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If Thomas decided to cut a midfielder, Sam might not be the first name on the chopping block.

But he definitely wouldn't be far from it.

For a newcomer to step onto the training ground and immediately threaten an established twenty-million-euro midfielder's place—that was rare.

Very rare.

Thomas had to admit it now.

The kid had real ability.

Maybe Cristiano had recommended Evan because he liked having someone who could feed him perfect passes. Maybe there was a personal connection involved. Whatever the reason, from the team's perspective, bringing Evan in didn't seem to carry any downside at all.

For the first time, Thomas seriously considered what it would mean to add Evan Brooks to the Five Shields.

And right then, Bruno Fernandes decided to stir things up.

He dragged over a mesh equipment basket from the sideline, planted it on the grass, and shouted to Evan from forty yards away.

"Hey, kid—think you can drop the ball into this basket?"

Evan laughed.

He'd played this exact game all the time back in China.

Anyone who knew the football scene there understood how it was. Half the fields were full of kids messing around, people walking dogs, cyclists cutting through—everything except proper football training. So when he'd practiced on his own, he'd often set up a big trash can in the distance and spend hours trying to drop balls straight into it.

Compared to that, this wasn't hard.

Without a word, he asked Bernardo to set the balls for him. Then he lined up nine footballs on the grass in one neat row.

After that, he picked them off one by one.

Bang.

Bang.

Bang.

Every single ball from forty yards out flew through the air and dropped cleanly into the basket.

Bruno's eyes widened.

He trained this way too—but for him, perfect consistency only came inside thirty yards.

This kid was the real deal.

"My God," Bruno said, staring at him. "He may be the most gifted teenager I've ever seen. But how is he Chinese? Chinese kids love football this much?"

Bruno’s assist let Evan send the ball from more than forty yards away into a hanging practice basket with an opening barely wider than a dinner plate.

That alone would have impressed people.

What stunned everyone was that he did it nine times out of nine.

It wasn’t that nobody there could ever pull it off. Maybe on a good day, with the ball dead still, a few of them might hit one or two. But not with perfect accuracy. Not over and over again. Not like that.

For a moment, every eye on the training ground was fixed on Evan’s right leg.

Thomas Vale was completely convinced now. A talent like this—if he produced even one assist at the World Cup, just one—would be enough to shut down an awful lot of doubters.

Yes, Evan was only eighteen. Yes, he had no experience in professional football.

But that was both a weakness and an advantage.

They could still shape him. And because his history was basically blank, no opponent would know how to prepare for him.

In the face of absolute talent, the so-called problems on Evan’s résumé barely counted as problems at all.

Even Cristiano Ronaldo had flaws. Everyone here did. But football wasn’t about being perfect. It was about using your strengths well enough to help the team score.

That was the whole point of a team sport.

Some weaknesses could be covered by your teammates.

A midfielder didn’t need to do everything. If he could receive the ball, move it well, and create chances, the finishing could be left to the forwards.

Otherwise, what was the point of having eleven positions on the pitch?

After the ninth ball, Evan finally let out a quiet breath.

Forty-plus yards was close to his limit. Any farther and the consistency would start to slip.

Of course, this was passing, not shooting. The pace on his delivery still wasn’t the same as a true strike. Compared to Ronaldo in his prime—those absurd rockets he used to unleash from distance, the kind that flew so fast you barely even saw the curve—Evan was still lacking. When Ronaldo hit one from outside forty yards, it seemed to tear toward goal in a straight line.

Evan wasn’t there yet.

But for a midfielder?

He was already more than good enough.

Ronaldo was the first to stride over. He gave Evan’s shoulder a hard slap, grinning openly.

“Kid, that was brilliant.”

Bernardo Silva and Bruno Fernandes exchanged a look.

One was a world-class midfield star, the other a genuine midfield master. Both of them had been called prodigies when they were young.

But when they were eighteen, neither of them had entered the mainstream spotlight like this. And neither of them had shown something this outrageous.

What the hell had Ronaldo brought back with him?

Old Thomas cleared his throat and spoke at last.

“All right, Cristiano. I understand.” He looked at Evan. “Once I finish reviewing his documents, barring any surprises, he’ll be included in our preliminary squad.”

He paused before adding, “But I can’t guarantee the final roster. If he wants a real shot at making the official May nineteenth list, we’ll need an internal training match first.”

He pointed at Evan.

“This kid has earned the right to play in it.”

In Thomas’s heart, Evan had already shown enough to deserve a place on Portugal’s World Cup roster.

But there was no way around it. He was too young, too unknown. And Thomas still had to keep the peace with the players who might be cut.

How do you silence complaints?

Simple. You let the football speak.

He had more than thirty names on his hands. Some well-known players were going to be left out. If he was going to make that call, he needed a training match where nobody could argue with what happened on the pitch.

Ronaldo nodded immediately. “No problem. But when that happens, I’m on Evan’s side.”
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So just making the final squad list was already something extraordinary. The players in World Cup history who had been younger than him had all earned their places through dazzling achievements first.

Evan, on the other hand, had gotten here on talent and one training match.

To represent the Five Shields at the World Cup under those circumstances was already absurdly lucky.

If he had been even a little underwhelming today—if his passing had failed, if the press from the other side had rattled him into panic—the players on that pitch would have absolutely protested Thomas bringing him into the national team setup.

But now, with his trademark long passing, Evan had smashed through a good part of the doubt surrounding him and locked down his place as a substitute.

Of course, once the World Cup began, one bad performance could still drown him under a tidal wave of abuse from the fans.

A lot of people were probably already waiting to enjoy the show.

When that time came, Thomas only hoped the boy could withstand that mountain-breaking pressure.

“Understood. Thank you, Coach. Thank you, Mr. Ronaldo,” Evan said seriously.

Without those two taking the pressure for him, there was no way he would have made the squad at all. He probably wouldn’t even have been allowed into today’s training match.

Thomas gave him a meaningful look. “The World Cup won’t be as forgiving as what you saw today. I can put you on the field, but you won’t get much time. If you don’t perform in those minutes, you may stay on the bench until the tournament ends.”

The World Cup was the cruelest stage in football.

In the last tournament, even Cristiano Ronaldo had spent time on the bench.

So for a young player with no real résumé, the margin for error would be even smaller.

Still, no matter how he looked at it, this was a strong start.

And he was growing fast.

Since meeting Ronaldo, he’d already gained two new abilities.

Once the World Cup began... would he keep growing at an even faster pace?

Evan straightened his back and said with bright confidence, “Don’t worry, Coach. I won’t let anyone down. Believe me.”

That kind of confidence, in someone that young, was as precious as gold.

Ronaldo nodded in approval. “Good. That’s exactly the confidence you should have.”

More and more, he found himself liking this kid.

Top-tier midfield talent. A first-ever World Cup call-up, thrown straight into the highest level of competition, and not a trace of fear.

The attitude was almost identical to his own.

Thomas said, “In that case, there’s still some time before we officially announce the squad. You could stay at the federation facility for now. National team camp starts in ten days.”

Before Evan could answer, Ronaldo spoke up.

“Coach, I want him with me. I’ve still got one last final to play in Saudi. I’ll bring him along, let him watch live, and train with me. You know my setup—I’ve got dedicated staff.”

Thomas’s eyes lit up.

Everyone in the world knew how disciplined Ronaldo was. He had a personal nutritionist, personal trainers, a complete professional support team. Otherwise, how could a man past forty still look carved out of steel?

If Evan followed Ronaldo, that would be even better than keeping him at the federation base.

It would save money, yes—but more importantly, it would help build chemistry between the two of them.

The better they understood each other, the sharper their connection should be at the World Cup.

And more than anything, Thomas truly believed this tournament would be Ronaldo’s last dance on the biggest stage.

He trusted him deeply. If he didn’t, he never would have given Evan this chance in the first place.

“Good. Then it’s settled,” Thomas said. “Evan, you’ll go with Cristiano.”

“No problem, Coach,” Evan said at once.

Ronaldo had already invited him before today, so there was no reason to turn him down now.

Ronaldo’s discipline was legendary—almost freakish by football standards. Evan had talent, yes, but talent alone wasn’t what had kept Ronaldo standing at the top of world football for so many years.

There were too many things worth learning from him.

And while he was at it, he could make use of Ronaldo’s training resources too.

Those resources were insanely expensive—specialized trainers, nutritionists, all of it top level.

If he could use them without paying out of his own pocket, even better.

It wasn’t like Evan lacked spending money.

But free was still free, and free felt great.

After that, Evan stayed to watch the rest of the training match for a while. With so many players rotating in and out, the session ran for more than two hours. Most of it was clearly for evaluating players who hadn’t been great this season but still had enough raw ability to deserve one more look.

During that time, Ronaldo kept introducing him to the styles and strengths of his future teammates.

Goncalo Ramos was excellent at attacking the box.

Guedes had sharp movement.

Pedro Neto could both create and finish.

Those were all forwards Evan might be feeding one day, so he needed to understand them well.

Ronaldo also explained where midfielders needed to appear and when, so that life became easiest for both the forwards and the back line.

And for that, he even reached out to an old friend—Pepe, the hard-nosed enforcer who had once been his blade at the back for the Five Shields—and asked him to come over and help teach Evan.

Ronaldo genuinely wanted to pass on everything he had learned in a lifetime.

After training ended, Evan called the president of the University of Lisbon and informed him that he had officially secured a place in the World Cup squad as a substitute. With training camp coming up, there was no way he’d be able to report for classes on time.

Old Louis Carter agreed immediately.
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Dias was elite in the air too.

In the final five minutes, during one of those high-ball duels, Dias went all in and bumped Son Heung-min off balance as they rose for a header.

Son hit the ground grimacing, then stayed down, trying to sell an injury.

The referee barely spared him a glance.

The acting was terrible.

Dias had gone straight up for the ball, not launched himself into Son. Son had gone down too fast and too easily for anyone to buy it.

Son looked annoyed, realizing the referee had seen right through him.

And really, if the official had given that as a penalty, the entire stadium might have drowned him in outrage on the spot. No referee was about to make a call that blatant and survive the aftermath.

As Son started getting back to his feet, his heart suddenly dropped.

Trouble.

After winning the header, Dias had snapped the ball away with a powerful flick, sending it straight toward Nuno Mendes.

The understanding between Portugal’s defenders was excellent.

Mendes brought it under control and drove down the flank.

He wasn’t even going at full speed. Portugal’s shape was still conservative, and they weren’t especially eager to attack. Really, he looked more interested in bleeding out the last five minutes of dead time.

If South Korea wanted to press, Portugal could waste time too.

When a Korean midfielder rushed over to challenge him, Mendes simply launched a firm diagonal pass inside toward Evan.

Most of the South Korean players had gone forward for the attack, and space had opened up around him.

If he were thinking purely about game management, Evan would dribble a bit, wait for pressure to arrive, and then hit a safe long pass to a teammate on the wing. Stretch the field. Move them around. Burn the clock.

But the truth was, he was still angry.

Young blood ran hot.

And right now, he had energy with nowhere else to put it.

So before the ball even dropped, he went to the thing he did best.

A volley long pass.

He sprang up while the ball was still hanging in the air.

His left leg swung for balance—

and then his right leg whipped through at full force.

At nearly waist height, he struck through the ball cleanly, blasting it like a cannon shell toward Bruno Fernandes upfield.

Lee Kang-in stared in disbelief.

What the hell?

That was the same right leg I hacked down?

Do young guys really recover that fast?

I chopped him and he can still hit a pass with that much power?

And damn it—that volley looked absurdly cool.

Bruno felt his scalp tingle.

Kid, what are you doing?

We’ve already got this won. Do you really have to go this hard?

Then again...

that was youth for you.

No idea how to save your strength.

Fine.

If you want to charge one more time, I’ll go with you.

At
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And as one of Cristiano Ronaldo’s longtime admirers—not to mention a former teammate—he was naturally asked in a pre-match interview what he thought about the upcoming game.

James said, “Mr. Ronaldo has always been both my idol and my friend. Seeing his performances in the group stage has made me very happy, and I’m looking forward to facing a Cristiano Ronaldo who’s found his rhythm again.”

Then he added, “I’m also happy to see that Mr. Ronaldo now has a midfielder beside him who knows how to feed him properly. I’m looking forward to competing against that young player, Evan Brooks. If possible, I hope Coach Thomas starts him in midfield.”

“That kid has the talent for it. In my opinion, Evan is the future Luka Modric. One day, he’ll become a true master of midfield.”

That comment surprised a lot of people.

James had been a die-hard Ronaldo fan since he was young. In that sense, he wasn’t so different from Mbappe. There had even been stories in the media that before he became famous, he once drove hundreds of miles just to get Ronaldo’s autograph.

The 2014 World Cup had been James’s moment of glory. He won the Golden Boot, then moved to Real Madrid and became Ronaldo’s teammate.

As Ronaldo’s devoted admirer, he had spent years feeding him chances, and the two of them had won two Champions League titles together.

For an entire generation of fans, James had once been an icon.

His style was unmistakable—measured, technical, patient on the ball, not especially reliant on constant running. He was the definition of a classical midfielder.

But modern football demanded too much from midfielders now.

They had to run at high speed, press, duel, recover, and defend.

James’s defensive work had always been the favorite complaint of the coaches who disliked him. Add in frequent injuries and his stubborn desire to be the centerpiece of every team he joined, and conflict had followed him everywhere. By now, no top-flight club really wanted to build around him anymore.

So he had drifted toward lower-intensity leagues, the kind players often went to in the twilight of their careers.

But for Colombia, he was still excellent.

His assist numbers remained strong. His technique was still elite. Two million euros could never truly measure a player like him.

Which was why this interview felt so unusual.

For once, James’s eyes were not only on Ronaldo.

There was also a teenage midfielder in them now.

And he had gone so far as to call that boy the next great midfield master.

That left plenty of people stunned.

Was this kid really that good?

—

The third round of the World Cup group stage arrived in full force.

By now, the tournament had been running for half a month.

The heat around it was finally reaching a boil.

At this point, nearly every football fan in the world knew that Portugal had produced a teenage midfield prodigy. So Portugal’s match against Colombia was drawing enormous attention.

Some fans had already begun openly backing Portugal. More than one professional analyst had pointed out that this year’s Portugal side had a genuine shot at winning the entire tournament.

The reason was simple.

They effectively had two different midfield systems.

And both systems could provide steady service to their front three.

Their back line was solid too.

A team built like that could go toe-to-toe with anybody in this World Cup.

Most importantly, they now had a long-range distributor who could launch attacks from deep with terrifying precision.

And the kid could shoot from distance too.

Any opponent would have a headache trying to deal with that.

Under that cloud of expectation, Portugal and Colombia kicked off on schedule at Hard Rock Stadium in Miami.

Back in China, things were just as lively.

Normally, with the Chinese national team absent from the tournament and most of the broadcast times inconvenient for local viewers, everyone had predicted that this year’s World Cup would be far less popular domestically than usual.

No one had expected a homegrown kid to appear on the World Cup stage and single-handedly drive interest through the roof.

Even if the total number of viewers still couldn’t beat previous years, the overall buzz was already pushing toward an all-time high.

Ever since Evan Brooks made his name at the World Cup, tournament coverage had remained in the top ten trending topics across every major short-video platform in China.

The match between the Five Shields and the South American Eagles kicked off at 7:30 in the morning.

Which happened to be exactly when office workers were packed into subway cars on their way to work.

So across the biggest cities in China, nearly everyone on the train had their head down, phone in hand.

And from those phones came the same familiar commentary voice.

“Good morning, everyone. We’re coming to you live from the World Cup group stage, Group K—Portugal against Colombia. And according to the lineup information we’ve received, Portugal’s starting midfield today will include number thirty, Evan Brooks.”

That one sentence alone detonated the live chat.
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The live broadcast even flashed the speed of the ball on-screen: 45 kilometers per hour. For a pass, that was already on par with what the world’s elite midfielders could produce.

Of course, that was still different from the speed behind one of Ronaldo’s trademark rockets.

If Ronaldo really unloaded on a free kick, the ball could scream past 100.

But a pass and a shot were two entirely different things.

To keep that much pace and height on the ball while still dropping it perfectly into a striker’s finishing window—that was the mark of a world-class midfielder.

An ordinary midfielder could move the ball.

A top one could shape the attack itself.

Fans across China had already exploded.

In countless office buildings, white-collar workers sat at their desks with barely contained excitement written all over their faces. When the replay rolled again, some of them couldn’t help glancing at each other, grinning.

They were all thrilled by the same thing.

The live comment feed was going wild.

“AHHH! That pass from more than thirty meters out was insane! So accurate it looked guided—like it locked straight onto Ronaldo!”

“Coach Thomas actually drilled the quick-strike pattern already? It’s only been a few days! Evan really is feeding Ronaldo goals now!”

“Ronaldo’s aerial game is still flawless. He got up so high there—his contact point had to be over two meters. At his age and still going that hard... absolute role model.”

“If that ball had been to Messi, there’s no way he gets up for it. That one only works for Ronaldo, no question. With Evan behind him, Ronaldo’s strengths keep getting amplified. Four goals already. Even if Portugal doesn’t lift the trophy, Ronaldo might finally get his Golden Boot dream.”

At the stadium in Miami, Ronaldo had the whole place roaring with his SIUUU.

He was genuinely ecstatic, because that goal had just tied his best-ever single-World-Cup scoring tally—

the four goals he’d scored back in Russia in 2018.

That had been the tournament where he’d produced a hat trick against Spain and dragged Portugal to a draw. One of the great World Cup performances of his career.

But now?

That record was about to fall.

“Evan! You’re the best teammate I’ve ever had!” Ronaldo shouted, grabbing him by the shoulders in excitement.

The words had slipped out before he could stop them.

Bruno Fernandes felt a little miserable hearing that.

Seriously? I’ve played with you for over a decade, and you never said that to me. This kid’s only been beside you for a handful of matches, and now he’s the best teammate you’ve ever had?

Did one half of football’s greatest rivalry really have this little pride left?

But Bruno had to admit it himself—

Portugal’s opening quick-strike move had almost been smothered out. If Evan hadn’t made the decision instantly and clipped that ball over the top, the attack probably would have died right there.

Evan was growing, little by little, right in front of them.

A normal player would never have seized that moment.

Most midfielders simply executed the tactical plan as instructed.

But a true midfield master could produce a flash of inspiration, lift the whole team, and turn a stalled move into a goal.

That made another assist for Evan.

Forget everything else—his numbers at this World Cup were outrageous too: one goal, four assists.

He was now the outright assist leader of the entire tournament.

No one else was even tied with him.

Even a legendary midfield artist like Luka Modric had finished his group-stage matches with only three assists.

Evan Brooks was destined to be one of the brightest names of the group stage.

James Rodriguez watched Portugal celebrating and let out a helpless breath.

“That kid’s passing is ridiculous,” Munoz said beside him. “If that ball had floated even a little farther forward, I’d have had a chance to head it away. But the drop was perfect.”

James nodded. “I told you. He could be Modric’s successor one day. Maybe even surpass him. His long passing is absurdly precise.”

Before the match, they had studied Evan’s long-ball numbers.

A 90 percent success rate.

Terrifying.

So Coach Thomas building an opening ambush around that weapon had been perfectly logical. Tactically, it was a huge success.

Still, a move like that only really worked once.

Its whole point was surprise.

The worst part was that they’d fallen behind in the opening minute.

How were they supposed to play from there?

That kind of early blow could hammer a team’s morale.

But James had seen too much in his career to panic over one goal. After all his ups and downs, he took it calmly.

“Come on,” he said. “Our response starts now.”

Within the national team, James was the undisputed core and emotional leader. His market value wasn’t especially high anymore, but every man on that pitch listened to him.

They immediately reset their shape.

This match was everything for them.

Lose, and they’d finish third in the group. Whether they advanced after that would be up to fate.

Win, though, and even if they hadn’t scored as many as Morocco, they could still finish as the best of the third-place teams and qualify safely.

For them, this was a do-or-die match.

There was no way they were giving up because of one early goal.

There were still eighty-nine minutes left to play.

How could the South American Eagles possibly fold that easily?

Their toughness was their identity. No matter how strong the opponent was, they were going to bite off a piece of them.

Play resumed.

Once they won the ball back, they advanced steadily.

Portugal had just hit them with a lightning-fast opener, but the moment possession changed, the rhythm dropped all at once.

The contrast made Portugal uncomfortable immediately.

It was like barreling down the highway and then suddenly hitting a strict speed limit zone.
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“He’s just too fragile. Couldn’t keep running, always injured. Tough luck. He was a Ballon d’Or-level talent back then. What a waste.”

Plenty of people back in China still knew James Rodriguez.

For a lot of fans, he and Cristiano Ronaldo had been part of their football awakening.

That was exactly why this match had become the hottest group-stage game in the country. It wasn’t losing out at all to defending champions Argentina and Lionel Messi in popularity. If anything, Evan Brooks’s presence had pushed it even higher.

By now, FIFA’s organizers were practically losing their minds.

They had access to the global viewership data, and one market stood above almost all the rest.

China.

Chinese football fans were among the largest audiences in the world. You could tell that much just from the domestic league. As for why so many people only watched the local league and nothing else, that was another conversation.

The important part was that this was a premium audience. A market this large, and even expanding the World Cup to forty-eight teams hadn’t managed to crack it open.

Annoying, wasn’t it?

They’d even sold the broadcast rights there at a discount, mostly because China hadn’t qualified and had no obvious path in. No matter how hard you promoted the tournament, a lot of people would just shrug and say, No national team, no reason to watch.

Who could have guessed that even without China in the tournament, there would still be a Chinese-born star on one of the biggest teams in the competition?

Viewership from China had already broken into eight figures. And they’d sold those rights for a number that wasn’t even close to what that audience was worth.

If they’d had any way to see the future, they never would have taken that deal.

At this rate, maybe the next World Cup really did need even more slots.

Forget whether those extra teams could win. What mattered was the market behind them.

Even FIFA couldn’t help wondering how a country with that many fans still couldn’t put together a stronger national side.

They weren’t asking for a knockout run. Just qualifying for the group stage would have been enough. At least then you could say you’d made the World Cup.

Evan’s rise made some people happy, some furious, and some quietly miserable.

Inside Miami Stadium, the match rolled on.

It wasn’t a brutal game, not in the physical sense, but it was uncomfortable in another way.

Whenever Portugal had the ball, they attacked at once, fast and direct, the tempo surging in sharp bursts.

Whenever Colombia took over, the pace changed immediately. They slowed everything down, held possession, built carefully, and stretched each phase as long as they could.

For the crowd, it felt like being jerked between a race car and a dead stop. One second the gas pedal was on the floor, the next the brakes were slammed flat.

It was miserable to watch.

But it also meant danger was always hanging in the air.

Who knew which touch from James Rodriguez would trigger Colombia’s next tightly woven attack?

His market value might have dropped to barely two million, but the threat he created was no less dangerous than midfielders worth ten times that.

By the thirty-third minute, both teams had fully settled into the game.

Portugal’s attacks had stalled, and Colombia began leaning into their counterattacking rhythm. The man carrying the ball this time wasn’t James, but another younger midfielder. James barely involved himself in the running anymore. He conserved himself, watching his teammates move and calculating the next route of attack from within the pattern.

Once Colombia crossed into Portugal’s half, the ball was worked wide to James.

He didn’t hesitate.

One touch, then a sharp through ball into the channel for the No. 7, Luis Diaz.

In any team, the No. 7 shirt was usually worn by a blade.

But the real key was still the pass from James.

It looked simple. Too simple.

Just like before, he had waited for Portugal’s line to shift in motion, then slipped the ball into exactly the right gap.

Perfect for Diaz and Suarez.

The two of them burst forward together, even crossing their runs slightly. The movement forced Inacio into a sliding clearance, and he could only knock it behind for a corner.

A smile appeared on James’s face.

Corners were one of his specialties.

Back in his prime, he’d been known as a king of dead balls. The curl on his left foot was deadly. It wasn’t just corners, either. His free kicks had once been every bit as feared. Back then, when Cristiano and James stood over the ball, their styles were different, but their success rates weren’t far apart.

“Stay sharp,” Thomas Vale shouted from the touchline. “Focus!”

As head coach, he had studied Colombia’s stars long before kickoff. James had always been the heart of that team, so there was no way Thomas would overlook him.

And Cristiano knew exactly what his old teammate could do.

He wasn’t about to underestimate him either.

A moment later, James stepped into the corner arc.

Portugal’s players braced themselves.

He didn’t keep anyone waiting. The instant he saw the timing he wanted, he whipped the ball in with his left foot.

The delivery was beautiful.
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But Bellingham wasn't a traditional ten. He didn't just sit behind the striker waiting for the ball. He drifted, cut inside, ran beyond, dropped deep, popped up wide—his range was enormous, his threat constant, his influence stretched from one end of the field to the other.

And that happened to be the exact problem.

On paper, he looked surrounded by Portugal's four midfielders. In reality, everything was relative. That same spacing also gave Bellingham room to breathe, organize, and dictate the game.

Thomas Vale knew exactly how dangerous Bellingham was. Of course he did. But without the experienced Bruno Fernandes, and with Evan replacing him despite still lacking experience at this level, Portugal simply didn't have the personnel to lock Bellingham down. So Thomas made the pragmatic choice—stop reacting to England and commit fully to Portugal's own plan.

Why else had he specifically asked Cristiano Ronaldo to bring Luka Modric in and pass on his experience to Evan?

Because Thomas couldn't bear to waste Evan's talent—and because he knew the kid was still raw.

The rain fell in a soft, steady drizzle.

Under the floodlights, though, the ball still gleamed brilliantly at the center of it all.

England had the opening kickoff, and after the restart they immediately pushed forward with a probing attack. Fortunately, Portugal's two holding midfielders were ready for it. They'd drilled against lightning-fast transitions before.

And if they had trained for sudden strikes, they knew how to defend them too.

Harry Kane, the so-called hurricane in the box, was naturally the main focus of the back line.

Portugal didn't shrink from the challenge either. They hit back quickly.

The tug-of-war between the two teams was beautiful to watch.

The Five Shields had tweaked their shape, but England's defenders clearly knew what Evan and Bernardo Silva could do. They were prepared. They were targeting them.

Even the fans in the stadium were surprised.

Portugal could really go toe-to-toe with England?

That genuinely caught people off guard.

Back home, the broadcast desk had gone all in.

As the knockout rounds intensified and Evan's popularity continued to rise, state television had started treating Portugal's matches with increasing importance. They'd even sent two of their best-known anchors, one male and one female, to cover the game live.

But when it came to truly understanding football, He Wei was still the man.

"Portugal's shape is compact from front to back," he said, eyes fixed on the screen. "The only soft area is the middle, but there's no easy answer there. Matching Bellingham in that zone is incredibly difficult."

"The Portuguese manager clearly hasn't let England dictate the tempo. That's a very good sign. Number 30 has room to make an impact tonight—whether that's creating chances or taking shots himself."

He Wei sounded genuinely pleased.

He had a feeling Portugal might not beat England tonight, but he was almost certain they would leave a strong impression. At the very least, people would remember their young midfielder.

"Evan looks like he's had some kind of private training over the last couple of days. His movement is much better than before. A few of his passes have been excellent—high quality, and he's not giving opponents chances to jump them."

A casual fan might not have been able to pinpoint exactly what had changed, but they could feel it too. Evan seemed much more comfortable than before when dealing with multi-man positional defenses.

Unfortunately, that still wasn't enough to stop England's attack.

Bellingham was everywhere.

After a failed Portugal move, Declan Rice muscled the ball away and drove forward. Then, with one pass, he found Bellingham.

No one on Portugal's side expected Bellingham to have drifted all the way to the left wing, right behind Evan. Evan had been completely unprepared. By the time he turned to chase, there was no real angle to stick in a challenge. He couldn't trouble Bellingham at all and could only watch him surge away.

That wasn't really Evan's fault. No one in the stadium had expected Bellingham to shuttle from flank to flank like that.

The scary part was that he could do it at that speed.

Fourteenth minute.

Relying on his movement, Bellingham took Rice's pass and burst down the left before cutting inside in a flash, slicing toward the middle. Then he slipped the ball ahead to Kane.

Kane controlled it without breaking stride, flicked it with the tip of his boot while receiving with his back to goal, then spun and shot.

The whole sequence was fluid. Effortless.

Honestly, if it hadn't been Portugal's net he was aiming at, Evan might have given him a thumbs-up.

The England supporters exploded.

This was the England they believed in.

"Bellingham! Belligol!"

"Football's coming home!"

"Kane! Our Hurricane!"

Some of them were already singing "Three Lions."

Kane was ecstatic as he ran in celebration. He really didn't want to go down as football's eternal runner-up. This time, he truly wanted the trophy.
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“Look at that. Look at that,” he said. “I told you that young midfielder of theirs wasn’t ordinary.”

He wasn’t trying to praise Portugal for the sake of it. He was trying to teach his squad something simpler and more important.

Respect your veterans. Respect your opponents.

The lesson, unfortunately, wasn’t landing.

For the first time, de la Fuente almost regretted leaving Spain’s old captain out of the squad.

The veteran had been carrying injuries and his form wasn’t great. More importantly, there had been friction off the pitch between him and Lamine Yamal.

Spain was a very young team now. There were barely any players over thirty, and the attack had been built entirely around Yamal. Even the fullbacks had been selected for how much they could contribute going forward.

If the old captain had made the roster, there was a real chance it would have affected Yamal’s mentality and performances. And tactically, Spain would have been less aggressive.

But because of that choice, there was no elder statesman left in the dressing room now. No one to steady the room. Just a pack of young players, all talent and momentum, all too likely to rush things.

Especially Yamal.

He had reached the last eight without hitting any truly brutal resistance. Everything had gone his way. Smooth run, easy rhythm, confidence building by the day. At this point, he was practically bursting to conquer the world and crown himself on football’s biggest stage.

He had said more than once that beating England and reaching the semifinal would be his nineteenth birthday present to himself.

Then, in the semifinal, he would crush his opponent.

Then he would lift the World Cup.

Then the new king would be crowned.

The script, in his mind, had already been written.

De la Fuente found it more exasperating than inspiring.

The kid had gone through a dip after the Nations League, then bounced back strong, and now he was right back to old habits—healed scars, forgotten pain. But what could you do? He was still barely an adult. He hadn’t lived enough, lost enough, or waited long enough to understand how hard real glory was to earn.

And then de la Fuente thought of Portugal’s No. 30.

That kid was humble on the pitch. Humble off it too.

Why couldn’t Yamal be more like that?

They were both young. Both gifted. Both burning with ambition.

But Yamal had become famous too fast. He already had a girlfriend. There were rumors off the pitch, friction with teammates, nights at clubs, one messy story after another.

Another dribbling prodigy, another Neymar-type cautionary tale in the making.

And on the field, he only wanted the glamorous parts—goals, headlines, the spotlight. He had no taste for the dirty work.

Then there was Evan Brooks.

He’d spent his early years studying in China, then returned to Portugal and quietly played his way up through the high school leagues. Clean background. No scandals. No noise.

On the pitch, he ran constantly. His defending still had holes, yes, but every time Portugal attacked, he was fully committed. He created for his teammates. He did the work.

Same age. Same blood running hot.

Yet the gap in temperament was enormous.

In the end, de la Fuente could only hope Yamal’s talent would be enough to overpower Portugal.

After the storm, the skies finally cleared.

Portugal’s players were caked in mud from head to toe, but not a single one of them cared. They had just beaten the mighty Three Lions.

The whole squad hoisted Cristiano Ronaldo and Evan Brooks into the air and ran with them, celebrating the victory like lunatics.

Poor Rafael Leao had scored as well and had been one of Portugal’s heroes too, but in the final distribution of glory, he only managed to claim one of Evan’s legs.

There was nothing to be done about it.

After all, the two men being carried had both scored hat tricks.

Even Harry Kane’s brace had been reduced to background detail tonight. He was just part of the scenery, a minor supporting character in someone else’s epic.

Once the celebrations settled down, it was time to exchange shirts.

Jude Bellingham came straight over to Cristiano Ronaldo and asked for his jersey.

Cristiano, of course, didn’t refuse.

Bellingham was at Real Madrid now, and for Cristiano, Madrid would always be something special.

Nine years.

He had given the greatest nine years of his career to that club. Four hundred and fifty appearances. Four hundred and fifty goals. Four Champions League titles, including the three in a row.

And in the end, what had it bought him?

Disrespect.

Things had ended badly—badly enough that the split had left scars.

But his feelings toward Real Madrid had never truly changed.

How many people got nine years like that in a lifetime?

It was just a pity the wound had gone so deep. He had been sold in the end.

Still, that was history between him and the club. It had nothing to do with Bellingham. So the two traded national team shirts without any issue.

Bellingham admired Cristiano—that went without saying. And Cristiano believed the young Englishman would absolutely make something of himself at Madrid.

At almost the same moment, Evan got a surprise of his own.

England defender Reece James walked over to him.
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But every time he got near the box, at least two Portuguese players collapsed onto him and locked him down tight. There was no clean shooting angle at all.

Then Portugal won the ball.

They got it to Evan’s feet.

The counterattack began.

Evan drove forward immediately, dragging the shape of the entire match with him.

At the back, Portugal’s defenders finally let out a breath. At last, they had a chance to attack.

At the same time, Pedro Neto and Rafael Leao burst forward from the wings.

But in the end, both their runs bent toward the penalty area.

Evan didn’t hesitate.

From just around midfield, he launched a long pass with his right foot.

He’d felt someone closing him down fast—Pau Cubarsi, only nineteen, Yamal’s teammate at club level. The defender had been flying in to rob him, hoping to win it back high and slip Yamal through one-on-one.

Under that pressure, Evan released the ball early.

The target was Neto.

Except Neto and Leao had ended up too close together.

Leao watched the ball and seemed to think it was meant for him, even though the distance felt awkward.

Neither of them checked the other’s position.

Both of them sprinted for the same ball.

On the bench, Ronaldo tensed immediately.

Leao, what are you doing?

That pass wasn’t for you.

He knew Evan’s rule better than anyone by now—if receiving the ball felt awkward, then the pass probably hadn’t been intended for you in the first place.

Damn it.

After all that defending, after finally getting one clean transition moment, they were about to waste it just like that.

Cristiano Ronaldo knew Evan Brooks's passes better than anyone by now. Every long ball came with the same cruel logic: if you were already running, the ball would land exactly where your stride was headed, so cleanly that you could hit it first time if the defender was even a beat late. If you stayed still, it would hang up beautifully for a header. Whatever the situation, the pass always arrived in the most comfortable possible place—at least for the man it was meant for.

The problem was, Rafael Leao and Pedro Neto still hadn't figured that out.

They both looked up at the same time and collided headfirst.

It was the sort of mistake you saw all the time, but this time there wasn't even a defender crowding them. The fact that they still managed to run into each other only proved they had not read the play quickly enough. A chance had gone from defense to attack in an instant, and without Ronaldo's constant readiness, reacting on instinct alone was just too abrupt.

Leao and Evan still didn't have that kind of understanding. He had misjudged the pass.

After the collision, the ball dropped toward Neto, but Spain's keeper launched a long clearance that found the No. 20 midfielder, Pedri.

And then Pedri got to work.

Spain's 150-million-euro midfielder was every bit as dangerous as Portugal's own midfield. After wave after wave of frustrated attacks, Spain had suddenly seized the ball and launched a counter.

Because it had come straight out of a defensive recovery, the transition was brutally fast. Portugal's shape had not even finished recovering. Bernardo Silva and Joao Neves were still in midfield, Vitinha was left alone behind them, and four defenders were scattered across the back line.

That gave Spain's forwards room to breathe.

Pedri drove through the middle and into the edge of the box before slipping a square pass wide to Lamine Yamal.

Yamal had the ball.

And out on the wing, that was a nightmare for any team.

When Yamal got on the ball, it felt a little like Messi receiving it just outside the box.

Only their dribbling styles were completely different.

Messi was all elegance and rhythm, changing gears without warning, comfortable even in close contact because he could drop a shoulder, shield the ball, and use his vision to pick the easiest finish. Yamal relied entirely on the ball at his feet. He did not want to wrestle with defenders. Instead, he used his light touch, his tiny bursts of movement, his sudden stops, starts, and changes of direction to knock defenders off balance—then burned them with pure speed.

That was exactly what he did now.

His first opponent was Nuno Mendes.

Mendes was PSG's elite left back, and the two of them might as well have been destined to collide. In a Champions League match years earlier, the then-16-year-old Yamal had simply run him ragged with pace after pace of direct dribbling, and Mendes's market value had nearly taken a hit because of it. Later, Mendes had at least managed to lean on his strength and pin him down.

Now, standing in front of Yamal again, Mendes was brimming with confidence.

That was exactly why Coach Thomas Vale had put him in instead of Ronaldo—to deal with Yamal's threat.

People said Mendes could shut Yamal down one-on-one, and then Spain would lose one of its sharpest weapons.

Mendes clearly believed it too. If he could handle the 16-year-old version, he could handle the 18-year-old one.

But that was a little too simple.

People grew. The Yamal of eighteen was not the same player he had been two years ago.

Mendes, on the other hand, was still Mendes.

The reason genius is genius is that once talent is there, it keeps developing. It keeps learning how to use itself better.

Facing Mendes again, Yamal no longer had the awkwardness he carried two years ago. The grinding experience of La Liga had put him against countless elite defenders, and he had learned to be patient. He did not get close. He left a yard of space, trusting his own touch and his control of acceleration and change of rhythm.
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"Yamal is a genius, no question—but who is this guy? Why can he dribble like that too? He isn't even a forward, so how is his footwork this outrageous?!"

"Damn it, Pedri, why didn't you stop No. 30?"

"I know some players from China, and they can't play football at all. Why is No. 30 this good? That doesn't even make sense."

"What a ridiculous move. If he were one of ours, we'd have the World Cup in the bag this year!"

Back in China, the fans were losing their minds too.

They had all watched Yamal put on a show against Bernardo Silva, and a lot of them had been furious about it. To them, losing a goal was one thing, but getting embarrassed had to be answered in kind.

Now they had their revenge.

"Hahaha, he paid it right back! Evan is insane!"

"What else can he do that we don't know about? That dribbling is absurd. It's a shame he's not great at finishing inside the box, because with that kind of footwork he could honestly play striker."

"Yamal shows off, and I show off too. Don't tell me Evan's idol is Neymar Jr.?"

"That was straight out of a martial arts novel. He kicked off with one foot and flew with the other. That move was unreal. Can he do it a few more times?"

"First a diving header in the first half, then a Rainbow Flick in the second. Evan is getting more and more outrageous. He's starting to feel like a real midfield artist, isn't he?"

"Can he score, though?"

"Newton's coffin lid is about to blow off. How is that even legal? What happened to gravity?"

Evan was flashy.

But the real question was whether it would lead to a goal.

After beating his man, Evan used the breathing room to scan the whole pitch. That was one of the lessons Luka Modric had taught him: as long as he stayed calm, he could stretch the game and create far more space for the team. From the left half-space, he could attack and defend, and the Spaniards were the ones forced to panic.

Sure enough, a defender came chasing him.

Before the man could close him down, Evan struck the ball.

Into the aerial lane for Cristiano Ronaldo.

Ronaldo launched himself at the same time, and their timing was now perfect.

The ball dropped onto Ronaldo's forehead, and he snapped it with a lion-like header.

It didn't go in.

The shot smashed into the post and bounced back out.

Ronaldo looked frustrated. That one was on him. His heading was world-class, but not every header was going to score. He hadn't quite gotten enough height on the jump, and the rebound angle was too high.

The goalkeeper had already charged out, completely reading the wrong landing spot, and now he was left staring at the ball in disbelief. A chance that good had just gone begging.

Ronaldo cursed under his breath, annoyed at himself for producing such a poor header.

The rebound dropped loose, and Pedro Neto and Rafael Leao exploded toward the goalmouth to fight for the second ball.

The whole box descended into chaos in an instant.

Leao swung a boot at it. He knew exactly where Evan was. If the ball wasn't going in now, then he might as well knock it out to the edge and let Evan have a crack from distance.

Evan hadn't expected the ball to come back to him. Ronaldo's header had lost a bit of its usual precision. First it had been the long ball that flew over the line, and now it was the header. Two excellent chances, two clean attempts, and neither had gone in. It was a pity.

It had to be the fatigue from all the matches. The strain was starting to show.

When the ball rolled his way, Evan scanned the field again.

Spain's defenders were all collapsing into the box. He didn't have a shooting lane at all.

But there was one man no one was paying attention to.

Bernardo Silva.

The veteran midfielder, normally so mild-tempered and so selfless, had spent the whole run of the tournament doing the dirty work quietly. He didn't chase the spotlight, didn't force the issue, and didn't show off. He was there to hold the structure together and protect the forwards.

But when Portugal needed him, he could still step up.

By then, Bernardo had already slipped in behind Cubarsi.

Evan slipped him a surgical through ball.

The ball cut cleanly through the crowd and raced straight to Bernardo.

Cubarsi saw it coming toward him and caught movement in the corner of his eye behind him, but there was no time left to turn and react. He lifted a leg to intercept, but the ball was too quick.

Bernardo was in the right half-space. He didn't take a touch. He hit it first time with his right foot.

It was thunder from flat ground.

The ball arced beautifully around the edge of the wall of bodies inside the box and flew straight for the goal.

Evan rarely got to see Bernardo's finishing up close, but he had heard enough to know the veteran only got sharper when the pressure was highest.

Anyone else would have been too afraid to take that shot.

Without the curve, it would have sailed straight into the stands.

But Bernardo went for it anyway.

And he buried it.

Young talents like Yamal and Evan were the future, but Bernardo Silva had never stopped being a talent himself.

His shooting might not have been absolute top tier, but it was more than enough. Reliable. Ruthless when it mattered. The kind of player who never wasted a real chance.

The score was level again at 2-2.

No one had seen it coming. After spending most of the World Cup lurking in the background, Bernardo had come up with the answer to Ronaldo's missed chance.

Bernardo spread his arms wide and sprinted around in celebration, practically taking off with joy.
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Yamal smiled coldly. "Trying to stop me?"

Evan glanced at the ball at Yamal's feet.

That's exactly what I'm here to do.

At the final moments of extra time, the two eighteen-year-old prodigies finally collided head-on.

Anyone who knew Evan was instantly worried.

His defensive ability was basically zero. How was he supposed to stop Yamal?

By now Evan had already tracked Yamal all the way to the edge of the box. He immediately stretched out his leg.

A Neymar-style split tackle!

Ronaldo on the free kick!?

His eyes were hard as stone. Was this one of those outrageous long-range rockets?

From this distance, though, wasn't it a little too far? Even prime Cristiano Ronaldo couldn't have made this a guaranteed goal.

What a shame. He really wasn't himself today. Maybe he had burned through everything after the win over England and finally gone quiet.

Missed again? That was bad. Ronaldo seemed to be slipping back into his old slump, chance after chance not going in. They couldn't keep counting on Evan Brooks to drag Portugal forward forever.

It felt like that earlier burst had been a brief flash of life, and now the truth was showing again.

Fans back home were getting more and more anxious about Ronaldo's form.

This free kick had come to nothing. If this had been prime Ronaldo, there was no way the weakest goalkeeper left in the final eight would have gotten a hand to it.

The commentator's judgment was just as grim: what a pity. That free kick had missed, and it might have been Portugal's last real attacking chance before extra time ran out. This could very well be heading to penalties.

That was what everyone believed.

But the instant Spain broke forward, the commentator's voice tightened. Bad news. Spain had used Ronaldo's missed free kick to launch a counterattack. The ball was shifted quickly from one side to the other, and then it finally reached Lamine Yamal.

This was trouble. The young Spaniard could take players apart, and the defenders still weren't set.

Evan Brooks, wearing No. 30, cut across in front of Yamal - but he wasn't a defender. He had never really defended once in this World Cup.

That was the truth. Evan had barely taken part in defensive work at all during the tournament, and now he was facing the most dangerous attacker in Spain's lineup, maybe even the most dangerous attacker at this World Cup.

His own age.

Spain's prodigy.

Portugal's fans felt despair closing in on them.

If Evan couldn't stop Yamal, then Yamal would be straight at the keeper. There was no doubt about it - he had a hundred ways to finish from there.

Was he about to complete a hat trick?

And then, completely against everyone's expectations, Evan lunged.

He went to ground and hooked the ball away in one clean motion.

Compared with the average defender's wild slide, Evan's tackle looked almost gentle. He seemed to slip down with the flow of the play, but his timing was perfect, and the ball was still whipped clear.

Yamal had not broken through on his own after all.

The moment he hit the turf, his temper exploded. He sprang back up and grabbed Evan by the shirt, looking ready to swing.

At that exact moment, another figure caught hold of Yamal's thin arm.

Mendes stepped in front of Evan and shielded him.

"That was a clean tackle," Mendes said.

Yamal barked, "He wasn't going for the ball. He was coming for me."

Mendes didn't blink. "Dive, and you're getting booked. Think carefully."

Then he slapped Yamal's hand away.

In terms of strength, Yamal had no chance against Mendes.

But Evan's tackle had already lit the fuse. The whole stadium was on edge. The referee, the assistants, and every official on the touchline rushed in.

After a brief look, the referee ruled that nothing was wrong. He shoved Yamal aside and signaled for Spain to restart from the sideline.

Yamal spread his hands. "Why?"

The referee didn't even change expression. He pointed at the camera mounted on his head, making it clear that the entire sequence had been recorded. There was no way to twist the facts.

The crowd was already watching the replay.

Portugal's fans were on edge, too. If Evan's challenge had been any bigger, if it had gone in a little harder near the box, that could have become a free kick in a heartbeat.

Luckily, the replay was crystal clear.

Evan's tackle was clean. Yamal had gone down, but not because Evan had tripped him. He had simply lost his balance, and the way he fell carried no real danger at all.

If you insisted on giving that a free kick, there was no argument left to make.

Spain's fans weren't happy, but there was nothing they could do.

If that ball hadn't been tackled away, Yamal really would have had his hat trick.

What a pity. They had never imagined this kid would come flying in with a tackle of all things.

And that it would be so clean - cleaner than anything Pedri had shown earlier.

---

At the hotel.

Lionel Messi saw that tackle on the screen and shivered all over.

He knew that move. He remembered it too clearly.

He warned his teammates, "If we end up facing Portugal, keep your heads up. That tackle is dangerous. Whatever you do, don't try to go shoulder to shoulder with him."

The others all nodded.

If even Messi couldn't shrug off that kind of challenge, then none of them could.
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On that goal, thirty percent of the credit belonged to Evan for splitting open France’s defensive line with that pass.

The other seventy belonged to Leao—for the run, the burst, and the finish from that impossible angle.

A 2-0 lead felt unreal to everyone watching.

Was France just a paper tiger?

Or was Evan really that terrifying?

As Evan watched his teammates celebrate, someone walked up beside him.

It was N’Golo Kante—the man who’d just tried to cut out the pass.

Kante wasn’t tall. Standing next to Evan, who was around six feet, the French midfielder’s head barely reached his chin. But no one in their right mind underestimated a veteran like that. His range, agility, and timing were still top class.

Any midfielder once described as capable of covering the entire pitch was never simple.

“Kid,” Kante said with a grin, giving him a thumbs-up, “that long pass just now was beautiful. Really beautiful.”

Evan smiled back. “Thank you, sir.”

People always said Kante’s character and skill were beyond question.

Now Evan believed it.

The man had a kind of straightforward decency about him.

Kante gave Evan’s shoulder a light pat, then jogged a short distance away.

And immediately, Evan felt the pressure.

Kante had locked onto him.

Being marked by a midfielder with that much experience was a nightmare waiting to happen.

And just as Evan expected, once France launched their response, Kante stayed within ten meters of him the entire time. That alone made it hard for Evan to get involved defensively.

Kante kept cutting off his space, shadowing him one-on-one, sharply limiting what Evan could do.

There was no chance to fly into a tackle, no chance to show off the recovery poke tackle he’d just learned, either.

Meanwhile, France—stung by the deficit and starting to lose their composure—threw themselves into wave after wave of attack at Portugal’s goal.

Joao Neves and Vitinha defended like their lives depended on it.

The game turned into a brutal back-and-forth pull, both sides attacking, recovering, colliding.

Then, after Portugal barely survived another French assault, Ruben Dias hacked the ball clear with a booming clearance from deep.

The pass hung in the air.

Evan and Kante went for it at the same time.

Evan just couldn’t hold off Kante physically. He lost the duel.

Kante won the ball cleanly, took it forward, and Evan immediately gave chase.

Kante chose to pass.

Because even he was wary of Evan’s tackling.

Back in the day, he’d hounded Messi all over the pitch and made life miserable for him—but now he was older. His stamina wasn’t what it once had been. He couldn’t keep playing endless footraces with kids forever.

Ahead of him were two options.

One was Kylian Mbappe.

The other was Ousmane Dembele.

One closer.

One farther.

Kante didn’t hesitate. He swung his leg through the ball and slipped it to Mbappe.

Mbappe: “???”

Kante’s pass came without a second of hesitation, and even Mbappe felt a flicker of shock.

The truth was, the two of them weren’t exactly close. Off the pitch, there had been friction between them for a while.

Mbappe hadn’t expected Kante to pass to him at all.

But Kante had taken one look at the better angle and played it straight into the left channel for Mbappe.

The moment Mbappe received the ball, he didn’t pause. He surged forward at once.

Behind him, Kante watched the number 10 shirt streaming in the wind and slowly let his own pace drop.

If there was one clear difference between Mbappe’s dribbling bursts and Messi’s, it was this:

Messi was like a magician in a crowded theater. Endless tricks, endless variations, total control. He could beat a man whenever he wanted, almost casually.

Mbappe was different.

What made him terrifying was the violence of his acceleration over long distance, the sheer explosiveness of his first step. His stride frequency was tight and efficient, the ball glued between his feet. No wasted flourishes. No unnecessary showmanship. Just absolute control paired with absolute speed.

That was why people called him a monster.

Defenders could tug at him, lean on him, try to drag him off balance, and his frame barely wavered. The ball stayed steady at his feet.

He wasn’t like Haaland, either. Haaland was a Norwegian beast, the kind who bulldozed center-backs and finished fast, almost without dribbling. Get him the ball, and he’d hit it.

Mbappe, by contrast, was simplicity refined to its sharpest point. Efficient. Clean. Deadly on the run.

There was no point arguing which style was stronger.

Right now, Mbappe was doing what only he could do—tearing through Portugal’s defensive line by himself.

Portugal only had three proper defenders back. Joao Neves and Vitinha couldn’t even match the speed of his carry. Mbappe drove into the left half-space, cut inside in one swift motion, and hit it with his right foot toward the far corner.

It was his favorite zone.

Even Doue, arriving behind the play, could only stop and watch.

Forty-one minutes gone.

The monster had struck.

With Kante’s selfless pass, France had clawed one back and made it 2-1.

They were still trailing by a goal, but France’s spirit had come alive.

The entire stadium roared Mbappe’s name. Even the French president was on his feet, throwing both arms up in celebration.

“Mbappe!”

“Look at that! That’s Mbappe for you! With him on the field, breaking through Portugal’s defense is easy!”

The Portugal fans were stunned.
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