

“My abnormal readings stay off the external system for now. After the match, you run a full examination. The results come to me first for eighteen hours.”

Evelyn tapped the pen against the notebook.

“Twelve.”

“Eighteen. You negotiated that number yesterday. Don’t act like I’m a new client.”

She gave him a sidelong look.

“You really do keep score.”

“Poor kids grow up with ledgers for second IDs.”

She was quiet for a moment, then wrote: 18h.

“I have another condition.”

“Go on.”

“During the match, you do not leave my monitoring range. Heart-rate patch, pulse ox clip, portable EEG sticker. All of it.”

Adrian glanced at the medical case.

“If I wear all that on the touchline, France’s bench is going to think Portugal hired a hospital patient to run tactics.”

“I can place them discreetly.”

“Where?”

“Back of the neck. Wrist. Behind the ear.”

He shook his head.

“Not behind the ear. I need the comms headset.”

Evelyn clicked the cap back onto her pen.

“Neck and wrist, then. If you start bleeding again, I’m not waiting for full time.”

Adrian nodded.

“Deal.”

Evelyn opened the medical case and took out gloves and fresh cotton. When she stepped toward him, her movements were still stiff, like she was handling a hazardous sample that might explode at any moment.

“Lift your head a little.”

He did.

She pressed cotton against the side of his nose and flicked on a small penlight, shining it inside.

“Mucosal tear. Blood pressure isn’t stable. If you’d fallen just now, tomorrow’s headline wouldn’t be tactical genius. It’d be Eastern consultant loses fight with flooring at four in the morning.”

Adrian closed his eyes for a second.

“Are all doctors this accurate when they insult people?”

“Enough years dealing with disobedient athletes and we evolve.”

She swapped out the cotton. Her hands were much gentler than her voice.

Adrian noticed the pen clipped at her sleeve. A tiny engraved Y was cut into the cap.

He asked without thinking, “Your initial?”

Her hand stilled for half a beat. She pushed the pen farther into her sleeve.

“My brother’s.”

Adrian didn’t ask anything else.

Some wounds stopped being wounds the moment you touched them.

The digital clock on the wall clicked over to 5:11.

A pale strip of morning had begun to show through the gap in the curtains. Dawn was coming up over Doha.

Evelyn sealed the bloodied cotton in a specimen bag and wrote the time on it, but she didn’t attach an outbound label.

Then she stripped the sheet, rolled the stained section inward, and pulled a clean spare from the cabinet.

Adrian watched her work with swift, efficient hands, and the wire pulled tight inside him all night finally loosened by half an inch.

She didn’t believe him.

But she had chosen to close the door first.

For now, that was enough.

“Doctor Hart.”

“Don’t use that polite tone with me. Usually it means you’re about to ask for something unreasonable.”

“Don’t throw the sheet away.”

She paused.

“You planning to keep the crime scene?”

“The blood from the authorization letter is on it. If the federation tries to walk this back after the match, it might remind them who carried them through the semifinal.”

Evelyn stuffed the sheet into a medical waste bag, then sealed it with a private tag.

“You football people can turn even blood into negotiating leverage.”

“Adult life. Even a coffee receipt can become evidence.”

She picked up the notebook.

“I’ll be back in ten minutes to attach the monitors. Wash your face. Change your clothes. Don’t let the players see you like this.”

Leaning back in the chair, Adrian raised a hand in a lazy OK.

“Understood, Chief Hart.”

Evelyn reached the door, set her hand on the knob, then stopped.

“Adrian.”

“Yeah?”

“If you collapse on the touchline tonight, I’ll save you first and suspend every bit of your authority second.”

Adrian lowered his eyes to the tactical notes spread across the desk and tapped three times with his fingers.

Short. Short. Short.

“Then I’ll do my best to stay standing.”

The door shut behind her.

Ten minutes later, she came back with the monitoring patches and pressed the neck sensor to his skin. The adhesive felt cool. Adrian pulled on a black jacket and hid the wrist monitor beneath his sleeve.

A few hours later, in the tunnel of the Qatar World Cup Stadium, the lights were so white they almost hurt.

The Portugal players stood in a line. Cristiano was at the front. Pepe rolled his shoulders. Daniel Rowe kept looking down to retie his laces again and again.

Adrian settled the tactical headset over his ears and tapped the side twice with his thumb. Signal was clean.

Evelyn stood beside him, a tablet in hand, heart rate and oxygen saturation flickering across the screen.

“Neck patch is stable.”

“Headset is stable.”

“You’d better be stable too.”

Adrian raised a hand and gave Pepe three short forward-press gestures.

Pepe froze for a beat, then nodded. He turned toward the rest of the back line and muttered quick instructions.

The roar from the stadium rolled into the tunnel hard enough to shake the ground.

At the far end, in a blind spot away from security cameras, a stadium staffer crouched beside the broadcast cables and pressed a black device no larger than a fingernail onto one of the connectors.

He wore a work cap pulled low over his face. Once the device was in place, he covered the edge of it with a zip tie.

In the tunnel, a burst of static suddenly cracked through Adrian’s headset.

Kssht.

His hand snapped to the earpiece.

“Comms, what was that?”

The technician’s voice answered at once.

“Line is normal, Mr. Cross.”

Evelyn looked up at him.

Adrian’s hand stayed pressed to the headset. With the other, silent at his side, he tapped three times against his wrist.

Short. Short. Short.

Short. Short. Short.

Adrian’s fingertip tapped against the device strapped to his wrist as the lights of Lusail Stadium bore down from the mouth of the tunnel. Damp grass and the sharp bite of antiperspirant spray filled his lungs.

The referee’s whistle cut through the air.

Portugal surged forward as one.

Daniel Rowe stepped up to the halfway line. Eight yards behind him, Pepe Costa held position, the bandage around his wrist flashing once under the floodlights.
Chapter 12

Oliver Grant jogged over with the board still in hand. “Sir, please remain inside the technical area.”

Adrian shoved the headset toward him. “The comms are down. Check it. Now.”

The fourth official pressed a hand to his earpiece. “The channel on our end is normal. It may be a localized signal issue.”

“May be?” Adrian let out a sharp breath. “This is a World Cup semifinal, and you’re giving me may be?”

“The technical staff will deal with it.”

“How long?”

The official looked away. “You’ll need to file it through procedure.”

Adrian laughed once, short and cold. “By the time procedure finishes, France will have passed the ball through my front door.”

Evelyn Hart came over carrying her tablet. “Your heart rate is at one-forty-nine. Your oxygen saturation is starting to drop.”

“Don’t write my obituary yet.”

“I can request a medical stoppage.”

“If you do, I’m changing the title of your report to Doctor Hands France the Match.”

Evelyn drew in a breath and tapped the edge of the screen twice with her fingertip. “You get three minutes. If they break through one-on-one again in the next three minutes, I step in. No argument.”

Adrian stared at her. “Deal. You watch the player data. I’ll watch France’s passing foot.”

“Just don’t collapse.”

“If I do, I’ll pick a spot that doesn’t block the view.”

France took the throw.

Without the headset, Portugal’s back line lost its spacing almost immediately.

Pepe relied on experience and shouting. Rowe relied on guesswork. On the far side, the other fullback was still waiting for instructions from the sideline.

In the eighteenth minute, France switched play down the right. Ousmane Dembele cut inside with the ball and slid a diagonal pass into Griezmann.

Griezmann flicked it over the top first time.

Mbappe was off again.

This time Pepe had already retreated two steps.

Adrian rushed to the touchline, both hands thrusting forward.

“Up! Push up!”

Pepe couldn’t hear him. He only saw the gesture, and reacted half a beat late.

Mbappe got into the left side of the box and snapped off a shot from a tight angle.

It hammered into the side netting.

In the French end, people were already clutching their heads. In the Portugal section, supporters twisted their scarves into knots, and several rows of them cursed in Portuguese all at once.

Up in the stands, Fernando Santos rose and smoothed down the front of his suit jacket.

“I said it before,” he murmured. “A high line built on shouting is still built on shouting. You can scream your throat raw and it won’t stop pace.”

A federation official lowered his voice. “Should we contact the bench?”

Santos watched Adrian on the touchline, slowly turning a coffee cup in his hand.

“Contact him now? No. Let him burn through it first. Once the fire finishes, everyone remembers why they needed a firefighter.”

At the sideline, Adrian slammed the headset against the front of the bench.

The plastic shell cracked. The little light inside was still blinking, which somehow made it worse.

He glanced down at it.

The line wasn’t broken. The battery was full. The channel light was still flashing.

The equipment had failed at far too convenient a moment.

That burst of interference in the tunnel last night. The dead static just now. Both of them arriving right before or after the offside-trap call.

A technical fault might be believable once. Twice in a row?

Only if the stadium wiring had learned how to read a tactics board.

He tossed the broken headset onto a seat, grabbed a bottle of mineral water, twisted the cap off, and emptied the whole thing over his head.

Cold water ran from his hair into his collar. The monitoring patch at the back of his neck got soaked, and a contact warning flashed across Evelyn’s tablet.

“Adrian!”

“Wipe it.”

“You soaked the device.”

“It costs more than me? Bill me later.”

“You can’t afford to pay with your life.”

Adrian dragged the water off his face and fixed his eyes on Pepe.

Voice was useless now.

The headset was useless too.

That left hand signals.

But hand signals had delay. He’d have to give them early. And if he gave them early, France’s midfield would see the defensive intention in plain sight.

The second Didier Deschamps picked up the pattern, Griezmann would start faking the glance, baiting the line into stepping, then clipping the second ball over the top.

It was no different from guessing heads or tails on a street corner.

Only this time, a wrong guess cost you a World Cup semifinal.

Adrian lifted his right hand and crossed his index and middle fingers above his head.

Pepe was bent over with his hands on his knees, sucking air into his lungs. He heard Rowe shout something, looked up toward the sideline—

and saw Adrian standing at the edge of the technical area under the white glare of the floodlights, two fingers crossed overhead.

Short, short, short meant step forward.

Crossed fingers meant shut the gate.

It was the last emergency code they’d added in the locker room.

At the time, Pepe had cursed and said, “What is this, a World Cup semifinal or a five-a-side kickabout?”

And Adrian had answered, “In a kickabout, at least nobody’s waiting for a headset reboot.”

Pepe got it.

He straightened and clapped hard twice.

“Look at me! Everyone on me! When he crosses them, we shut the damn gate!”

Rowe raised a hand in reply. The other center back edged half a step closer to Pepe.

In the twenty-first minute, France won a free kick near the center circle.

Griezmann stood over the ball, one glance at Portugal’s line, another toward Adrian on the sideline.

Adrian lowered the crossed-finger signal and flattened his right hand, palm down.

Not yet.

Pepe gritted his teeth and nodded.

Griezmann began his run-up. He didn’t go over the top. He nudged it short to Aurelien Tchouameni instead.

Portugal’s front line pressed half a second late.

Tchouameni threaded the pass.

Adrian’s right hand snapped back up, fingers crossed high.

Pepe roared, “Shut!”

The back four stepped together in one movement.

Mbappe took the ball.

The whistle blew.

Offside.

The moment the assistant referee’s flag went up, the Portugal bench finally erupted.

Pepe turned and shot Adrian a thumbs-up before bending over again with both hands braced on his knees.

Adrian lowered his arm. The wrist device under his cuff buzzed against his skin.

Evelyn’s tablet started throwing alerts one after another.

She strode to his side, her voice tight. “Stop.”

“Can’t.”

“Adrian, look.”

On the tablet, his live heart rate had spiked to one-sixty-three. Now that the patch contact had stabilized, the brainwave fluctuation line had turned into a glaring red slash.

Below it, the lactate curves for three Portuguese midfielders were climbing in sync.

Bruno Fernandes. Bernardo Silva. Diogo Jota.

All three lines were pressing against the red fracture zone.

Evelyn’s palm was slick against the back of the tablet, sweat dampening the casing.

“If you keep squeezing them like this, they’ll break before France does.”

Adrian looked up.

France had already set the ball again.

Griezmann stood over it. Mbappe drifted back toward the touchline, head lowered as he nudged at the studs of his boot.

Adrian raised his right hand, ready to give the next gate signal.

And then the wrist device buzzed again.

A new warning flashed across the screen.

Communications channel: offline.

Neck patch: overload.

Midfield trio lactate curves: red zone.

Evelyn blurted, “Adrian, all three lines just crossed!”

“All three lines are breaking.”

Evelyn Hart kept her voice low beside the bench, but the red warning boxes on her tablet kept flashing hard enough to feel like an alarm siren.

Twenty-fifth minute at Lusail Stadium. France reset the ball. Adrian Cross stood on the white edge of the technical area, his right hand still hanging in the air.

Near the center circle, Pepe Costa bent over with both hands on his knees, then looked up toward the touchline.

Adrian lowered his arm and wiped his palm against the seam of his trousers.

“Don’t shout. The French bench isn’t deaf.”

Evelyn shoved the tablet in beside his ribs.

“Bruno, Bernardo, and Jota are all deep in the red on lactate. If you keep making them patch holes behind that high line, the defenders won’t be the first ones to collapse.”

“France is running too.”

“They’re one goal up. They can afford to burn time.”

Adrian stared at the ball at Antoine Griezmann’s feet, tongue pressed against the roof of his mouth.

With France leading, Didier Deschamps could shred the clock and play with the scraps.

Portugal were the desperate ones. France weren’t.

The team in a hurry always reached first.

And the moment you reached, you showed your weakness.

He lifted his right hand and jabbed it forward three short times.

Pepe gritted his teeth and stepped the line up.

This time, France didn’t rush the pass in behind.

The ball rolled out from the middle to the left, then back inside. Olivier Giroud dropped a couple of steps off the center-backs, opened his arms, and set himself with his back to goal.

Pepe was just about to go with him when Adrian slammed his palm downward.

“Don’t bite.”

His voice would never carry onto the pitch, but Pepe saw the palm-down gesture and checked himself half a step.

Giroud laid it off. A French midfielder received. Kylian Mbappe burst down the flank.

Adrian crossed both forearms instantly.

“Shut it.”

Pepe spun and clapped. The back four stepped in one movement.

The assistant’s flag went up.

Offside.

The Portugal bench had barely exhaled before French players swarmed the linesman in protest.

Giroud sauntered over, picked up the ball, handed it to the referee, then turned and gestured something to Mbappe.

Adrian narrowed his eyes.

That wasn’t complaining.

That was buying time.

His mind ran the numbers at speed.

Giroud dropping to drag the center-back. Mbappe attacking the space behind. Griezmann feeding the first pass. Another midfielder delaying the release just enough to distort the timing.

France weren’t trying to fool Pepe.

They were trying to fool Adrian’s hand.

The fourth official stepped closer.

“Sir, please keep your gestures under control. Don’t obstruct the assistant referee’s line of sight.”

Adrian looked at him once.

“There are five French players surrounding your linesman. Maybe go teach them how to form a queue first.”

The fourth official’s face stayed stiff.

“I’m warning you.”
Chapter 18

Adrian was standing on the edge of the white line. No tactics board now. No complicated gestures.

He met Cristiano’s eyes, raised his right hand, pressed two fingers together, and tapped his own left chest twice—hard, right over his heart.

Then Adrian turned his head, his gaze traveling across most of the pitch until it landed on Lloris. His chin tipped up slightly. The corner of his eyes lowered.

There was no tactical signal in that look.

Only contempt.

The kind of contempt that ground an opponent’s pride into the dirt.

Cristiano understood at once.

Against a goalkeeper who built his advantage on mind games, the best answer was the most tyrannical one possible—smash his arrogance to pieces in front of everyone.

Cristiano looked away.

He did not step back.

Not a single step.

He planted himself less than half a meter directly behind the ball.

Lloris stopped dancing on the line. He frowned and stared hard at Cristiano’s feet. No run-up meant no power. No angle to open up. From there, it had to be a placed finish or a cheeky chip.

The referee blew the whistle.

Cristiano did not hesitate. In the tiniest space, his right leg whipped back, and in that same instant all the weight of his body crashed down through his planted left foot.

Boom.

The strike was so violent it made the eardrums swell.

The ball didn’t go hunting for either corner. It tore through the air in a straight line and detonated toward the dead center of the goal.

Lloris had already launched himself early, diving to his right.

He was still in the air when he saw it—a white blur screaming past the space above where he had just been standing.

The top of the net flew upward. The ball spun madly in the mesh, tangling the white cords into a knot.

Straight down the middle.

No chip. No guided finish. Just pure, merciless violence.

Lloris crashed to the turf and took a mouthful of dirt.

Cristiano charged into the goal, snatched the still-spinning ball from the net, turned, and slammed it viciously into the grass right in front of Lloris’s face.

Mud and water splashed all over him.

“Raaah—!”

Cristiano clenched both fists, the veins in his neck standing out, and unleashed the roar of a king at the hundred thousand in the stands.

That goal blew a hole straight through Lloris’s mental armor.

The French bench fell silent.

On the sideline, Didier Deschamps crushed the water bottle in his hand out of shape.

The pressure flipped in an instant.

End of round four: 4–3.

Round five began.

France’s last taker walked toward the spot. As he passed Lloris, the keeper was staring down at the mud on his gloves, cleaning them in silence without a word.

The French player stood over the ball, but his eyes drifted to the middle of the goal all on their own. Cristiano’s absurd cannon of a penalty was still lodged in his mind like a splinter.

Whistle.

He ran up, hit through the ball too hard, and failed to keep his foot over it.

The shot sailed high, cleared the crossbar, and disappeared into the stands.

The Portugal end went insane.

Now if Portugal scored their fifth, it was over.

Bernardo Silva walked up. He never even looked at Lloris. At the whistle, he side-footed it cleanly and crisply, the ball rolling in off the left post.

4–4.

But Portugal had gone second.

France had taken all five and scored four. Portugal had taken five and scored four.

Level.

Sudden death.

Sixth round. France to take.

The player’s legs were gone. Lloris stood off to the side, eyes hollow. The referee blew. The French taker stroked it toward the bottom right.

Costa guessed correctly and got a hand to it, tipping the ball wide.

The whole stadium erupted.

Portugal’s sixth taker: Jota.

With a storm of boos raining down on him, he lashed his shot through Lloris’s fingers.

5–4.

The referee blew for full time.

An epic comeback. Portugal were through to the World Cup final.

The players on the bench went mad and stormed onto the pitch, red shirts piling together into a human mountain on the grass.

Adrian stood at the touchline. He had just tossed his tactics board to an assistant coach, not yet able to fully savor that cold thrill of total control—

Bang.

A dull impact sounded from the tunnel behind the bench, the one leading back toward the locker room.

Adrian snapped around.

Julian Vale had hit the hard floor flat on his back. His body was convulsing as if electricity were coursing through it. His eyes had rolled white. Foam was spilling from the corner of his mouth. The muscles in his right leg were twisting into a grotesque angle visible to the naked eye.

The cheering was still raging.

But the air by the tunnel had already turned to ice.

Adrian Cross vaulted the stack of water bottles beside the technical area and sprinted straight for the tunnel.

A few of the nearest substitutes still hadn’t processed what they were seeing before he was already there, one fist locked in the back of Julian Vale’s jersey, hauling half his body off the ground.

“Evelyn! Medical kit!”

His shout slammed through the narrow tunnel and came back in echoes.

Evelyn Hart had still been logging match data. The second she heard him, she dropped her tablet and ran. One look at Julian’s condition and all the color drained from her face.

“Don’t move him! This could be spinal nerve seizure—”

“He’s about to bite his tongue off!”

Adrian ignored her. His left hand clamped down hard on Julian’s jaw and forced it open. With his right, he yanked the towel from around his own neck, twisted it into a tight wad, and shoved it between Julian’s teeth.

Julian bit down so hard the towel jammed in place. A ragged, airless rasp tore from his throat.

“Get his legs. We’re taking him to the stadium med room.”

Adrian lifted Julian’s upper body onto his shoulder. Evelyn immediately grabbed both legs. Together they slammed through the white side door off the tunnel and staggered into the emergency treatment room.

Adrian kicked the door shut behind them and threw the lock with a hard click.

Outside, a few reporters with predator instincts had already swarmed over, cameras and mic booms in hand, trying to angle their lenses through the frosted glass.

Inside, the fluorescent lights were brutally bright.

Julian was laid flat on a stainless steel treatment table. The convulsions had eased a little, but the muscles in his right thigh had gone into something far worse.

The flesh there was rigid as poured concrete. The skin had flushed an ugly, unnatural red, and the veins were bulging up through it.

Evelyn snapped open the emergency kit and worked fast, tying a tourniquet around Julian’s arm.

“I’m drawing blood. We need creatine kinase and oxygen saturation.”

She tore open a sterile syringe and aimed the needle at his vein.

One jab.

Her hand stopped.

The needle hadn’t gone in cleanly. It met resistance beneath the skin that made no sense at all, as if the muscle layer had hardened. She gritted her teeth and pushed harder before dark red blood finally began to fill the barrel.

“That’s not right…”

She slid the filled tube into a compact rapid centrifuge beside the table and hit the switch.

The machine started humming at high speed.

Adrian leaned back against the cold tiled wall, chest still heaving, eyes fixed on the centrifuge.

“Can he play the final?” he asked.

Evelyn turned and stared at him as if he’d lost his mind.

“The final? He’ll be lucky if this doesn’t trigger acute kidney failure. His muscle fibers have taken three times the load his body can physiologically survive in the last forty-five minutes. Forget the final—for the next three months, he may struggle to walk to the bathroom.”

The centrifuge gave a sharp ding and stopped.

Evelyn crossed the room, lifted the lid, and picked up the tube.

One glance.

Her breathing stopped.

Normally, centrifuged blood separated cleanly into plasma and blood cells.

This didn’t.

Suspended in the dark red fluid was a tiny cluster of half-translucent crystal fragments, like powdered glass.

Under the fluorescent light, they gave off the faintest shimmer.

It was completely outside anything modern sports medicine should have been able to explain.

The hand holding the vial started to shake. She turned, strode back to Adrian, and held it right in front of his face.

“What the hell did you inject into him?”

Her voice was low, but every word landed like it had been ground between her teeth.

“Steroids? A stimulant? Some black-market designer drug from the dark web?”

Adrian stared at the crystals in the tube, expression unreadable, and said nothing.

“Say something.”

Evelyn jammed the vial into the pocket of her white coat, yanked out her phone, and started dialing with furious speed.

“You won’t talk? Fine. I’m the medical consultant for the Portugal national side. I have a complete sample chain. I can call FIFA anti-doping right now. This won’t stay buried—not with half the press corps outside that door.”

Her thumb had just hit call when the screen lit green.

Adrian moved.

He caught her wrist in one hand and twisted inward hard.

Pain shot through her. Her fingers opened.

Adrian tore the phone free, flipped it once in his grip, and smashed it down onto the concrete floor.

Crack.

The screen exploded into glittering shards, bounced twice, and went black.

“Are you insane?”

Evelyn stumbled back half a step until her spine hit the metal shelving behind her, medicine bottles rattling in a chain of sharp clinks.

Adrian stepped in and boxed her into the narrow dead space between the shelving and the wall.

“If I’d used chemicals, the postmatch urine screen would already flag it,” he said, eyes locked on hers, voice fast and hard. “You think anti-doping people are decorative? They’d smell it a mile away.”

He didn’t blink.

“They won’t find a chemical trace in those crystals because this isn’t a chemical reaction.”

Evelyn bit down hard on her lip.

“Then what is it?”

“An old Eastern sports-recovery method,” Adrian said without hesitation, delivering the lie he’d prepared in advance as smoothly as breathing. “Blood-burn activation.”

He kept going before she could cut in.
Chapter 20

“I like your sense of humor. A man who can still joke when he’s about to be strung up—that’s professionalism.”

The chairman turned, his expression dark.

“Adrian, let him finish first.”

Adrian’s gaze flicked to the folder beside the chairman’s hand.

The cover bore a Times watermark. Next to it sat an English-language pathology summary.

“I’ve already heard half of it.”

Mendes spread another file open and slid it across the table.

On the pages, Julian Vale’s sample number, collection time, centrifuge images, and electromyography waveforms had been arranged into a neat chain of evidence.

At the bottom, in bold English, one line stood out:

Suspected intervention by unknown biochemical agent.

Adrian picked up the report and turned two pages, the paper brushing his fingertips.

Too clean.

Evelyn’s personal signature had been removed, but the equipment ID and timestamps remained.

Whoever had done this understood hospital systems—and understood exactly how to make a copied report look “real enough” to the media.

Mendes reached over and pinned down one corner of the file.

“This could be on the front page in London, Madrid, and Paris the night before the final. I’ve already thought of the headline for them. The Bottle Behind Portugal’s Miracle.”

The chairman coughed.

“Jorge, don’t overstate it.”

“Mr. Chairman, I’m only talking about facts. You have a player convulsing after the match, an abnormal crystal in his blood sample, a medical consultant altering a report, and a special national-team adviser destroying evidence. Beautiful story. Journalists will adore it.”

He turned to Adrian.

“FIFA won’t need to prove what you used. They’ll only need to announce a provisional investigation. Your place in the final gets frozen. The Argentinians will applaud from their hotel. The French will demand a replay. And you’ll go from miracle coach to criminal suspect.”

Adrian closed the report.

“Name your price.”

Mendes spread his hands.

“Direct. I appreciate that.”

He took out a sheet from his briefcase and laid it on the table.

“The starting lineup for the final. Andre Silva. Joao Cancelo. Both are in my agency network. I want them starting, and I want them at the tactical core of the team.”

Ash dropped from the chairman’s cigar onto the carpet.

Adrian stared at the list. A few seconds later, he laughed.

“You really know how to do business at the perfect moment. World Cup final. Argentina. Global broadcast. You want to swap the price tags on two players and turn them into a hundred million euros.”

Mendes corrected him.

“A hundred million is only the opening bid. Andre needs a goal in the final. Cancelo needs three key passes and a heat map seen around the world. Elite clubs love stories. I manufacture stories.”

“Stories?”

Adrian set the list back down.

“Mario is flat on a bed. Pepe Costa is getting stitched up in the treatment room. Bruno Fernandes has a hamstring issue. Cristiano’s calf was locking up so badly he could barely walk. And you want to stuff two players onto my board and call it a story?”

Mendes lifted the evidence bag and held it toward the light.

“Football has always been stories. Wounded heroes. Surprise substitutes. Owners’ checks. Fans’ tears. You handle winning. I handle monetizing it.”

The chairman finally spoke.

“Adrian, qualification for the final comes first. If starting them is what it takes to bury this story, then the lineup is negotiable.”

Adrian looked at him.

“You say that like Finance trimming the year-end budget. Cut the wrong man and Argentina will run through our midfield like a public market by tomorrow.”

The chairman crushed his cigar into the ashtray, voice rough.

“I cannot risk disqualification. The country cannot risk it. The federation cannot risk it. You may have authorization, but authorization won’t stop an investigation letter.”

Mendes picked it up from there.

“I’m not asking for all your power. Just two spots. Adrian, this is a merciful deal.”

Adrian lowered his eyes to the pathology report again. When he reached the final page, he stopped.

At the bottom was a tiny upload marker.

4:17 a.m.

Not from the emergency room in real time. Not from Evelyn’s original device export either.

Someone had organized the copy and pushed it out after they’d returned to the hotel.

Adrian pressed his thumb over the footer and silently crossed several names off in his mind.

Medical center. Hotel network control. Federation secretariat. Or Mendes’s own tech people.

It was too late to hunt the mole tonight. And if he guessed wrong, he’d only spook the snake.

Better to let false information go out and see which gutter it flowed through.

He looked up at Mendes.

“Jorge, you’re too greedy. Greed blinds even a dog.”

The smile on Mendes’s face narrowed.

The chairman frowned. “Adrian.”

Adrian tossed the report back onto the table.

“You want those starting spots? Fine. I won’t just start them. I’ll build the tactical core against Argentina around them.”

Mendes’s hand stilled on the evidence bag.

“You agreed too quickly.”

“You show up with the Times in your pocket and expect me to get on my knees and write you an eight-hundred-word confession?”

Adrian stood, walked to the conference room whiteboard, and uncapped the marker.

“Watch carefully. Don’t go around later saying I sold you damaged goods.”

The marker squealed against the board.

Goalkeeper: Costa.

Along the back line, Cancelo went on the right, drawn so high he was nearly beyond the halfway line.

The center-backs were spread wide. The left back pushed up too.

In midfield, one man was marked deep, with the other two drifting close to the flanks in support.

Up front, Andre Silva sat at the top, with two roaming points hanging behind him.

Adrian drew three arrows next to Cancelo’s name, then circled an attacking zone around Andre Silva.

“Cancelo dictates buildup down the right. Andre attacks the first ball in the box. Argentina’s left side gets pinned. Messi drops to receive and his first passing lane gets cut off. You want a heat map? I’ll give you one. You want camera time? I’ll give you that too. You want a story? I’ll make commentators say his name until their throats give out.”

Mendes rose and moved closer to the board, eyes narrowed.

“And your midfield depth?”

“You’re an agent. Don’t pretend to be a coach.”

“Before I sell a player, I like to read the instruction manual.”

Adrian tapped the deep midfield position with the tip of the marker.

“It gets covered here.”

Mendes pointed to the open space on the left side of the board.

“What if Argentina attack the space behind you?”

“They’ll need the ball first.”

Silence settled over the room for several seconds. Cold air pushed from the vent above, lifting one corner of a loose page.

The chairman stepped up to the board, his gaze landing on the hollowed central channel.

“Adrian, this setup is high-risk.”

“Mr. Chairman, a moment ago you told me to protect the bigger picture. The bigger picture is on the board.”

He capped the marker with a sharp click.

“Mr. Mendes gets his two players starting. Tactical importance. Commercial spotlight. Global exposure. Portugal keeps its place in the final. You keep your seat at the federation. I keep the team alive. Everyone walks away with something. Seems fair.”

Mendes stared at him, then tapped twice against his watch face.

“I want it in writing.”

Adrian turned back to the long table, picked up the federation’s provisional lineup draft, wrote in the two names under the starting XI, and signed with his initials.

“This draft will circulate internally in the final twenty-four hours before the match. The formal submission goes in under FIFA rules. You can see it. You cannot take the original.”

Mendes held out a hand.

“A copy.”

The chairman looked at Adrian immediately, his voice carrying the exhaustion of a man begging for peace.

“Give him one. Get the report buried first.”

Adrian slid the draft toward the secretary for photocopying, his eyes never leaving the evidence bag in Mendes’s hand.

“The sample stays.”

Mendes smiled.

“Adrian, do I look like an amateur?”

“If you walk out of this room with that, I call security in one minute and report that someone stole a national-team medical sample. You can gamble on whether journalists arrive first or Doha police do.”

Something twitched in Mendes’s face.

Adrian took half a step closer and lowered his voice.

“You dared flash it in front of cameras because it works as a threat. You won’t let it touch legal procedure, because the chain of custody will lead straight back to whoever you bought. Jorge, we’re all wearing suits here. Don’t talk yourself into sounding like a street thief.”

The chairman tapped the table with one finger.

“The sample stays with me temporarily. That way both sides can rest easy.”

Mendes set the evidence bag back down on the table, but kept one finger pressing on it.

“There are three more backups of the report. One in London. One in Lisbon. One in the cloud. If anything goes wrong with the lineup, the story wakes up by itself.”

Adrian nodded.

“Good. The more backups you keep, the less likely you are to forget.”

The copier spat out paper in the corner. The secretary brought the duplicate over to Mendes.

Mendes glanced at the provisional lineup, folded it, and slipped it into his inner pocket.

“I respect men who understand the times. After the final, perhaps we can discuss a larger arrangement.”

“I’ll pass. I’m not interested in the vampire industry. The tax complications alone are unbearable.”

Mendes picked up his briefcase. As he passed Adrian, he paused.
Chapter 47

“That machine’s never been tested on live subjects. That’s—”

“Do it.”

He cut her off and strode back into the server room.

He locked the door behind him and pulled up the System interface. His fingers flew across the virtual screen until he found a buried function rarely worth looking at.

[Combat Bond Link]

Usually it was a decorative tool at best, nothing more than a way to read player chemistry.

Now he would use it as a bridge.

He dragged Christian’s physiological data package—and the others’—into the link interface. Then he opened another hidden folder. Training data he had collected through System permissions from an obscure youth academy in the East.

Those kids had run on pitted dirt fields. No professional boots. No nutrition plans. But their sprint frequencies and running distance carried a raw, primitive ferocity.

“If they took your curse of injury,” Adrian murmured to the files on-screen, “then your youth and potential can damn well be lent to them.”

His finger hovered over Execute.

Then came down hard.

Deep in the bunker beneath the Eureka Centre, a low roar awakened.

The MI6 Cold War Heat Box flickered to life, its surface glowing an eerie blue. The high-frequency sonic array engaged instantly, ripples shivering through the air where the eye could almost catch them.

In the rehab room, Christian felt a spike of agony lance through his right knee.

It was the stress response of deadened nerve endings, shocked awake after years of silence.

He grunted and dropped to one knee.

Around him, the other injured players cried out too—one clutching his ankle, another his chest.

Evelyn stared at the tablet in her hands, data jumping wildly across the display, her palms slick with sweat.

“Heart rate over one-sixty. Electromyographic activity is spiking. This is impossible.”

She spun toward the main power cutoff, ready to kill the machine.

“Don’t touch it!”

Christian’s shout cracked through the room.

He lifted his head, drenched in sweat, eyes blazing with the wild, disbelieving look of a man who had just seen a ghost.

He touched his right knee.

The atrophied muscle that had once hung dead on the bone now throbbed with swelling force. The leaden drag was gone. In its place was something he hadn’t felt in years—elasticity. Power.

Using the treatment bed for support, Christian rose slowly.

He shifted his weight onto the right leg.

No collapse.

No pain.

He inhaled sharply, then exploded forward three steps and jumped straight onto the treadmill still humming beside him.

He cranked the speed to maximum.

The belt screamed under his feet.

He ran.

Faster and faster, legs cycling with violent rhythm, sweat flinging onto the glass. His heart monitor stayed silent, no alarm, no warning.

The others stared.

The former Juventus defensive cornerstone tested his ankle, then threw himself into a brutal sliding tackle motion right there on the floor.

Fluid. Seamless.

Evelyn watched the data stabilize in the


















































































































Chapter 57

West Ham’s bench detonated.

Adrian’s System flashed PLAYER SEVERE INJURY WARNING over and over in front of his blind eyes.

He kicked over the water barrel in front of him, sports drink and ice exploding across the sideline.

“Finish them,” he said.

Noble was first in, grabbing the tackler and driving a fist into his face. Both teams flooded together. Benches emptied. Staff joined. It stopped being a shove and became a brawl.

In the rain, London Stadium turned into an arena.

Security whistles shrieked uselessly.

Through the chaos, Adrian moved onto the pitch with the cane in hand, not to fight, but by soundfield mapping alone—navigating through bodies until he stood over the bloodied Villa defender being dragged back by stewards.

Adrian bent and spoke directly into his ear.

“Give your master a message.”

He bared his teeth.

“Mendes’s money can’t buy him victory.”

“It can buy him a funeral.”

The FA disciplinary hearing convened under hard lights and polished wood, with microphones and the smug certainty of men who thought their outcome was already settled.

The committee chair sat at the center of the long table turning a gold pen between his fingers.

“Coach Cross. If you continue to answer with silence, we will issue the full six-month suspension.”

In the gallery, West Ham’s owner looked ready to faint. If Adrian was banned and points were docked, relegation was certain. Relegation meant audits. Audits meant prison.

At the chair’s right sat Mendes’s representative—a broad bald man with jowls and contempt in equal measure.

“We have clear evidence,” he announced.

The big screen lit up.

Rain. London Stadium. Careful, malicious editing.

Every studs-up challenge from Villa had been cut out. What remained was Adrian kicking the water barrel, Noble throwing the first punch, and finally Adrian leaning close to whisper to the defender.

Set to the right ominous music, he looked like a mob boss ordering murder.

“This is a disgrace to football,” the representative thundered. “He incited violence. This was no match—it was a planned assault.”

Even Oliver was there, neck in a theatrical brace.

“I feared for my life,” he said shakily. “The look in Mr. Cross’s eyes made me think he would tear me apart on the pitch. I’ve needed psychological treatment since.”

Murmurs ran through the room.

Several officials had already begun ticking penalty lines on prepared documents.

Adrian sat in a fitted black suit, tie immaculate, dark glasses back on his half-healed blind eyes. With the cut of the suit and the damage beneath the lenses, he looked less like a coach than a refined criminal.

Pathetic, he thought. A student film level cut job. No transitions. No subtlety.

[System prompt: full match footage parsed frame-by-frame]
[Data package complete. Physical interface ready.]

Adrian leaned back and crossed one leg over the other.

“Finished?” he asked.

The room quieted.

“If Mendes can only afford actors of this quality,” he said with a grin, “I’d advise him to enroll them in a Hollywood workshop.”

“How dare—”

Adrian ignored him. He drew a black data drive from his inner pocket and tossed it onto the table.

“Since you all enjoy video,” he said to the chair, “I brought one too.”

Procedure required they play it.

So they did.

The screen changed.

No music. No drama. Split-screen analysis and lines of data.

On the left: a West Ham player going down.

On the right: a Villa player making the same movement.

“Observe the left frame,” Adrian said in the tone of a physics lecturer. “Minute forty-one. Villa fullback extends his leg. Contact area: seven square centimeters. Instant force: roughly twenty newtons.”

He let that settle.

“That’s barely enough to knock over a toddler. Oliver calls simulation.”

He tapped the table.

“Now the right frame. Minute seventy-eight. Villa center-back goes studs-first into the supporting leg. Contact area: three square centimeters. Impact above four hundred newtons.”

He paused.

“That’s sufficient for a comminuted tibial fracture.”

Another pause.

“And our fair Mr. Oliver gave a verbal warning.”

Silence.

This was not spin.

This was mathematical execution.

Oliver’s face turned wet and gray.

The bald representative tried to interject.

“This proves nothing. Referees have to judge in real time. He may have had an obstructed—”

“Thank you,” Adrian said.

He snapped his fingers.

The screen changed again.

Now there was no match footage at all.

Just a bank transfer record from a private Swiss institution.

Account recipient: Sarah Oliver.
Memo: Overseas market consultancy.
Amount: 500,000 euros.
Transfer date: three days before the match.

The room stopped breathing.

“What a talented florist your wife must be,” Adrian said conversationally. “Fifty thousand, maybe. A hundred. But half a million in consultancy fees from a shell company in the Virgin Islands? Did she advise the coconut trees?”

The flashbulbs from the press benches started firing like machine-gun bursts.

Oliver sagged right off his chair and onto the floor. His ridiculous brace twisted sideways.

Mendes’s representative went the color of chalk.

The chair’s face hardened instantly. Whatever money he had taken, he could no longer protect Oliver without bringing the whole FA down around himself.

He cleared his throat and shifted masks with impressive speed.

“This evidence is of the utmost seriousness. Mr. Oliver, you are suspended pending internal investigation.”

Then, eager to cleanse the room, “As for West Ham: while the on-field altercation was regrettable, mitigating circumstances clearly apply. A symbolic fine of fifty thousand pounds will be issued. No suspension. No points deduction.”

The verdict landed.

In the gallery, West Ham’s owner collapsed into his seat with relief.

They had survived.

Adrian adjusted his jacket hem and left the room without once turning back toward the shouted questions and flashbulbs outside.

In the empty corridor beyond, he took out his accessibility phone.

[New message detected.]

The reader spoke Evelyn’s text aloud.

Unsweetened iced Americano. Fifteen minutes. My rehab room. Your number ten is losing his mind. Also… if you wear a suit again, try cologne. You always smell like a locker room and wet grass.

At the end, impossibly, was an eye-roll emoji.

Adrian laughed.

So the ice queen had learned to flirt.

Try cologne.

Meaning she intended to stand close enough to notice.

“Wait for me,” he said into the phone, sending a voice reply.

He walked faster.

“I don’t care how narrow your waist is, Dr. Hart, black coffee with no sugar is still a crime against your blood glucose.”

Adrian pushed open the rehab room door and set two iced Americanos on the table.

The air conditioning in the underground level was turned high. Evelyn was in a white doctor’s coat left unbuttoned over a tight black turtleneck that traced every line of her body with merciless honesty. Black stockings. White flats. Legs crossed. The whole room smelled less of disinfectant than of rain-wet grass and a soft milky sweetness that was entirely her.

“You know nothing,” she said, not looking up from her tablet. “Sugar is for brain function. Also, you picked the wrong cologne.”

Adrian blinked.

“I didn’t buy cologne.”

She came over and took one of the coffees. For one dangerous moment there were barely ten centimeters between them. Her ear tips pinked.

“You smell like cedar,” she said very quietly. “A good cedar. I thought maybe you’d finally figured something out.”

Adrian’s throat tightened.

This close was a problem.

He was just deciding exactly how indecently to answer when a heavy crash sounded from the therapy area.

The moment shattered.

He turned.

“What’s wrong with him?”

Ethan was on a mat near the machines, clutching his right shin where Baggio’s old guard still sat strapped in place.

“He refuses to cooperate,” Evelyn said. “His fatigue markers are at the edge of yellow. He needs deep electrical therapy, but he won’t let me remove the guard.”

Ethan got to his feet unsteadily.

“Coach. I can’t take it off. That thing—it’s my life. If I didn’t have it last match, I never would’ve had the nerve to walk to the penalty spot. It gave me strength.”

Adrian walked over and looked down at him.

“That wasn’t strength. It was a curse. I already broke it for you.”

Ethan started to answer.

His phone buzzed violently on the bench.

Unknown number.

The moment he saw it, fear flickered across his face again.

He answered and put it on speaker.

Gavin Shaw’s voice came through, oily and cold.

“Congratulations on the performance, Ethan. Mr. Mendes was impressed.”

Adrian said nothing.

“Here’s your final warning,” Gavin continued. “Tomorrow morning, bring your things to Chelsea’s training ground. We’ve arranged double the compensation. Full buyout.”

Ethan’s jaw set.

“I’m not going.”

“Your choice,” Gavin said. “But remember—Eureka is an illegal clinic. We have complete records of your major depressive diagnosis. Refuse us, and by tomorrow every rag in Fleet Street gets the file.”

A laugh.

“A mentally ill striker. Tell me, how many sponsors do you think want that? Your market value disappears overnight. Then you can crawl back to whatever piss-stinking estate you came from.”

The line went dead.

The room hummed with machine noise.

Ethan gripped the phone so hard his knuckles whitened.

Evelyn watched, tense.

Mendes’s move was poison.

For someone who had clawed his way out of nothing, reputation and money weren’t vanity. They were oxygen.

“Coach,” Ethan said hoarsely.

Adrian said nothing at all.

He just stood there.

Waiting.

This was the real test. Submission chosen voluntarily always held better.

A full minute passed.

Then Ethan laughed once—sharp, bitter.

He tore the guard off his leg and tossed it aside.

“I used to think you were insane,” he said. “You forced me into the mud. Forced me through that pressure until it felt like my skull would split.”

He thumped his fist once over his own chest.

“But I figured something out. If I follow your kind of madness, I don’t have to live like a dog begging scraps from men like him.”

He grabbed his phone and dialed the sports desk at The Sun.

When someone answered, he barked into the line:

“This is Ethan Mercer, West Ham number ten. Put this on your front page.”

“I reject every transfer approach.”

“I don’t care what they pay. My career belongs to Coach Adrian Cross until he tells me otherwise.”

He hung up.

Then blocked the number.

Finally, absurdly, he snapped off a crooked military salute.

Adrian smiled.

“Good.”

He turned for the door.

“Lie down and let Dr. Hart fix you. I need a body capable of running ninety minutes next match.”

At the threshold he stopped.

“Evelyn. Use the premium protocol. Put the bill on Mendes’s account. Sooner or later we’ll collect.”

She watched him go with a smile so bright it transformed her whole face.

He was impossible.

And dangerously compelling.

Back in the protected office on Sublevel Three, Adrian entered the silent core room inside the Faraday cage and went to his desk.

He opened the drawer.

Inside lay the blank transfer contract copy Evelyn had picked up at that banquet—a worthless-looking piece of paper he had kept because anything tied to Mendes might become a blade.

He lifted it.

[Blind soundfield modeling suspended. Microscopic tactile mode activated.]

His fingers moved slowly over the page.

Not standard printer stock.

From deeper in the drawer he took a UV inspection pen, another relic left behind from the bunker’s older life, and switched it on.

Purple light washed across the back of the contract.

Slowly, hidden in the paper fibers, a watermark emerged.

Adrian could not see it with ordinary sight.

But through the ghost of System vision, he saw it perfectly.

Two crossed battle axes.

Around the shafts wound a black serpent.

At the serpent’s eye, a tiny engraved M.

His hand stopped dead.

A hammer seemed to hit his chest.

That mark—

that exact mark—

was not some gambling-network insignia.

It was the same family crest stamped on the cover of the secret ledger his father had once used.

Why would Mendes’s blank transfer contracts carry the symbol of Adrian’s own bloodline?

This was supposed to be nothing more than a commercial form used to buy and sell players.

Now it had become a death notice.

Somewhere in the dark, a net that had been tightening around his family for twenty years had just shown him one corner of itself.
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