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Chapter 1: The Most Absurd Joke of the Century
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April 8, 2000 Southern Madrid, Spain. Along the north bank of the Manzanares River, beside the M30 highway.

Rock Yong stepped out of the taxis back seat. The moment he turned his head, he was greeted by the majestic sight of the Vicente Caldern Stadium looming above the road like a crouching beast.

Every day, an unending stream of cars passed through the tunnel beneath this colossal structure. Anyone who looked upjust like Rock Yong nowwould see Atltico Madrids massive bronze-colored crest hovering above.

In earlier years, when Atltico was thriving, that crest evoked pride and reverence. But in recent seasonsespecially nowit felt more like a symbol of decay and decline.

After all, thats what teams in the relegation zone were meant to look like.

Standing at the intersection and gazing at the crest above the tunnel, Rock Yong felt a flicker of anticipation.

He straightened his suit, tightened his grip on the briefcase, and headed toward the office entrance of the Caldern.

Today, he was here to interview for the position of Atltico Madrids head coach.

Rock Yong never imagined that something as impossible as time travel would ever happen to him.

In his previous life, he was a nobodya failed online author on Qidian.com, endlessly struggling to gain traction with his football novels.

One day, for some inexplicable reason, he decided to write a story about saving Chinese football. Unsurprisingly, it flopped miserably.

Even the dragon god of Namek couldnt grant such an impossible wishwhat chance did a mere mortal have?

The fate of the Chinese national team was never one to be rewritten.

After deciding to abandon the novel, he slapped himself across the face several times in frustration, nearly swearing off writing altogether.

In a bout of depression, he went to the park for a walk. Sitting on a stone railing in the lakeside pavilion, he tried brainstorming a new idea. But fate had other plans. In a moment of distraction, he accidentally fell into the lake.

At that moment, his mind raced with desperate promises.

"I swear I'll stop slacking off when I write! I'll focus, beg for votes, for bookmarks, for subscriptions..."

"Help! I can't swim!"

Miraculously, fate seemed to favor those who repentand are also good-looking.

He was saved.

But when he climbed ashore, it was the year 2000and he was in Madrid, Spain.

Rock Yong couldnt help but wonder: was this divine punishment for trying to write a story about Chinese football?

As a die-hard reader and writer of time-travel novels, Rock Yong immediately began searching for his "cheat"the famed golden finger every transmigrator was supposed to get.

But no matter how long he waited, it never came.

He had flopped as a writer. Now he had flopped at time travel too.

No cheat, no systemnothing. It was like publishing a new novel that instantly bombed.

Still, what could he do? He had already crossed over.

Thankfully, his new identity in this world wasnt bad. He had a valid coaching license that qualified him to manage a top-flight team, and he was fluent in both English and Spanish.

He even felt tempted to message a certain Barcelona staffer about itfellow time travelers, perhaps?

Once he accepted his new identity, Rock Yong began laying out his coaching ambitions.

A football fan through and through, he had spent over a decade writing football stories and was deeply familiar with both past and near-future professional football developments. Now, with a coaching license in hand, what job could be more suitable for him than managing a team?

Madrid in 2000 was a turbulent place.

Real Madrid was underperforming. Head coach John Toshack had been sacked due to poor results, and reserve team coach Vicente del Bosque had stepped infor the third timeto steady the sinking ship. With the league title out of reach, Del Bosques focus was now solely on the Champions League and the Copa del Rey.

The club was drowning in debthundreds of millions of eurosand President Lorenzo Sanz was under intense criticism. His challenger in the summer elections, Florentino Prez, a renowned tycoon, was aiming to oust him with a radical promise:

Pay off the debtand sign global superstar Lus Figo from Barcelona!

Everyone thought it was madness. Completely impossible.

But Rock Yong, having already lived through this script, knew exactly what was coming.

He wormed his way into Florentinos newly formed "Offensive Fans Association" for the campaign.

Armed with deep football knowledge from years of writing, his foresight as a transmigrator, and strong support for Del Bosque, Rock Yong quickly rose through the ranks as Real Madrid surged through the Champions League.

Eventually, he got a chance to speak with Florentino face-to-face. He gently pointed out some fatal flaws in the Galcticos strategy and offered an entire strategic plan for improvement.

Florentino brushe'd it off as wild talkjust a nobody trying to sound profound.

Brimming with confidence in his own grand vision, Florentino had no patience for dissent. In fact, he immediately kicked Rock Yong out of the fans association.

The reason? Ridiculous yet convenientRock Yong wasnt even a club member.

But when one door closes, another opens.

Just as Florentino slammed the door in his face, Rock Yong stumbled into Michel ngel Gilalso known as Little GilAtltico Madrids general manager, drowning his sorrows in a local bar. The man was 37 and in a foul mood.

Rock Yong had criticized Florentinos superstar strategy, predicting Real Madrids downfall. Slightly drunk, Little Gil applauded him and bought him a drink.

Thats how they met.

After hearing about Rock Yongs falling-out with Florentino, and his analysis of Real Madrids problems, Little Gil was deeply impressed. He asked Rock Yong for his thoughts on Atltico.

This season, Atltico was faring even worse than Real.

Though Real Madrid had dropped to mid-table earlier, they had since rebounded and were now fighting for a Champions League spot. Their Champions League campaign was especially impressive under Del Bosque.

But Atltico?

Under Italian "fix-it" coach Claudio Ranieri, things had gone from bad to worse. In December, when club president Jess Gil was jailed, Atlticos 70 million debt was exposed and the government took over the club.

Executives like Cerezo and Little Gil were all suspended.

During the winter transfer window, interim head Luis Rubi Blanco sold Spanish prodigy Jos Mari to AC Milan for 19 million, and Argentine defender Jos Chamot for another 3 million.

The 22 million they brought in didnt stop the media or fans from lambasting the management.

Though Ranieri refused to blame the media or fans, the teams performance continued to tank. He resigned on March 3, and the interim group re-appointed former coach Radomir Anti.

Like Del Bosque, this was Antis third time at the helm.

But unlike Del Bosque, Rock Yong was blunt: "Anti won't save Atltico."

"On the contraryhell drag them deeper into relegation."

"No matter how many years go by, people will always be baffled by Atlticos collapse this season. With their talent, theres no way they should be going down."

Look at their roster:

Spanish prince Kiko, Dutch striker Hasselbaink, midfield wizard Valern, Brazilian genius Juninho (on loan to Middlesbrough), Argentine winger Solari, Portuguese prodigy Hugo Leal, Uruguayan midfielder Pablo Garca, Spanish playmaker Baraja, fullback Capdevila, keeper Molina...

Add in solid veterans like Toni Muoz, Santi, Jos Luca, Gamarra, Celso Ayala, Gaspar, Aguilera...

This lineup was stackedeasily top three material. Even championship contenders. How were they this bad?

Even in 2023, fans still can't wrap their heads around how that Atltico team got relegated.

Some blamed Ranieri. Others blamed Jess Gil's imprisonment. Others pointed to financial troubles.

Rock Yong told Little Gil that those were symptoms. The real cause was a deep, fatal flaw that had haunted the club for years.

"If they don't fix it, no onenot even the coach who won them the doublecan save Atltico."

And Rock Yong was right.

Starting from Round 27, Atlticos performance under Anti never improved.

11 vs. Real Betis, 01 vs. Valladolid, 11 vs. Real Madrid, 03 vs. Numancia, 12 vs. Athletic Club...

Then last night, a 14 humiliation against Deportivo La Corua in Round 32.

Instead of escaping the drop, Atltico slipped even further. Now 19th in La Liga, only ahead of bottom-ranked Sevilla. They were four points behind 17th-placed Betis, coache'd by Guus Hiddink.

With only six games left, the situation was nearly hopeless.

All of Spainno, all of Europebelieved relegation was inevitable.

Even Atltico fans began to accept it. After the latest defeat, they held massive protests, forcing the government to step down and reinstate Jess Gil, Cerezo, and Little Gil.

The government simply didnt want the blame for sending Atltico down.

With so many stars, relegation would be the most absurd joke in top-league history.

Reinforcements were neededurgently.

As soon as the Gil family returned to Caldern, Little Gil demanded a coaching change.

After months of discussions and deep conversations, he trusted Rock Yong completely.

If anyone could save Atltico from disaster, it was him.

And so, the day after the crushing loss to Deportivo, Rock Yong stepped into Caldern Stadium and stood before Jess Gil, Cerezo, and Little Gil.

As the elder Gil and Cerezo stared in disbelief at how young he looked, Rock Yong made his vow:

"Only I can keep Atltico in La Ligaand in the coming years, turn them into the strongest team in Spain and even Europe!"
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Chapter 2: The Prime Culprit
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"Only I can keep Atltico in La Liga and, in the coming years, make it the strongest team in Spainand even in all of Europe!"

The words rang out with such force in the closed meeting room that Jess GilAtltico Madrids infamous presidentcouldnt help but burst into laughter.

Though he was already 67, overweight, and facing a string of government lawsuits, the man exuded energy. There was no trace of defeat on him.

That wasnt surprisingJess Gil was a war-hardened political strongman.

In contrast, his son, Miguel ngel Gil, seemed more like an indecisive heir.

"You know, my son thinks very highly of you. Hes talked about you non-stopso much that we even argued. Thats the only reason Im here today, listening to whatever it is youve got to say," said Jess Gil, his belly jiggling with each amused chuckle as he stared down Rock Yong, radiating authority.

"But if all youve got is this kind of empty boasting, then you can see yourself out."

Before Rock Yong could respond, Little Gil shifted in his seat, visibly unsettled.

Meanwhile, Cerezothe 52-year-old club vice presidentremained calm and expressionless, as if the entire affair had nothing to do with him.

Rock Yong, however, wasnt fazed. He had come prepared.

"You looked into me?"

That was a good sign. It meant Jess Gil had at least taken him seriously.

"No need to dig very deep. Your little public spat with Florentino Prez in the Offensive Fans Association didnt exactly go unnoticed. Plenty of people were there. Frankly, I thought Prez was spot on about youat least that was my first impression."

Jess Gil wasnt trying to be polite.

"But did you also know I warned him that his Galctico strategy had a fatal flaw?"

"Galctico strategy?" Gil snorted. "He doesnt have a damn strategy. All he did was copy what we were doing."

And to be fair, Gil had a point.

The strategy of signing superstars wasnt some bold new concept in Spain.

Before La Liga clubs became corporations, they operated under a membership model. To win elections, candidates simply promised to bring in marquee namesthats how you secured votes.

It was a tradition that went all the way back to Bernabus era with legends like Di Stfano, Pusks, and Kopa.

Jess Gil himself had ridden that wavesigning big names like Paulo Futre and Christian Vieri to bolster Atltico's prestige.

So, yes, he had every right to mock Florentino.

"I think Florentinos version is just a more aggressive and risky upgrade of the old model," Rock Yong said, offering a fair assessment.

"By signing Figo from our sworn rivals, Barcelona?"

"Not just that. His plan is to bring in one superstar per year, eventually filling every position on the pitchand even the benchwith world-class talent."

A bold, seductive plan in the year 2000, no doubt.

Even Jess Gil had to admit it sounded tempting.

"So, whats the flaw then? Money?"

"No," Rock Yong replied. "Hes a financial wizard. Im sure hes got ways to raise funds. What he overlooked was time."

"Time?" Gil and even Cerezo leaned in.

Florentinos campaign was the biggest news in Madrid, in Spaineven across Europe.

"Figo was born in November 1972. Hes already 27. I believe Florentinos serious about signing himthereve even been reports of contact with Figos agent, Jos Vega."

Paulo Futrean Atltico legendwas even mentioned in those reports.

"Lets say he gets Figo this year and signs another superstar the next. By then, Figos 28. What about the year after that? And the year after that? One superstar per year sounds incrediblebut how long can Figo stay at his peak?"

Gil and Cerezo fell silent.

It was a good point.

The football world of 2000 wasnt the same as the one a decade later. Most stars didnt peak until they were 25 or olderand after a couple of peak seasons, they were already pushing 30.

Someone like Michael Owen, who exploded at 19, was a rare outlier.

Rock Yong had nailed it: the Galctico plan had a ticking clock.

"Florentino just didnt want you disrupting his narrative," Gil observed.

"Exactly," Rock Yong nodded.

Whether Prez had foreseen the flaw or not, it was too late to backpedal. The arrow was already nockedhe had to let it fly. Without a marquee signing, he'd have no leg to stand on in this summers elections.

Thats why he wouldnt hear Rock Yong outand why he booted him from the fan association.

Realizing this, Jess Gil burst into hearty laughter and gave the young man a long, appraising look.

So young.

Just 25.

An age where most footballers are only entering their primeand here he was, applying for one of the most experience-driven jobs in the sport.

"Alright, Im curious now. Lets hear your analysis of Atltico," Gil said, adjusting his seat.

Atlticos problems were deeply rooted.

Rock Yong had studied them thoroughly in his past life. His original view was that Gil's reckless leadership had landed him in prison and buried the club in debt, fracturing the locker room and morale. Neither Ranieri nor Antiboth respected coachescould do anything about it.

But after deep discussions with Little Gil, Rock Yong had uncovered more.

It all came back to Jess Gil.

Everyone knew Gil's origin story was scandalous. His first fortune came from a shoddy construction project that collapsed and killed 58 people in 1968during Spains chaotic years under Francos dictatorship.

That was his first stint in prison.

After release, he didnt back downhe doubled down. His real estate empire expanded rapidly.

And once business success no longer satisfied him, he turned to football.

In 1987, he took over Atltico Madrid, determined to make them as powerful as cross-town rivals Real Madrid.

In 1991, riding a wave of popularity, he entered politics. He formed the far-right Independent Liberal Group (GIL party), gained a stronghold in Marbella and the Spanish territories near North Africa, and was elected mayor of Marbella.

For a time, both Gil and Atltico were flying high.

But trouble followed.

In 1992, when La Liga was corporatized due to debt problems, most clubs transitioned from member-owned to privately held entities.

In the process, allegations surfaced that Gil and Cerezo had falsified financial records to illegally privatize Atltico.

That kind of maneuver wasnt raremany club executives worldwide had done similar things.

But Gil's enemies used it against him.

This time, what got him jailed was the unauthorized use of Marbellas municipal funds to sponsor Atlticos shirt for a staggering 30 million. When Atltico won the double, their sponsor was "Marbella."

Coincidentally, Marbella was holding mayoral elections again.

Was that related? Hard to say.

Across European football, cases like Gil's werent unique.

There was Berlusconi at AC Milan, the Moratti family at Inter, and now Florentino Prez at Real Madrid. For them, football clubs were platformsfor business, for politics.

Whether it was legal for Marbella to sponsor Atltico? That was a grey area.

Gil and his allies hit back at the government and the interim board, citing examples like:

In Round 30, Atltico spent 140,000 to send 1,000 fans to Numanciawithout board approval.

––––––––
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In Round 31, home tickets were sold "buy one get one free," angering season ticket holders.

Both matches were losses.

Fans erupted in protestblaming the government and the interim group.

Over the years, Gil had spent lavishly on transfers: Futre, Vieri, Simeone, Hasselbaink If he liked a player, he got him.

He also cycled through elite coaches like Sacchi, Anti, and Ranieri.

This made him popular with fansso much so that when things went bad, they welcomed him back.

But all of Atlticos problems could also be traced back to him.

In 13 years, Gil had hired 23 head coaches and 5 caretakers. Hed signed 145 players.

There was no long-term strategy, no coherent team-building philosophy. Coaches and stars came and wentbased on Gil's whims.

He wanted to play attacking football like Real and Barabut Atltico lacked the foundation for that.

People praised Atlticos 199596 doublebut few remembered they were 14th the season before.

After the double, they slipped to 5th in 199697, then 7th in 199798. Anti was sacked.

Last season under Sacchi, they almost got relegated againAnti returned in March to save them.

Then he was fired again. In came Ranierionly for the team to crash into the relegation zone once more.

On paper, Atltico was stacked. They never lacked starssome of them world-class.

But on the pitch, it was a rollercoaster.

Atltico had become a black hole for great managers and star players alike.

And it all pointed to one manJess Gil.

"If Atltico gets relegated this season," Rock Yong said coldly, "youll be the prime culprit."

"Watch your mouth!"

Jess Gil slammed the desk and leapt to his feet, eyes blazing.

He looked like he was ready to tear Rock Yong apart.
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Chapter 3: Whos the Real Leader?
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A man like Jess Gil, even at the age of 67, still carried a terrifying presence when enraged.

Rock Yong was startled by the sudden burst of fury. Little Gil and Cerezo, seated nearby, immediately tensed up.

Little Gil, especially, looked ready to intervene at any momentworried his father might actually lash out physically.

He had good reason to worry.

Back in March 1996, outside the Spanish Football Federation headquarters, Jess Gil had gotten into a heated argument with Compostelas general managerand things had escalated into a full-on fistfight. The incident earned widespread condemnation from both the media and the public, severely tarnishing Atlticos image.

But Rock Yong had anticipated something like this. With a calm smile, he asked casually, "Did I say anything that wasnt true?"

He held Gil's furious gaze without flinching.

He knew Little Gil would step in before things got out of hand.

"Here, take a look at this."

Rock Yong pulled out a document from his briefcase, unfolded it, and pushe'd it across the table.

Still fuming, Jess Gil nonetheless grabbed it and began reading.

The file meticulously compiled Atlticos performance data from recent La Liga seasonsgoals scored, goals conceded, and comparative analysis with other clubs.

The conclusion? Atlticos offensive output relied heavily on star players, but it wasnt the main issue. The real problemthe one that truly dictated their league standingwas defense.

In their double-winning season, Atltico scored 75 goals and conceded only 32boasting the best defense in La Liga.

This season? After 32 matches, they had already let in 53 goalsthe worst defensive record in the league.

Rock Yongs data didnt just focus on Atltico. It benchmarked them against Spains elite clubs, especially in terms of defensive structure.

Real Madrid had long featured top-tier defenders like Hierro and Sanchs, and world-class midfield anchors like Redondo. Barcelona had relied on Nadal, the de Boer brothers, Ronald Koeman, Abelardo, and Guardiola in midfield.

But Atltico?

They had no consistent team-building strategy.

Jess Gil had spent big on attacking playersPaulo Futre, Kiko, Vieri, Hasselbainknever hesitating to splash cash on forwards.

But in defense? Even when they had a gem like Simeone, he was sold after just two seasonsright after winning the doubleto Inter Milan.

This season, Atlticos midfield wasnt lacking in talent.

Take Radek Bejbl, part of the Czech Republics golden generationcurrently the teams starting defensive midfielder.

Or Rubn Baraja, the Spanish midfielder who would later form one of Europes strongest midfield duos with Albelda at Valencia. At 25, he was benche'd.

Then there was Pablo Garca, the Uruguayan whod go on to shine at Osasuna and earn a move to Real Madrid. This season? Buried in Atlticos reserves with zero first-team appearances.

It made no sense.

In Rock Yongs original timeline, many of these players blossomed into stars after leaving Atltico following their relegation. That included Valernwho had struggled in Madridand winger Santiago Solari.

Currently, Atlticos defense consisted of Santi Denia (who never cracked the Spanish national team), and Paraguayan internationals Carlos Gamarra and Celso Ayala (not to be confused with the Argentine Ayala).

All were around 1.80 meters tallaverage height at best.

In their 41 loss to Deportivo last night, tall striker Roy Makaay scored a hat-trick. Two weeks earlier, Numancias Jorge Delgadoanother tall forwardhad bagged a brace in a 30 defeat.

In an era dominated by powerful strikers, Atlticos lack of size and strength in defense made them glaringly vulnerable.

Then there was the issue of tactics.

Both Ranieri and Anti favored the 4-4-2 formation.

Even after selling golden boy Jos Mari during the winter transfer window, Atltico still had Jimmy Floyd Hasselbaink, Kiko, and Fernando Correathe so-called "Uruguayan Maradona."

In tough times, players like Kiko were invaluable stabilizers.

So, two-striker formations became standard.

With a four-man defense and two forwards, that left room for only four midfielders.

So where did that leave a traditional number 10 like Valern?

He needed a midfield partnertypically Bejbl.

That left players like Baraja and Pablo Garca with no real place in the lineup.

The consequences were obvious. Without enough midfield support, Valern couldnt shield the defense, leaving it constantly exposed. Combine that with physically outmatche'd center-backs

And Atltico became the worst defensive team in La Liga.

Were it not for Hasselbainck leading the line, things couldve been even worse.

As of now, Atltico had scored 41 goals in La Liga23 of them by Hasselbainck.

He also scored 7 goals in 7 UEFA Cup appearances.

And then there was the Copa del Reythe one bright spot in an otherwise dismal season. Atltico had made it to the semifinals and were set to host Louis van Gaals Barcelona next Wednesday.

The clubs defensive imbalance, fueled by attack-heavy recruitment, was clearly hurting performanceespecially after Jess Gil's imprisonment threw the club into chaos.

In such moments, every team needed a spiritual leadera rock to hold the team together. Think Hierro for Real Madrid, or Nadal and Guardiola for Barcelona.

But Atltico didnt have one.

Over the years, a revolving door of star players had eroded the influence of local veterans like Kiko and Aguilera. The coaching carousel only made things worse.

Now, with financial scandals, leadership voids, and a terrified squad, everything imploded.

Rock Yongs analysis was detailed and spot-on.

The core issue? Defense.

This directly contradicted what Anti had said in interviewsthat the problem was the attack.

Jess Gil read every page of the material in silence. Then he looked long and hard at Rock Yong before slowly sitting back down, his eyes still cold but contemplative.

Rock Yong and Little Gil exchanged a brief, hopeful glance.

There was a chance.

"Maybe your analysis is correct," Gil said at last. "But so what? Identifying a problem is easy. Solving it is something else entirely."

He leaned back and gave a cynical smile. "So why should I pick youa complete novice with zero coaching experienceover someone like Anti?"

Rock Yong didnt blink. "If Anti could solve these problems, why hasnt he won a single match in the last six rounds?"

Gil flinche'd.

Hed long been unhappy with Anti.

After the double-winning season, Anti had failed to deliver for two years. Gil replaced him with Sacchi, who was even worse. So Gil had brought Anti back mid-season.

The coach agreedon one condition: a one-and-a-half-year contract.

Gil gave it to him. The team avoided relegation.

But that summer, Gil sacked him again and hired Ranieri.

Ranieri failed miserably. When Gil lost control of the club, the interim board brought back Antiagainand again on a one-and-a-half-year contract.

Fans were outraged, seeing Antis demands as excessive.

Little Gil later admitted that his father had raged at home over it.

From a workers perspective, Rock Yong didnt blame Anti.

But it was clear: he wasnt the man to turn things around.

"Im different," Rock Yong said firmly. "Anti has a contract. Even if the team gets relegated, he gets paid in full. No one blames him."

"I don't have that luxury. Ive waited a long time for this opportunitydesperately. I'll give everything I have. I'll risk everything."

Jess Gil stared at him again. "And why should we let you coach Atltico? Because youve got a license? Or because you studied sports management at Cologne?"

Rock Yong grinned and spread his arms wide, settling into his chair.

"Cant prove it. Youll have to gamble."

"You see, football today isnt like the old days. Now, everything is specializedfitness coaches, scouts, tactical analysts, assistant coaches"

"The head coachs most important asset is right here." He tapped his temple.

Gil was silent.

He had to admitthe kid had guts. And presence. The kind of composure few people ever showed him.

Florentino had said as much, actually.

A year ago, Gil wouldve tossed him out without a second thought.

But jailand three months of chaoshad changed him.

Rock Yongs words stripped away the fog.

For the first time, Gil was reflecting on his own legacy at Atltico.

Was this young man worth the gamble?

And then there was his son.

Gil glanced at Little Gil, who sat there, visibly tense.

He knew what his sonand Cerezowere plotting.

They wanted to move the mountain that was Jess Gil.

Everyone knew it.

Rock Yong knew it.

And so did Gil himself.

He was 67 years old.
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Chapter 4: Time Is Running Out for Rock Yong
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"You really scared the hell out of me back there."

The moment they stepped out of the meeting room, Miguel ngel GilLittle Gillet out a long breath, visibly relieved.

He had never seen his father, Jess Gil, go from such a furious outburst to calmly sitting down and listening through someones entire presentation. Under normal circumstances, that kind of rage wouldve ended in bloodshe'd.

"My backs still soaked," Little Gil added with a nervous chuckle.

It was clearhe feared his father. Deeply.

And that was no surprise. They were completely different people, with completely different personalities.

"How confident are you in this plan?" he asked with concern.

Rock Yong gave a knowing smile. In his mind, Little Gil was a good guybut still a bit green when it came to real-world decisions.

It was like asking a seller on an online marketplace whether their product was good. Of course theyd say yes.

And Rock Yong wasnt stupid. So his reply was absolutely confident.

"My father was clearly moved by what you said," Little Gil said with a smile, "But he still needs some time to think it over. I don't think itll be a problem. Go back and wait for my good news. I'll try to convince him again over lunch."

This was the first time he'd ever taken the lead on a club matter and stood firm against his father.

"Dont worry. I'll go back and start refining the plan right away."

Little Gil nodded. "Oh, by the waywe currently don't have any assistant coaches. Anti came in alone. If you need anything, let me knowIll make the arrangements."

When Ranieri was dismissed, he took his entire coaching staff with himexcept for one: goalkeeper coach Jorge Perisaro.

Anti had returned in haste and reused the remaining staff. It was all too rushe'd.

And now, Rock Yong was also flying solo.

The bigger problem? He didnt even know how to run a training session.

In his previous life, he was just an online novelist on Qidian.com, best known for begging for votes, bookmarks, subscriptions, and page views.

Train a football team? He was clueless.

"Find me a head-coach-caliber assistantfast."

Little Gil understood immediately.

If Rock Yong was going to take charge of Atltico, he'd need someone like that.

Normally, coaching teams werent built randomly. They needed to be built on trust and familiarity.

This wasnt like hiring a new office worker who could slowly adapt. A coaching staff had to be in perfect sync from day one.

If the coaches couldnt cooperate, how could they expect the players to?

Rock Yongs request was crystal clearhe wanted an assistant who could effectively act as a co-head coach.

That wasnt uncommon in European football.

When Frank Rijkaard took over Barcelona, the club assigned him Henk ten Catea proven manager in the Dutch leagueas his assistant. At Manchester United, Sir Alex Ferguson delegated many responsibilities to assistants like Carlos Queiroz while he oversaw the bigger picture.

"Got it. I'll put together a candidate list ASAP," Little Gil promised.

But it wouldnt be easy.

It was already Aprilnearing the end of the season.

Finding a capable assistant willing to work under a rookie like Rock Yong was a tall order.

Most likely, the club would have to promote someone from the B team or youth setupsomeone familiar and reliable.

Or they might look externally. There were always unemployed managers looking for a way back in.

After all, being an assistant at Atlticoeven under a rookiewas still a huge opportunity. If Rock Yong failed, the assistant would be first in line to take over.

Rock Yong wasnt worried. Spain was full of football talent.

What did concern him, though, was something else.

"Michel, you promised me youd resolve the wage issue. Dont go back on your word," he reminded firmly.

If you wanted loyalty in the locker room, you had to give them something first.

As a leader, there were two things you could never lose: control over personnel, and control over finances.

Unpaid wages werent just Atlticos problemit was an issue across Spanish football.

It had been that way for years.

The Atltico squad was in a state of panicno money, no direction.

"I'll do my best," Little Gil said solemnly.

If he had the money, things wouldnt have fallen this far.

"Noyour best isnt good enough. It has to be done," Rock Yong said, even more firmly. "Players are already looking to leave. The locker room is shattered. No matter if we avoid relegation or not, we won't be able to keep them."

At that point, another wave of instability and rebuilding would be inevitable.

But for Rock Yong, that would also be an opportunity.

As a transmigrator, he could easily rebuild the team with a powerful roster.

But firsthe needed to survive as Atlticos head coach.

At the very least, he had to hold on long enough to earn his spot.

"Youre thinking about selling the club, arent you?" Rock Yong suddenly asked. "You think its a lost cause."

Little Gil said nothing.

He had discussed a lot with Rock Yong, even admitted that he and his father had drastically different visions for the club.

Jess Gil wanted to keep Atltico in the family, tying the Gil name to the club like the Moratti family with Inter, the Agnellis with Juventus, or Berlusconi with Milan.

That was his ticket to the elitehis way of proving he belonged.

But Little Gil wasnt convinced. The family simply couldnt afford to keep up with the ever-growing cost of modern football.

He wanted to sell.

So did Cerezo.

"Let me remind you, Michelthis is the worst time to sell Atltico. Youll regret it if you rush this. But I can help you take this club to a new heightwith minimal investment, and maximum return."

"But right now, I need your full support to get through the crisis."

He had said all this before.

It was why Little Gil had even brought him into the room with Jess Gil.

Now, after hearing it again, Little Gil finally clenche'd his jaw.

"Dont worry. Even if I have to sell my own houseIll find the money for you."

Rock Yong smiled. That was what he had been waiting for.

"Ohone more thing, Michel."

As he was leaving, Rock Yong paused and turned back.

"If I really do become Atlticos head coach today, your father will have just made the biggest gamble of his life. But hes not betting on me."

With that, he waved and walked off.

Little Gil stood frozen.

His feelings toward his father had always been complicated.

He feared himfrom deep within his soul.

But he also looked down on him. He found his father brash, crude, embarrassing.

The two of them hadnt had a real heart-to-heart in years. If ever.

Hed always followed orders, done what was expected. No questions asked.

Which was why his father always called him spineless.

But what Rock Yong saidit hit differently.

Was that what his father really thought?

His instincts told him: yes.

But he wasnt sure he believed it.

As Rock Yong walked away from the Caldern Stadium, he was brimming with ambition.

Jess Gil was seriously considering his proposalwhich meant he had a shot.

The tension between father and son wasnt uncommon. Even in China, it was the same.

First-generation entrepreneurs always clashe'd with their second-generation heirs. One saw recklessness; the other saw obstinance.

Some second-gens pushe'd back.

Some, like Little Gil, submitted.

But Rock Yong refocused on Atltico.

The club had countless problems. But peel back the layers, and the talent was undeniable.

On paper, this team was strong.

Hasselbainck was the centerpiece. Solari, Valern, Baraja, Capdevila, Pablo Garcaall players who, in Rock Yongs original world, had proven themselves.

And they were all between 22 and 27.

Capdevila was the youngest at 22, already the teams starting left back.

What they lacked wasnt ability or maturityit was opportunity.

They needed a system that unlocked their full potential.

And Rock Yong had the answer: 4-2-3-1.

This formation would maximize Valerns creative influence.

In the future, Valern would thrive under Irueta at Deportivo La Corua in this exact system, powering the legendary "Super Depor."

Baraja would later dominate at Valencia alongside Albelda in a double pivot.

And Hasselbainckshort but strong, explosive, with excellent individual skill but poor link-up playwas best used as a lone striker. Let him roam up front and focus solely on scoring.

The problem? That meant benching Kiko.

Last season, Kiko had suffered a serious Achilles injury against Barcelona. Hed returned midway through this season but had yet to score a single goal.

Even in the second division, after Atlticos relegation, Kiko underperformed. That was when a young Fernando Torres rose to prominence.

So dropping Kiko wasnt the issue.

The real problem? Football is emotional.

Right now, Atlticos locker room was a powder keg. Mishandle Kikoand Rock Yong could be ousted in a player-led coup before he ever got started.

To make matters worse, the Copa del Rey semifinal against Barcelona was just three days away.

Time was running out.
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Chapter 5: The Coaching Journey Begins
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After returning to his apartment from the Caldern Stadium, Rock Yong locked himself in and began intensely studying everything he could about Atltico Madrid.

Coaching a real football team was nothing like writing a novel. There was so much more he needed to prepare for.

Before noon, his phone rangit was Miguel ngel Gil.

"Its done!"

After Rock Yong left, the Atltico "big three" had a closed-door meetingand made it official.

"Yong, from this point on, Im entrusting the team to you," said Little Gil sincerely.

This was a massive gamble for both father and son.

Firing Anti would cost the club a significan't severance feebut that wasnt the real issue.

The problem was this: Rock Yong had zero coaching experience. Everything he had shown so far was talk. Could he really control the locker room? That was a serious concern.

Worse still, Atltico was already teetering on the edge. Once word got out that theyd fired a respected veteran like Anti and handed the job to a 25-year-old rookie with no rsum? Theyd be the laughingstock of Spainno, the entire footballing world.

The very fact that Little Gil said those words showed that even he wasnt entirely sure.

"Michel, trust me. One day, youll be proud of the decision you made today."

On the other end, Little Gil acknowledged that he had already begun searching for a suitable assistant coach. Hed even called Atltico B teams head coach, Fernando Zambrano.

Zambrano, 50 years old, had previously managed Rayo Vallecano and, interestingly, shared a similar recent path with Anti.

Hed first stepped in to manage Atltico B in March of 99 but was only under contract through the end of that season. The new head coach for the reserves, Carlos Aguiar, had performed poorly and was dismissed in November. So Atltico brought back Zambrano again.

According to Little Gil, Zambrano wasnt keen on taking an assistant role for the first team.

In fact, he was against the idea of Rock Yong leading the squadcalling it a reckless decision.

Rock Yong wasnt surprised.

In his original timeline, Anti didnt finish the season eitherZambrano had been his replacement.

So naturally, Rock Yong had now taken the job Zambrano was expecting. Of course the man wouldnt be pleased.

For Zambrano, stepping in as interim head coach of Atltico had been the peak of his career.

"No worries. Keep looking," Rock Yong said with a smile.

His composure reassured Little Gil, who was visibly relieved.

They sche'duled Rock Yongs return to the Caldern that afternoon to officially sign the contract. The club would then formally announce the appointment.

After hanging up, Rock Yong didnt feel particularly excited.

Instead, he was calm.

The real test was only just beginning. The pressure was now very real.

As a transmigrator, he knew the early 2000s would soon become the golden age of European football.

Van Nistelrooy was still recovering at PSV. Ronaldinho was in Brazil, still waiting on a ticket to Europe. Even Samuel Etoo was out on loan from Real Madrid to Mallorca.

Ironically, just before Rock Yong had transmigrated, he'd read news of Etooby then head of the Cameroonian Football Federationbeing accused of match-fixing.

And now, that same Etoo was just a promising young striker.

The next 20 years would be a glorious era of football. Crammed with talent. Defined by the rise of megastars like Cristiano Ronaldo and Lionel Messi.

Rock Yong couldnt wait. He wanted to write his own chapter in that history.

Coaching Atltico was where it began. His prologue. And it had to be done right.

Time was money.

Right after lunch, Rock Yong returned to the Caldern Stadium.

But this time, things were differenthe was now Atltico Madrids new head coach.

Little Gil met him at the front desk and escorted him to the same meeting room theyd used that morning.

But unlike the earlier private meeting, this one had a much larger audience.

Seated beside the Gil father and son was club legend Paulo Futre, the 34-year-old Portuguese star who had become Atlticos first marquee signing and retired in Japan in 1999.

Recently, he'd been linked to the infamous FlorentinoFigo transfer saga, rumored to have helped broker a meeting between Figos agent and Florentino Prez.

Futre had been active around Madrid lately. In Rock Yongs original timeline, he would become Atlticos sporting director in November of this year.

Now, it seemed that timeline had been moved up.

He seemed quite close with the Gil family and nodded politely at Rock Yong.

Beside Cerezo sat Clemente Villaverde, a longtime club figure. Hed played for Atltico for years but was pushe'd out in 1987 after Jess Gil took over. When the club was privatized in 1992, Villaverde returned as a board member and had represented the club in meetings with the Spanish FA and UEFA ever since the infamous 1996 brawl incident.

In addition to the club execs, two veteran players were also present: team captain Toni Muoz and vice captain Juan Carlos Aguilera.

Muoz, the 32-year-old left back, had lost his starting role this season to the younger Capdevila and was nearing the end of his career.

Aguilera, also over 30, was still a regularusually deployed as a right winger due to the lack of depth on that side.

With everyone seated, the meeting began.

Little Gil officially announced Rock Yongs appointment, confirming that the club had reache'd an agreement with Anti. The veteran coach would step down immediately, and Rock Yong would lead the team for the remainder of the season.

"Were at a critical moment. And critical moments require bold decisionsand bold people," Little Gil declared.

That mightve been his attempt to justify the appointment.

But it didnt convince anyone.

Both captains frowned. Even Villaverde shook his head in disbelief.

They were stunnednot just by Antis dismissal, but by who was replacing him.

A 25-year-old Chinese coach with no professional experience? What kind of joke was this?

Running a football club wasnt childs play.

Still, the club belonged to the Gil family and Cerezo. If they were in agreement, no one elses opinion mattered.

But once the public found out? The backlash from the fans would be enormous.

And it would be loud.

Thats why the board wanted to handle the transition as discreetly as possible.

Rock Yong, seated calmly, scanned the room and took note of everyones reactions.

None of it surprised him.

In fact, it wouldve been strange not to see resistance.

In addition to his appointment, Paulo Futre was officially named the new sporting director.

It was a response to something Rock Yong had previously pointed outAtltico had lacked any clear team-building strategy in recent years, operating more on gut feeling than sound planning.

A sporting director was needed.

Futre, a former superstar, still held strong connections in European football.

He was close with Portuguese super-agent Jos Vegaat that time, the gatekeeper for nearly every Portuguese player heading abroad.

Even Jorge Mendeswho would become the most powerful agent in the worldwas still working under Vega in those days.

One of Atlticos current players, Hugo Leal, was a Vega client.

And the Portuguese league was about to become a goldmine of emerging talent.

Futres appointment had been rushe'd. From the moment he got the call from Jess Gil to the meeting today, only a few hours had passed. There was no way he had a strategic plan ready.

So, he made a few generic remarks and passed the tough questions over to Rock Yong.

It was Rock Yongs first big test.

In front of the entire board and team leaders, he had to clearly explain his coaching plan.

First and foremost: how to avoid relegation.

"Ive done the math," Rock Yong began. "To stay in La Liga this season, well need at least 4446 points."

He started by reviewing the current state of the league and the relegation battle.

"Weve got 32 points right now. That means we need at least 12 more from the final 6 games to survive."

Everyone present already knew the outlook was grim.

But hearing Rock Yong lay it out like that made it hit harder.

Six matches. Eighteen possible points. And they needed 12.

That meant at least four wins.

Was it possible?

Yes. But barely.

Even for elite teams, winning 4 out of 6 was no easy feat.

And this was the year 2000La Liga was still balanced.

In the years to come, global commercial expansion would let Real Madrid and Barcelona pull away financially and competitively. But that era hadnt arrived yet.

Right now, even Real or Bara couldnt guarantee four wins from six.

And Atltico?

They hadnt won in ten straight matches. Their last victory was in Januarythree months ago.

If they had the ability to win four now, they wouldnt be in the drop zone.

So the moment Rock Yong finishe'd his sentence, someone in the room couldnt help but challenge him.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 6: A Sliver of Hope

[image: image]


"That can't be right."

Clemente Villaverde was the first to raise an objection.

"Mr. Yong, you don't seem all that familiar with La Liga. Even in those seasons when there were 22 teams, the survival line was usually around 40 points. Could your math be off?"

Everyone in the room turned to look at Rock Yong. Little Gil especially seemed uneasy. If Rock Yong had miscalculated something this basic, how could he be trusted to lead the team?

Rock Yong smiled calmly and nodded. "Youre right. Last season, in fact, only 37 points were needed to avoid relegation."

"Then why are you saying 44 to 46 points this season?" Villaverde looked genuinely puzzled.

"Last season, after 32 rounds, Extremadura had 31 points in 18th place, and Villarreal sat 17th with 32 points," Rock Yong replied.

"But this season, after 32 rounds, Oviedo are in 18th with 34 points, and Real Betis in 17th with 36. Thats a 3-4 point jump from last year."

"And don't forgetboth seasons had 20 teams. But last season, four teams were relegated. This year, its back to three."

In the mid-90s, La Liga had experimented with a 22-team format for two seasons1995/96 and 1996/97. But from 1997/98 onward, the league returned to 20 teams.

With that came changes to the number of relegation spots.

Until 1998/99, La Liga relegated four teams. But this season, it was reduced back to three.

That shift made the battle for survival more intense.

Last year, Alavs stayed up with 40 points in 16th place.

But this season, Rock Yong explained, a team might need at least 44 points just to survive.

There was no secret behind thisjust that people didnt pay close attention to point trends. Most relied on vague impressions, which is why Villaverde had been so quick to challenge the claim.

Now, with Rock Yongs breakdown, everyone understood.

After 32 rounds, teams in similar positions were several points better off than last season.

And the top teams were performing worse.

Last year, Barcelona led the table with 66 points at this stage. This year, Deportivo La Corua topped the table with just 61.

Even Real Madrid had fewer points than last season56 then, 53 nowdespite being in the same fourth place.

Why? Because the top teams had dropped more pointsmeaning the mid-table and bottom-half sides were picking up more. The league was tighter, more competitive, and more chaotic.

So yes, Rock Yong was right44 points minimum to survive.

Little Gil scanned the room and saw that no one had anything to say. His face lit up, and he looked at Rock Yong with growing admiration.

Rock Yong, however, didnt notice. He was still focused on his presentation.

"Our final six matches are: Mlaga (home) Valencia (away) Barcelona (home) Oviedo (away) Sevilla (home) Mallorca (away)"

"Oviedo and Sevilla are our direct relegation rivals. Sevilla, as a newly promoted side, are basically doomed already. But Oviedowe must drag them down."

"We absolutely can't repeat the mistake of Matchday 27."

That was Antis debut after returning as managerAtltico hosted Real Betis.

At the time, Atltico were 17th, Betis 16th. It was a six-pointer. Anti vs. Hiddink. A duel between two heavyweight managers. But Atltico failed to win at home.

That missed opportunity to bury a direct rival? A catastrophic failure.

In a relegation battle, it's kill or be killed. If you want to live, you need to step on someone else.

The other opponents? Mlaga sat 11th. Valencia were 5th. Barcelona were 2nd and still chasing the title under Van Gaal. They were only 5 points behind leaders Deportivostill in the race.

Mallorca? Eighth.

This was a brutal sche'dule. Atltico were hanging off a cliff edge.

That was why people like Villaverde opposed a coaching change.

Anti was a proven veteran. Replacing him with a 25-year-old novice in such a dire moment? Madness.

But Rock Yong had done his homework. In his previous life, he'd studied this stretch of Atltico history closely.

Under Anti, the team completely collapsedfrom Round 33 to Round 37, not a single win. They were smashe'd at home by Bara, battered away at Valencia, and relegated two games early.

Amusingly, after the team was mathematically relegated, they sacked Anti. In the final round, interim coach Zambrano (the same one who declined to assist Rock Yong) led the team to a surprise win against Mallorca.

Maybe Mallorca had nothing to play for, and gifted Atltico a farewell win.

But now, Rock Yong was the coachand he wouldnt let history repeat itself.

"Every match from this point forward is a final. Each one will determine whether were playing in La Liga or the Segunda next season."

Rock Yong looked around the room, his expression dead serious.

"I know some of you don't believe in me. Thats fine. But Im the head coach now. That won't change. So lets put aside all the doubts and prejudice and work together to win these games."

"I'll prove my worth through our results."

After Rock Yong, Jess Gil also spoke, making it clear that he supported Rock Yongand that everyone else was expected to do the same.

This was a top-down order. And in a club like Atltico, where Gil wielded enormous influence, it was law.

After the meeting, Rock Yong borrowed a smaller conference room. Joined by Little Gil and Futre, he sat down with team captains Toni Muoz and Juan Carlos Aguilera to assess the locker room situation.

It was bad.

Unpaid wages were one issue. The real crisis was that morale had hit rock bottom.

Players were already making plans to leave.

Take Santiago Solari. His brother-in-law, Fernando Redondo, was at Real Madrid. Solari had already decided to join Los Blancos after the season.

And Solari wasnt just a passengerhe was talented.

In Rock Yongs past life, Solari had made a name for himself even in the star-studded Real Madrid lineup.

But what he likely didnt expect was that once he arrived, Redondo would be sold to AC Milan by new president Florentino Prezmarking the fall of Argentinas midfield general.

That summer, Madrid would bring in three top La Liga defensive midfielders: Makelele, Flvio
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