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Noah was already gone, his body fully committed, all his weight flying right. His face twisted in midair as he watched Ethan pull his leg back.

Then Ethan used the inside of his right foot and simply... nudged it.

Like he was pushing open the gate to his own backyard. Casual. Lazy, almost.

The ball rolled slowly across the grass.

Absurdly slowly.

It drifted toward the left side of the goal as if it had nowhere urgent to be.

Noah was still suspended to the right, one arm stretched out in useless desperation, nowhere near anything that mattered.

The ball strolled over the line.

In.

The entire stadium went dead silent for a full three seconds.

Then it exploded.

“3–3! Portugal have equalized!”

The commentator’s voice cracked from the force of it. “Ethan Sterling sold the goalkeeper with the fake and then—then just passed it into the net? Was that a penalty or was that humiliation?”

“No, not humiliation—art! Pure football art! That ball rolled in so slowly I swear I could’ve walked faster than it, and Noah Grant still couldn’t get a fingertip on it!”

Cristiano Ronaldo was the first one to reach him. He grabbed Ethan by both shoulders, eyes wide. “You did that on purpose?”

Ethan blinked. “Did what?”

“You were never going to shoot right, were you?”

Ethan patted his hands. “CR7, I don’t make a habit of fooling people. But fooling a goalkeeper? I take that very seriously.”

Ronaldo stared at him for a beat, then laughed.

Not the laugh of a veteran legend near the end of his career.

The laugh of a twenty-year-old kid.

On the World Cup Scoreboard, the numbers flipped—3:3.

Ethan glanced up at the giant screen by the touchline.

89 minutes.

One minute left.

More accurately, one minute of regular time, plus however much stoppage time the referee felt like giving.

And knowing Julian Mercer, it wouldn’t be more than thirty seconds.

Ronaldo looked back at him. “Ethan, one minute!”

Ethan thumped a hand against his chest. “For some people, one minute is still a long time.”

He gave a shrug. “Besides, there’s still a chance, isn’t there?”

The moment he said it, a notification flashed in his mind.

[Match nearing its end. Friendly reminder: group-stage matches do not have extra time. A draw awards one point to each side. Based on the current standings, Portugal would still be fourth in the group and eliminated.]

[Mission Requirement 1: Win the match.]

Ethan had done the math ages ago. A draw was useless. They had to win to go through.

The Elite Football System really knew how to turn the screw at the worst possible moment.

The trace of a smile vanished from his face.

They had to win.

89:45.

Referee Julian Mercer raised the electronic board.

Stoppage time—1 minute.

Ethan stared at the number, his mouth twitching.

Under normal circumstances, with two first-half goals, all the injuries, the stoppages, and the controversy in the second half, there should have been at least four or five added minutes.

And this black-hearted bastard had given one.

Ethan took a slow breath and didn’t waste a second arguing with the referee.

There was no time for that now.

But the worst part was this:

Congo had the restart.

And they changed tactics immediately.

No more attacking.

No more reckless tackles.

The striker took the ball and passed it backward at once. Midfield received it and sent it back to the defense.

A defender collected it, then launched it all the way to his own goalkeeper.

Noah gathered it calmly, walked to the edge of his box at a snail’s pace, set the ball down, tugged up his socks, retied his laces, and only then sent it long.

Back to midfield.

The midfielder brought it down, lifted his head, looked around as though he had all day in the world, and rolled it sideways to a teammate.

Back and forth.

Backward.

Left to right, right to left.

Anywhere but forward.

The commentator fell quiet for a few seconds before speaking again. “Congo are... killing the clock. Very obviously. At 3–3, this result is enough for them. A draw keeps them second in the group on goal difference.”

“But Portugal can’t live with this. At 3–3, they’re going home.”

Ronaldo understood instantly. His fists clenched so hard the knuckles whitened, and he turned to Ethan.

Ethan was already running.

He didn’t wait for the ball to come to him.

He charged straight into Congo’s half.

A defender abandoning his own end and storming forward.

On the sideline, Coach Victor Santos nearly lost his mind. “Ethan! Are you insane? Get back!”

Ethan didn’t even hear him.

Congo’s midfielders were still trading easy passes between themselves.

Ethan was too fast.

He sliced between them like a shadow. The instant the ball left the passer’s foot, his right leg stabbed perfectly into the lane.

Bang.

Interception.

The Congo midfielder froze. He hadn’t even seen where Ethan had come from.

90:15.

The second Ethan got the ball, every last ounce of speed in him detonated.

He burst forward like a hunting cheetah.
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“Breach provisions,” he read aloud. “If Party A, for reasons other than force majeure, unilaterally terminates or materially interferes with Party B’s lawful broadcast rights, Party B has the immediate right to suspend performance of the agreement and demand liquidated damages no lower than three hundred percent of the total contract value.”

He closed the folder and looked at everyone in the room.

“Ladies and gentlemen, the contract value is three hundred and twenty million U.S. dollars. What’s three hundred percent of that?”

The deputy director swallowed. “Nine hundred and sixty million.”

“Not even a full billion.” Warren rose to his feet and braced both hands on the table. “Round it up. Call it one billion.”

The conference room went silent for three full seconds.

“This is one of our country’s athletes.” Warren’s voice wasn’t loud, but every word landed like an iron nail driven into wood. “I can’t control the fact that he plays for Portugal. But he is Drakorian. If someone tries to slap a doping charge on his head, they’re slapping it on the heads of 1.4 billion people.”

He looked up sharply.

“Make the call. Right now. Geneva.”

He checked his watch.

It was 2:15 a.m. in the capital. In Geneva, that made it 6:15 in the evening.

Just the right time for FIFA’s secretary-general to be finishing work and thinking about going home for dinner with his family.

Twenty minutes later, Pierre’s phone rang.

He was in his office packing his briefcase when he saw the long string of digits on the caller ID and froze for two seconds.

It was the direct line from Drakoria’s national sports authority. The last time that number had called was three years ago, during the negotiations over the broadcast contract.

“Good evening, Mr. Pierre.”

The voice on the other end was steady, polite, and delivered in flawless English.

“Mr. Cross?” Pierre asked cautiously.

“That’s right. Sorry to disturb you. There are a few matters we need to discuss.”

Pierre sat back down and set his briefcase aside. “Go ahead.”

“First.” Warren’s voice remained level. “Your anti-doping committee has sent us a formal inquiry requesting Ethan Sterling’s medical examination records within forty-eight hours. After internal review, we have decided we will not provide them.”

Pierre frowned. “Mr. Cross, this is routine proced—”

“Second.” Warren cut straight across him without leaving room for objection. “Ethan Sterling is a Drakorian citizen. Any investigation involving a Drakorian citizen must proceed through formal diplomatic channels and be approved by Drakorian judicial authorities before execution. Your current approach bypasses every legal procedure. That is not an investigation. It is a frame-up.”

Pierre’s hand tightened on the armrest.

“Third.” Warren paused briefly. “The World Cup broadcasting agreement signed in 2023. Clause Seventeen. Breach provisions. If Ethan Sterling’s matter is not handled fairly and properly, we will formally trigger the suspension clause at eight o’clock this morning, Beijing time.”

Silence answered him.

Warren continued in the same unhurried tone. “We suspend the broadcast rights. We demand one billion in damages. And from that day forward, no football competition of any kind will be aired inside Drakoria. Not the World Cup. Not the Champions League. Not the Euros. On the screens of 1.4 billion people, there won’t be a single image left of foreigners playing football.”

“Mr. Cross—”

“Mr. Pierre.” Warren interrupted again, and this time his voice hardened. “Three years ago, your people came to our capital asking us to take the broadcast deal. The terms were so generous they were impossible to reject, and we still spent a hundred million of our own money building the platform. We gave you every courtesy.”

His tone dropped, colder now.

“And now someone wants to make an example of one of our athletes. Tell me—how exactly am I supposed to show courtesy back?”

On the other end of the line came the sound of quickened breathing.

“You know those sponsors in your hand?” Warren said. “Forty percent of their revenue comes from the Asian market. Take a guess—if the World Cup disappears from Drakorian screens entirely, who do you think will be the first to start screaming?”

Pierre finally forced out an answer. “Mr. Cross, I understand your position. But anti-doping investigations are handled by an independent committee—”

“Independent?” Warren let out a cold laugh. “Karl Viner signed the inquiry letter. Have you reviewed his travel disclosures? March 2024—he attended something called the European Sports Investment Summit. At his table sat three directors from major betting groups. Do you need me to read you the names?”

This time, Pierre said nothing at all.

Warren didn’t press further. He saved the last line for maximum impact.

“Remember this. You have six hours. I’ll be waiting for your answer.”

The line went dead.

Pierre lowered the phone and sat motionless in his chair.

Outside, Geneva blazed with light, the city reflected in the dark water of the lake.

Then his phone rang again.

“Pierre, what did Drakoria say?”

Viner.

Pierre gripped the phone and stayed silent for five seconds. In his mind flashed one image after another: the screens of 1.4 billion people, forty percent of sponsor revenue from Asia, a billion dollars in penalties, Viner’s travel reports, the list of betting-company directors.

When he finally spoke, his voice was as cold as the lake outside.

“Karl, regarding the Ethan Sterling investigation, I need every report on my desk.”

“Why?”

“Because from this moment on, I’m handling it personally.”

Pierre hung up, pulled open a drawer, and took out a fountain pen and a blank sheet of stationery.
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For the first time, something more serious entered his gaze.

He had assumed Portugal’s danger was all in Cristiano.

A striker who could run, charge, and finish—even at his best, that was still only one point of threat.

But now Messi realized the real problem was the defender behind him, the one who hardly seemed to be exerting himself at all and yet kept sealing every passing lane shut.

“Number nine.” The captain’s armband flashed beneath the lights as Messi tipped his chin toward Ethan and spoke to a teammate. “Don’t play it to that side.”

His teammate blinked. “He’s barely moving.”

“Exactly.” Messi kept his eyes on Ethan. “As long as he’s standing there, we’re not scoring.”

Ethan didn’t hear the exchange, but he felt the shift.

Argentina’s attacks began to bend away from him.

Balls that should have gone through the middle were deliberately pushed out to the wings instead.

And the moment that happened, the central penetration they prided themselves on lost half its bite.

Ethan Sterling edged forward by a couple of yards.

The moment he did, Portugal’s entire back line pushed up with him.

Argentina’s crosses from the flanks lost their depth. Ball after ball came in, and ball after ball was cleared.

“They’re playing around you,” Cristiano Ronaldo said.

“I know.” Ethan’s mouth curved faintly. “The wider they go, the bigger the gap in the middle.”

In the twenty-fifth minute, the opening came.

An Argentine attack down the wing broke down, and the loose ball dropped to Ethan’s feet.

He didn’t just hoof it clear. He lifted his head and looked upfield.

Ronaldo was already moving.

Ethan hit a forty-yard pass that bent through the air in a perfect arc and dropped right into Ronaldo’s path.

Portugal was in.

The whole stadium rose as one.

Ronaldo drove forward with the ball at his feet. The Argentine keeper rushed out.

In that split second, Ronaldo lifted it.

The ball skimmed past the post and flew wide.

So close.

Ronaldo grabbed his head with both hands and let out a long breath to the sky.

On his way back, he passed Ethan.

“That was a hell of a ball,” Ronaldo said between breaths. “I was this close.”

“What’s the rush?” Ethan said, patting him on the back. “Let him feel comfortable in the first half.”

Ronaldo blinked. “What does that mean?”

Ethan looked across at Lionel Messi, who was directing his teammates on the far side. A sharp glint flashed through his eyes.

“It means when he starts thinking he’s got us figured out,” Ethan said, “that’s when I go.”

Messi stood near the center circle and wiped the sweat from his forehead.

He’d been playing for twenty years. He’d seen every kind of opponent there was.

But this Portugal side felt... off.

The man up front, Ronaldo, he knew well enough. An old rival. Dangerous, yes, but dangerous in familiar ways.

The one behind him, though—the one who kept everything hidden—

Messi still hadn’t seen the bottom of him.

The whistle blew again, and play resumed.

Ethan jogged back into position and let his arms fall loosely at his sides.

He was waiting.

Waiting for Messi to pour all his patience into dealing with Ronaldo. Waiting for Argentina’s defense to loosen under long stretches of pressure. Waiting for that one moment everyone on the field believed was safe.

He was going to make Messi understand one thing.

This stadium had never set up its spotlight for him.

And that line Ethan had spoken in the meeting room before the match—today, he was going to cash it in on the grass.

Starting by shattering the perfect final chapter in front of him.

Ethan lifted his head. His gaze traveled over midfield and settled on Messi.

Second half, he thought. My turn.

In Kansas City, the rain had stopped.

Arrowhead Stadium was packed with seventy thousand people.

A blue-and-white tide rolled down from the stands to the very edge of the pitch, and the chant of “Messi! Messi!” came in wave after wave.

Sixty-third minute. Still 0-0.

Ethan stood near the center circle and didn’t step up to press.

If anything, he drifted half a step backward, openly giving away the space in front of him.

On the bench, Lance Mercer jerked upright. “What the hell is he doing?”

Warren Cross had been on a video call with Lance the whole time. He wasn’t at the stadium, but this was even more intense than watching a broadcast. Still, he said nothing. He just stared at the field.

The ball worked its way to Messi.

In that instant, it felt like the entire stadium stopped breathing.

Thirty-eight years old, and still—Messi dipped his center of gravity, nudged the ball with his left foot, and seemed to ignite.

He didn’t want the pass.

He wanted to finish it himself.

Rodrigo De Paul was already bursting forward.

Messi looked up, his eyes sweeping across Portugal’s back line.

Ethan watched those eyes.

He knew exactly what Messi was calculating.

Messi’s deadliest gift had never been his dribbling.

It was his vision—the way he could read an offside line in a fraction of a second.

A defender only had to turn and drop half a step, and Messi would drive through that line without hesitation.

Center backs all over the world had been punished by that move for more than a decade.

Before the match, Ethan had watched thirty-seven Argentina videos.

Not to study Messi.

To study De Paul.

De Paul had a habit.

Every time Messi was about to launch an attack, De Paul’s first burst forward would be half a body ahead of the line—just enough to pull defenders and open space for Messi.

That movement had helped create countless goals, because every referee’s eyes naturally followed Messi.

But now, that half-step was exactly what Ethan wanted.
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Ethan smiled faintly, calm in a way that was almost frightening. It wasn’t like him at all.

In the VIP box, three men sat side by side.

Luka Modric had his arms folded. He watched the replay on the giant screen, then looked back toward the still figure at midfield.

He rubbed his chin. “He’s not protesting? If that were me, I’d be screaming at the linesman over that recovery foul until they sent me off.”

Karim Benzema shrugged. “So what’s he waiting for?”

Pepe said nothing.

He hadn’t come all this way out of curiosity alone. He wanted to see for himself what this kid was worth—the one Mendes had called him about five times in three days, the one who’d set all of European football on fire.

A deal that would bring his old teammate Ronaldo in on a one-euro salary? Pepe wanted to know if that ship was worth boarding.

Right now, all he could see was a back.

A back that didn’t even turn while the other side celebrated.

Then three men emerged at the mouth of the tunnel.

Sharp suits. FIFA badges pinned to their chests. The one in front carried a tablet and walked straight toward the head referee.

The stadium fell quiet for half a beat.

The Argentina players got there first, crowding around. Messi came over too. The FIFA official turned the tablet toward the referee. Slow-motion footage played frame by frame on the screen.

Right before that long ball had been launched, Argentina’s winger’s shoulder had drifted half a step beyond Portugal’s last defender.

Offside.

The referee watched it three times, then raised his arm and pointed toward the corner.

No goal.

Modric shot out of his seat.

“What the hell?” he muttered. “He called that in advance? He’s not just a player.”

Benzema swore under his breath. “Since when has FIFA been this efficient? They came down in person just to wipe out one of Messi’s goals?”

Modric frowned. “Something’s off.”

All three of them knew one thing for certain: ever since that list had leaked, FIFA and that young man were like oil and fire. The federation statements, the pressure from EuroStar Group—every bit of it had been aimed at Ethan Sterling.

And now FIFA had personally stepped in to erase a goal that could have killed Portugal.

Ronaldo was staring at midfield.

The young man there finally moved.

Ethan smiled.

Not the smile of someone who’d just been saved.

Ronaldo leaned closer. “They overturned it, Ethan. We didn’t concede.”

“You’re seeing it wrong.” Ethan bent to tighten his laces, voice quiet. “They didn’t come to help us.”

Ronaldo blinked. “What do you mean?”

“That offside should’ve triggered VAR three minutes ago.” Ethan straightened and looked toward the shadows behind the referee’s area, where a row of unseen figures sat without showing their faces. “They sat on it. Waited until Messi scored. Waited until the whole stadium lost its mind. Then they took their time coming down here and ruled it out.”

Ronaldo froze.

He didn’t fully understand this kind of thing, but he could tell there was something underneath Ethan’s words.

“They’re telling me something,” Ethan said, setting the ball on the center spot without taking his eyes off the shadows. “Today, they can let that goal count, and they can erase it. Whoever controls the whistle controls the match.”

He lifted his gaze.

“Today they hand me an offside call. Tomorrow they hand someone a penalty.”

Messi walked past him without looking over, tossing out a line in Spanish.

Three words, if you translated them: It’s early yet.

But there was anger in his eyes too. Frustration.

Only then did Ethan turn and meet that unwilling, burning stare.

“Yeah,” he replied in the same calm tone. “It is.”

He knew exactly what Messi meant. Having the goal disallowed wasn’t the end.

This whole performance from FIFA was meant for everyone to see—including the three legends still watching from the box.

The message was obvious:

Follow Ethan Sterling, and you’ll still be playing under our whistle. On this field, we decide the rules.

Ethan backed into position at the center circle and waited for the restart.

He looked up, sweeping his gaze over the referee’s platform, over the line of shadows, and finally up to the giant screen where his own face was staring back at him.

His lips moved slowly, clearly.

Who decides a match isn’t the whistle. It’s the score.

He was going to make that score so overwhelming no whistle in the world could rewrite it.

So overwhelming those three men still hesitating would see with their own eyes exactly how straight they could stand if they stood with him.

The referee replaced the ball at midfield.

Ethan lowered his head and said one sentence to the teammate beside him.

At once, the entire shape of Portugal’s front line changed.

In the VIP box, Pepe slowly rose and walked to the glass.

“Mendes,” he said into his earpiece. “That contract…”

He paused.

“Don’t sign it yet. I’m watching this one to the end.”

The whistle went. The referee waved for Argentina to restart.

The boos from the stands still hadn’t died away. After Ethan’s reckless sliding challenge moments ago had been called a foul, everyone in the stadium thought he’d gotten rattled.

Messi stood on the center spot and bent to adjust his laces.

Then he looked up at the number ten across from him.

Something was different.

That tackle a moment ago had been timed too perfectly. Half a second earlier and it would’ve been reckless. Half a second later and he’d have let the play go.

But Ethan had hit the exact instant Messi’s weight shifted.

A substitute wasn’t supposed to have feet like that.

A string pulled tight somewhere inside Messi.

He took the pass from his teammate and brushed the ball forward with the sole of his boot. It rolled close and smooth across the grass.
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He finally understood that the leaked list had never been Drakoria scavenging for washed-up stars.

It was a declaration of war.

And the man declaring it was down there on the World Cup grass, using his feet to kick apart, inch by inch, the old order they had spent years protecting.

On the field, the young runner had already broken into the penalty area.

Argentina's keeper came flying off his line.

Everything hung on a knife's edge.

Near midfield, Ethan rose slowly and watched the figure about to decide the scoreline. His expression stayed calm.

He knew it didn't matter whether this one went in.

What mattered was that from this moment on, the entire football world would remember the name Ethan Sterling—and the list behind it, the one already rewriting the rules.

And Messi, the man chasing a flawless farewell, would become the first stepping stone beneath Ethan's rise to legend.

Back in the box, the executive snatched up his phone. His finger hovered over the call button for several seconds without pressing it.

Because he no longer knew whether he was still in time to outrun the earthquake that had already begun.

The instant the whistle sounded, the Pampas end of the stadium became a blue-and-white ocean.

Messi had the ball.

Ethan stood at the center circle and didn't move.

The stadium announcer was roaring. Seventy thousand voices were chanting the same name.

Messi dropped his head over the dribble, accelerated, cut, and those priceless ankles twitched.

A Portugal defender lunged in.

He was a rookie—twenty-one years old, his first match at this level.

Messi's feint sent his balance the wrong way, and he skidded off in the opposite direction.

The stands erupted.

Messi was through. Everyone thought so.

But Ethan only sneered inwardly. He'd watched that same cut forty times on tape.

The defender didn't recover.

Ethan didn't chase.

And Portugal's entire back line, as if they'd rehearsed it, dropped all at once and opened a straight corridor down the middle.

Messi froze for half a second.

He completed the dazzling move, glanced back to see who was joining him—and found no one.

That carefully crafted dribble had met no pressure, no challenge. It was like performing a solo for empty air.

Like a clown show with no audience close enough to touch.

Even the commentator stumbled over his own words. "Me-Messi beats his man... but... why is Portugal... why is no one stepping to him?"

Messi's face darkened.

He drove forward with the ball. One yard. Five. Ten.

Silence trailed behind him.

Ahead, Portugal's half lay open like a gate.

He waited.

Waited for Portugal's defenders to rush back. Waited for that Eastern kid named Ethan Sterling to step in front of him.

That was how the script was supposed to go—a king of football in his final World Cup, dribbling past man after man to score the winner.

But no one came.

As he swept past Ethan, he deliberately slowed for half a beat.

Ethan didn't even turn his head.

A chill ran through Messi.

In twenty years of football, no one had ever treated him like this.

It wasn't that they couldn't stop him.

It was that they couldn't be bothered to try.

He forced himself onward, carrying the ball out of sheer stubbornness, and for the first time it felt unfamiliar at his feet. Every touch was soft and wrong, like he was dribbling over cotton.

He didn't dare look back at Ethan's calm face.

By the edge of the box, another Portugal defender stepped up.

Messi felt a flash of relief.

Finally.

But the defender didn't slide. Didn't stab a foot in.

He just stood there, looked at Messi, and grinned.

There was no tension in that smile. No awe.

Only the relaxed ease of someone watching a show.

Messi's mind slammed into the truth.

This wasn't a defensive breakdown.

It was a net.

From the second he received the ball, Portugal had never intended to fight him head-on. They had opened every lane, drawn him deeper and deeper alone, and cut him off completely from his teammates.

He had become a one-man island.

A man under the gaze of the entire world, yet utterly alone.

And just as he thought to kill the move and pass back, there was nothing under his foot.

The ball was gone.

He never even saw where the foot came from.

A blur skimmed low across the grass, and the ball was stabbed away with surgical precision, angled diagonally back with the kind of touch that looked pre-calculated.

Messi lost his balance and pitched forward.

His knee slammed into the turf, and for the first time, the blue-and-white stands went silent.

Seventy thousand people forgot how to speak.

Bracing one hand against the grass, he looked up and saw that shadow had already turned with the ball at its feet, back to him now, driving toward Portugal's attacking end.

It was Ethan Sterling.

At some point, that Eastern-born kid who'd been standing near midfield without even turning his head had slipped in like a ghost, taken the ball cleanly, and spun away just as cleanly.

From start to finish, Ethan had never even looked at him.

Messi stayed there on one knee, throat dry.

Only now did he understand that the real protagonist of this match had never been him.

On the touchline, Lance Mercer stood with his arms folded, watching that running figure on the field.

He spoke under his breath.

"It starts now."

The television camera swept past Portugal's bench, then caught a forgettable corner of the stands—where a man in a baseball cap sat with his phone raised, filming Messi on his knees on the pitch while typing furiously with one hand.

Recipient: Cayman Islands.

Ethan carried the ball over midfield, lifted his head, and in that instant only one thought filled his mind.

The perfect ending Messi wanted had been voided from this second on.

Messi got to his feet fast—only to find Ethan watching him through narrowed eyes, like a starving wolf. The stare crawled over his skin.
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It split the last defender’s legs and rolled perfectly into Ethan’s path.

This time, Ethan didn’t give it away.

He hit it first time.

The shot smashed the inner edge of the crossbar, bounced down, and crossed the line.

Portugal 4, Argentina 1.

Exactly ninety minutes.

Ethan didn’t sprint. He didn’t roar.

He turned toward Cristiano and slowly raised one finger, pointing to the giant screen high above the stands.

On it, the words Homecoming Project flashed for an instant, followed by a smaller line underneath.

[Confirmed Commitments: 14]

Cristiano understood.

In the stands, Adrian Mendes understood.

And in the VIP section, several FIFA officials looked like the floor had just dropped out from under them.

This wasn’t the end.

This was only the first man.

Ethan walked to the center circle, picked up the ball, and tucked it into Messi’s arms.

In the rain, he leaned close to that dazed face and said only one sentence.

“I drew the period for your story.”

“Nice and round.”

The final whistle blew.

The locker room door hadn’t even finished swinging shut when Lance Mercer strode in with a phone in his hand, his expression off.

“Lieutenant, Mendes just got word,” he said. “Something’s happened on Luka Modric’s side.”

Ethan stopped mid-wipe, the towel frozen in his hand.

“FIFA made a move?”

“Worse than that.” Lance held out the screen. “Someone leaked ‘evidence’ that Modric plans to join Portugal. It’s all over Croatia now. Supporters across Zagreb are burning his shirts.”

Ethan stared at the screen.

That sharp light returned to his eyes.

The second man on the list had already been shoved onto the pyre.

And the hand that lit the fire—

he recognized it.

The final whistle echoed through the stadium.

Seventy thousand people fell silent for half a second.

It wasn’t that there was no sound.

There was too much of it, all jammed together in people’s throats, too big to come out.

The scoreboard glowed: Portugal 3, Argentina 0.

Rain still fell. Under the floodlights, the pitch looked almost white.

Messi walked toward the tunnel with his head lowered, the number 10 on his white shirt plastered to his back, heavy as if it had soaked up all the water in the world.

No one stopped him.

Even the reporters opened a path.

Ethan stood at midfield and didn’t follow.

He looked up at the giant screen.

The words Homecoming Project — Confirmed Commitments: 14 rolled past, then the image switched.

Round of 16 bracket.

Line by line, slot by slot, it lit up.

Beneath Portugal’s name, their next opponent’s flag appeared.

A red sun.

Japan.

Ethan’s breathing paused for a beat.

Then he smiled.

Not the relaxed smile of a man fresh off a win.

This one seeped out through clenched teeth.

He remembered that debt from his previous life perfectly.

Hong Kong had paid fifteen million to bring a global superstar in for a friendly. The man had claimed illness and sat on the bench for ninety minutes without even bothering to strip off his warm-up top. Three days later, he turned around and played a full match in Japan—and even handed over a deliberate goal to satisfy the betting line.

The cameras had caught him smiling, pure as day.

And in this life, the script had repeated itself.

Just last month, in another commercial match, the same act—too sick to play for Portugal, then a full ninety minutes in Tokyo National Stadium, ending with a taunting gesture straight at the cameras.

Took the money, didn’t do the job, then stomped on the people paying him.

Back then Ethan had been watching through a screen, gripping a teacup so hard he cracked it.

And now Japan had delivered itself straight into his path.

Good.

In his heart, he said only two words.

Perfect timing.

A voice with a Portuguese accent came from behind him.

“Portugal’s got Japan next.”

Ethan turned.

Cristiano stood half a step away, water still dripping from his jersey, his chest not yet settled. The forty-one-year-old had just sprinted back to midfield to tackle Messi, then surged forward to create the assist. By all rights, he should have been running on fumes.

But his eyes were brighter than ever.

“Chris,” Ethan said, “don’t tell me you only wanted Messi.”

Cristiano stared at the red sun on the giant screen for two seconds before answering.

“I’ve got history with Japan,” he said. “2018. World Cup. I missed a penalty against them.”

Ethan lifted a brow. Personal enough.

“That’s nothing,” Cristiano said, shaking his head. Then he turned to Ethan. “The real issue is this—that was the only match in my entire career where somebody pointed at my face and called me old.”

He stepped closer, rain running off his chin.

“This one, I’m playing. And I’m playing to crush them.”

Ethan didn’t answer right away.

He knew what Cristiano was doing.

He was helping Ethan settle a score.

Everyone knew what Japan had done to Drakoria in the past. This match was a chance for Ethan to vent that fury—and for Cristiano to reclaim a little something of his own.

Cristiano’s voice dropped.

“Su—” He caught himself, then said, “Ethan. I’ve been playing this game for twenty years. I know which teams come to play football and which teams come to do business.” He pointed toward the tunnel where Messi had vanished. “In those ninety minutes, you could’ve scored all three yourself. Become a god. Own every headline in the world. But you fed me the ball. A goal that wasn’t yours.”

“I want to win,” Ethan said. “But more than that, I want to win completely. There’s no point in me becoming a legend alone.”

“Exactly.” Cristiano spoke each word like a nail hammered into place. “Which is why I’ve made up my mind. That letter of intent Mendes brought me—tear it up.”

Ethan blanked for half a second.
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He looked at Ethan, something complicated in his expression.

“You predicted their left back would tuck inside?” Cristiano asked, yanking off the captain’s armband. Sweat ran from his jaw to the floor.

“I predicted Messi would want him to tuck inside,” Ethan said, handing him a bottle of water. “Because he needs absolute control through the middle. That’s his habit, and it’s the weak point in Argentina’s shape. He wants to win too badly. Wants to control every inch too badly. That leaves cracks.”

Cristiano took the bottle but didn’t drink. He just stared at Ethan.

He had played in Europe for twenty years. Won five Ballons d’Or. Worked under more famous managers than most men could name.

But those coaches always broke opponents down after the match.

Ethan was different.

At the most suffocating moment of the game, he could tear apart an opponent’s tactical logic in real time.

European football now was full of people enslaved to capital and data, coaches reduced to expensive employees with clipboards.

Ethan, on the other hand, was a true tyrant of tactics.

“I’m definitely going to Drakoria,” Cristiano said at last. He unscrewed the cap and drank half the bottle in one pull. “And in the next match, against Japan, I’m not holding anything back. I’m going to crush them.”

Ethan nodded, then turned toward the giant screen.

Portugal had advanced.

But he felt no joy.

This was only the Round of 16.

His fingers brushed the old pocket watch in his coat pocket.

It had belonged to his father, Richard Sterling. The cover was engraved with a single year.

2002.

Twenty-four years.

From 2002 to today, Portuguese football had been absent from the World Cup stage for a full twenty-four years.

Ethan still remembered his father sitting in the locker room after that failed qualifying campaign, silent and unmoving.

That had been the last glow of Portuguese football.

And the beginning of an endless night.

Today Ethan was standing here for more than one victory.

He was here to piece back together, bone by bone, the spine Portuguese football had lost.

“Captain.” Lance came over and handed him a tablet. “The analysis on the next opponent is ready. Japan’s entire squad plays in Europe. Average age, twenty-four. Their coach, James Moriarty, says they’ll use a high press and rapid circulation to run us into the ground. Their average distance covered is ten kilometers more than their opponents per match.”

Ethan took the tablet.

The tactical board for Japan glowed on the screen.

“They run that much because they’re afraid of standing still,” Ethan said.

He shut the screen off and looked down the tunnel toward the dark mouth of the players’ entrance.

“Send phase two of the Homecoming list to the press back home.”

Lance froze. “Now? Graham Bennett is still trying to suppress it.”

“He can’t suppress it anymore.” Ethan kept walking toward the exit. “Cristiano’s winner against Argentina is the top trending video in the world right now. EuroStar Group’s stock just dropped three points.”

He didn’t slow down.

“I want all of Asia to know,” he said, “that Portugal is here to take back what belongs to us.”

Houston. Top-floor suite, Four Seasons.

Ethan Sterling stood in front of the floor-to-ceiling windows, watching the supporters flooding the streets below in celebration of Portugal’s advance.

The suite door opened. Lance Mercer walked in carrying an encrypted tablet.

“Lieutenant, the payout’s cleared.” He set the tablet on the table.

Ethan turned. “How much did you get down?”

Lance scratched the back of his head, a little embarrassed. “A hundred grand. After that Iran–United States draw last time, the bookmakers changed their rules. They’re watching us hard now. No single bet over two hundred thousand.”

“A hundred grand is fine.” Ethan crossed to the sofa and sat. “What were the odds?”

“Seven and a half to one. Argentina lost, and the books got cleaned out.” Lance grinned. “The guys on the Warhound team made a killing this round. Damn near enough retirement money.”

Ethan lifted his glass and took a sip of water. “Keep the money as operational funds. Against that team tomorrow, what happens on the pitch won’t be enough.”

Lance’s smile faded. He reached into his pocket, pulled out a black flash drive, and plugged it into the tablet.

“Lieutenant, you told me to dig into the other side. I found something.” He opened an encrypted folder. “Their starting center back, Ken Watanabe, is an animal.”

A series of blurry photos popped onto the screen, followed by a muted video clip.

“This bastard already had a record back home. Multiple accusations involving drugging women and assaulting them. Their federation and some corporate money buried it every time.” Lance’s voice dropped. “And he didn’t stop after coming to the States. Last night, at a nightclub here in Houston, he and a few teammates ran a group job. Victims were two local college girls.”

Ethan’s eyes stayed on the screen. “How solid is it?”

“One of our people got the footage. A Drakorian student working part-time at the club saw what was happening and recorded the whole thing on his phone.” Lance clenched his jaw. “But they grabbed him.”

Ethan lowered the glass. “Who did?”

“Their consulate in Houston, working with local police.” Lance pulled up an arrest document. “Official charge is invasion of privacy and suspected theft of commercial secrets. He’s being held in Harris County Jail right now. They’re trying to transfer him back tomorrow.”

Ethan leaned back in his chair, fingers tapping the armrest in a slow rhythm.

“They commit the crime, then throw the witness in a cell and try to make him disappear.” His voice was calm. “What did their coach say at the pre-match press conference?”

“He said they’d use relentless running to drag Drakoria down. Also took a shot at the Homecoming Plan—called it a recycling program for washed-up players.”

“People run that hard when they’ve got something to hide.” Ethan rose to his feet. “Send the original video file to Hummingbird. I want it cleaned up, timestamped, and geotagged.”
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