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“Portugal only looks strong on paper,” he said. “They’re too old. Especially Cristiano Ronaldo. He’s been past his prime for a long time.”

Beside him, Damian Brooks nodded eagerly.

“As long as we cut off his service and keep the ball from reaching him, he’s nothing more than an old man standing around in the box.”

The moment he said it, the whole Japanese press section burst into laughter.

Then one reporter turned the spotlight toward Ethan Bennett.

“I heard Portugal forced a washed-up Chinese reject into the squad just to generate headlines,” he said with a sneer. “A failure who was permanently thrown out by his own national team somehow gets to stand on the World Cup stage?”

He gave a mocking smile.

“That’s a disgrace to Asian football. He’s nothing but a pathetic mascot.”

Once those interview clips spread, the reaction online exploded.

Japanese fans flooded the comment sections with insults.

“Chinese football thinks it can compare itself to Japan?”
“Who was it that got smashed 5–0 last time?”
“Portugal must be truly finished if they’re bringing a reject like him to the World Cup.”

And the worst part was that some of the most vicious haters back home didn’t defend Ethan at all.

They piled on.

“Hahaha, Ethan Bennett is about to embarrass himself in front of the whole world.”
“Can’t wait to watch him fail to touch the ball while Japan toys with him.”
“That fraud must’ve paid his way in. Tell him to get back home and stop humiliating us overseas.”

Watching the stream of braindead comments flash across his screen, Frank Doyle was shaking with rage in his livestream.

He slammed a hand down on the table and roared at the camera.

“Shut the hell up, all of you!”

“You want to curse out our national team the rest of the year? Fine. I do it too!”

“But this is different!”

“Ethan Bennett is standing on a World Cup pitch against Japan!”

“Right now, he’s the last bit of pride we’ve got left!”

“You people are helping outsiders stomp on one of our own—what the hell is wrong with you?”

His voice had already gone hoarse, but he kept shouting anyway.

With the frenzy building online, even the betting markets started swinging wildly.

Money poured toward Japan.

More and more gamblers became convinced an upset was coming.

“Japan is younger, fresher, and far more energetic.”
“Their possession game is extremely polished.”
“Portugal’s starting lineup is aging badly.”
“And worst of all, they’ve brought Ethan Bennett—an unpredictable wildcard.”

For a while, it felt like the entire world had lined up against Portugal.

And that pressure seeped straight through the internet and into Portugal’s training camp.

Inside the dressing room, the mood was heavy.

“The odds outside have completely shifted.”

“Japan’s high press is vicious. They run like machines.”

“If they choke off our buildup from the back, the front line won’t get a single usable ball.”

Someone spoke under his breath, frustration obvious in his voice.

“I still don’t get why we brought an Asian player.”

Right then, the locker room door was shoved open.

Cristiano Ronaldo strode in, his gaze sweeping across the room.

The air went still.

He walked straight to the front, slapped the tactics board hard, and spoke in a voice that filled the room.

“You all staring at your phones?”

“You watching those clowns celebrate before the match even starts?”

There was a battle-hardened edge in his eyes.

“Remember this.”

“The media won’t win a match for us.”

“Those betting odds won’t score a single goal for us either.”

“Only what we do on the pitch matters.”

The instant he finished, another voice rose from the corner.

“The captain’s right.”

Ethan stood up slowly.

Then he walked to the tactics board, picked up a marker, and drew several sharp positional diagrams across it.

“Japan’s possession football is precise,” he said. “Their wide threats are strong, and their high press comes hard.”

“But all of you are so scared by the numbers that you’re overlooking their biggest weakness.”

At once, every eye in the room turned toward him.

Ethan drove the marker against the board.

“They’re too small. Too weak in direct physical battles.”

“You know what this team fears most?”

“They fear being hit head-on.”

His voice rang with conviction.

“If we break their first wave of pressure with force, then the space behind them opens up completely.”

He turned to the defenders and deep midfielders who had been complaining earlier.

“So in this match, we do not get dragged into pointless short-passing buildup at the back.”

“That plays straight into their trap.”

He drew two long arrows across the board.

“We use fast switches of play.”

“We use immediate diagonal penetration.”

“We attack directly into the space behind their fullbacks.”

Then he turned to Ronaldo.

“Captain, stay high and pin their center-backs.”

“Flatten their defensive line.”

“I’ll drift into the half-spaces and support you from underneath.”

He tightened his grip on the marker, eyes hard.

“The moment the opening appears, I’ll hit them with the most lethal pass they’ve seen all night.”

The analysis was sharp, clear, and brutally precise.

The entire dressing room fell silent.

Roberto Martinez stood by the doorway, a flash of light in his eyes.
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“As for that young man, Ethan Bennett…”

He gave a small shrug.

“I’ll admit that pass of his had some quality.”

“But he lacks experience on a stage like this.”

Victor Hale leaned back in his chair and waved one broad hand.

“If we keep the pressure on and make the match physical, Portugal’s fragile midfield will collapse sooner or later.”

In Korea’s team meeting room, the tactical session was underway.

Ethan and Cristiano’s photos were pinned to the board.

Nathan Vale, their star man, sat in the front row with a slight frown.

“Don’t underestimate him,” he said. “That Bennett kid picks vicious passing lanes. That outside-of-the-boot ball wasn’t something an ordinary player could hit.”

He pointed at the screen.

“And his free kicks are dangerous. We cannot give him room to shoot anywhere near the box.”

A few of the forwards in the back looked unconvinced.

Caleb Hayes got to his feet.

“Nathan, you’re giving him way too much credit.”

“Players like him—the technical midfield types—they’re always terrified of physical pressure.”

“He can’t handle a high-intensity match.”

He clenched a fist, full of confidence.

“Leave him to me next game.”

“If I stick to him, lean on him, rough him up a little, he’ll lose his head fast.”

“That’s how you deal with Chinese players. Add a little intensity and they won’t know where they are.”

Nathan gave a small nod.

“Fine. Burn him out first.”

“As long as we cut off Ethan Bennett as Portugal’s outlet, the rest of that team is just an empty shell.”

At the same time, the international betting markets were behaving strangely.

By all logic, after Portugal had just beaten Japan, their odds should have risen.

But against a Korean side famous for its rabid pressing and meat-grinder style, the outside world was unexpectedly united in doubting Portugal.

Money poured into the line backing Korea not to lose.

Portugal’s World Cup title odds dipped again.

Across Europe, in the offices of several elite clubs, sporting directors and scouts were reviewing Ethan’s footage.

More than one scout circled his name.

But only circled it.

“Mark him as a priority watch, but stay cautious,” Real Madrid’s chief scout said as he closed the file.

“One breakout match proves nothing. We’ve seen too many one-game wonders.”

“A true top-level player has to survive repeated high-intensity physical battles.”

“Let’s see what Korea does to him next. If they blow him apart, he still has no investment value.”

On social media, retired legends of the game had started weighing in too.

One former superstar posted:

“Ethan Bennett has remarkable touch. There’s real instinct in his game.”

Another shot back almost immediately:

“Instinct won’t save him from Korean scissor tackles.”

“Portugal’s squad is aging badly. Cristiano can barely last a full match as it is.”

“You expect a newcomer to lead them into a knife fight with Korea? That’s naive.”

If the foreign reaction was skeptical but measured, the reaction back home was total war.

That was nothing new.

On domestic football forums, haters and paid trolls seemed to have found their latest excuse to swarm.

“Ethan Bennett? Please. He’s just clinging to Ronaldo!”

“He fluked one goal and now he thinks he’s king of the world!”

“Let him run into those Korean mad dogs next match. He’ll get chopped up so badly his own mother won’t recognize him!”

“Can’t wait for him to get exposed. Can’t wait for Portugal to crash out. Hahaha!”

The fans backing Ethan fought back with keyboards blazing.

“You spineless idiots can’t stand seeing one of your own play well, can you?”

“That through ball last match? None of you could produce a pass like that in your entire lives!”

“The Korean dogs are barking, and you’re barking right along with them. Says everything about you.”

In a luxury apartment complex in Rivergate City, Frank Doyle sat in front of his livestream setup wearing an expensive jersey, fury burning in his eyes.

He slammed a hand onto the desk so hard the microphone buzzed.

Pointing straight at the camera, veins standing out in his neck, he roared, “All you haters—shut the hell up!”

“Do you watch football with your brains or your asses?”

“Ethan riding Ronaldo’s coattails? Without Ethan, Portugal would’ve been dead last game!”

“And those filthy thugs on Korea’s side? Who the hell do they think they are?”

“You all forgot the disgusting crap they pulled in the 2002 World Cup?”

He crushed a beer bottle in his hand until the aluminum caved in.

“I’m saying this right now.”

“Ethan Bennett is not some soft target.”

“Korea wants to win? Keep dreaming.”

“Ethan—tear them apart for me. Smash those bastards to pieces!”

The blood in the livestream chat ignited instantly.

Gifts flooded the screen.

Elsewhere, in a downtown apartment, Vanessa Hayes found her expression subtly shifting.

The afternoon should have been easy, pleasant, comfortable.

Instead, she sat staring at her phone.

On the screen was the replay of Ethan’s free kick in the North American stadium—the one that seemed to bend against the laws of physics.

The ball carved a breathtaking arc and buried itself in the top corner.

The clip replayed again.

And again.

Vanessa’s finger moved over the screen almost against her will.

Pause.

Zoom in.

The frame froze on Ethan after the goal, with the entire stadium rising for him like he was something divine.

In that moment, he looked untouchable.
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“These cards were never meant to stand alone.”

“They’re a gear system. Every piece has to lock into place perfectly.”

“If even one second is off, the cost is destruction.”

He forced the turbulence in his chest back down.

“If this is a life-or-death match, then I’m going all in.”

At the same time, back in the domestic sports broadcast studio, the online audience had already broken thirty million.

Frank Doyle sat at the desk, sweating with anxiety as he slashed his hands across the tactics board.

“Portugal cannot try to outplay Spain in midfield tonight. That’s suicide! You’re talking about Rodri and Pedri. Those two stand there and it’s like the ball’s glued to their feet!”

He chopped a hand through the air.

“They have to stay compact. Dig in. Defend for their lives.”

Beside him, former international winger Colin Ward stared at the projected starting lineup.

“Frank’s right,” he said. “But defending alone won’t win this.”

He pointed at the two names on the screen.

Ethan Bennett.

Cristiano Ronaldo.

“The real make-or-break point in this match isn’t Portugal’s back line.”

His voice rose with excitement.

“It’s the first pass after Ethan wins the ball.”

“Can he play through Spain’s high press and find Ronaldo?”

“That’s the only real crack in the sky Portugal will get tonight.”

Across the internet, fans flooded the live feed.

All of them were waiting for the same thing.

For the boy from China to step onto the pitch.

At that same moment, in a hotel suite across the ocean, Ethan’s agent stared at the phone in front of him.

Buzz. Buzz. Buzz.

The vibration was relentless.

Encrypted messages kept appearing across every screen.

“Bayern Munich is prepared to offer €120 million plus top-tier wages.”

“Real Madrid—President Florentino himself guarantees a central role. Bid: €150 million.”

“Manchester City has gone even further. They’re practically offering a blank check.”

The frenzy had gone far beyond anything from the era of football’s old twin superstars.

Every giant in Europe had gone mad.

For one Chinese midfielder who hadn’t even finished his World Cup run, they were ready to blow apart their financial limits.

Ring—

A red internal line began to sound.

The agent jolted.

He looked at the number.

Senior management from Paris Saint-Germain.

He didn’t answer.

Instead, he yanked the phone line straight out of the wall.

“No,” Jorge Mendes muttered to himself. “Absolutely not.”

“The final battle’s about to start.”

“Even if the sky falls, I’m not disturbing Ethan now.”

He understood better than anyone.

Once this life-or-death clash on the Iberian stage was over, Ethan Bennett’s value would no longer be something measured by numbers.

...

Inside the locker room at the North American World Cup stadium, the whistle echoed through the corridor.

“Time’s up!”

Martinez raised both hands high, his voice ringing with force.

“Boys!”

“For Portugal!”

“Go snap the horns off those matadors!”

Every player in the room surged to his feet.

In every pair of eyes, the fire of battle was burning now.

Ethan stood before his locker.

He pulled on the number ten shirt.

He smoothed the collar, lifted his head, and his expression settled into stillness.

Then he turned—

and walked toward the tunnel that opened onto eighty thousand watching eyes.

In the tunnel beneath the U.S.-Canada-Mexico World Cup stadium, Spain’s wall of red and gold stood shoulder to shoulder with Portugal’s red and green line.

The passage was narrow, and the tension inside it climbed by the second.

No handshakes.

No fake pre-match smiles.

Only the dry scrape of studs against concrete.

Players on both sides measured each other in silence, every glance sharp enough to cut.

At the front of Spain’s line, nineteen-year-old Lamine Yamal chewed his gum like he didn’t have a care in the world. The young winger wore his arrogance openly. He tilted his head, looked past the crowd, and fixed his eyes on Portugal’s veteran fullback, who was playing through an injury.

A smirk tugged at his mouth.

“Your back line’s thinner than paper,” he said.

“You’d better start running early.”

“Soon as I hit the gas, all you’ll see are my taillights.”

Dalot jerked forward, ready to lunge at him.

A hand landed on his shoulder and stopped him.

Ethan Bennett.

He stood in the middle of Portugal’s line, calm and still.

Then Pedri Gonzalez, Spain’s midfield conductor, strolled over and stopped at Ethan’s side. His voice dropped low enough that only the two of them could hear.

“So you’re the Chinese kid everyone’s been hyping up?”

“Don’t think one decent game against Morocco means you get to show off in front of me.”

His eyes were full of contempt.

“The second this match starts, I’m going to have you chasing our passes like a dog for ninety minutes.”

Ethan didn’t get angry.

He only turned and gave Pedri a slow once-over.

“Art?” he said.

“In my eyes, all that useless sideways passing of yours isn’t even worth calling garbage.”

“Or how else do you explain a scoreless draw with Cape Verde?”

His tone was flat, almost casual.

Pedri’s expression darkened. He was just about to snap back when a tall, commanding figure stepped between them.

Cristiano Ronaldo.

Portugal’s captain didn’t even bother looking at Pedri. He turned instead, placed a broad hand on Ethan’s shoulder, and said, “Ignore the flies.”

“Once we’re out there, your job is simple.”

“Find the road to goal.”

His eyes burned, his voice striking like metal on metal.

“As for the rest…”

“I’ll make sure every last ball ends up in their net.”

Ethan met his gaze and gave a calm nod.

“Good.”

Just one word.

It carried enough weight to make anyone listening feel it in their chest.

He lowered his eyes and glanced at the thigh muscle that still throbbed faintly under the tape.

My body isn’t fully recovered yet.

He calculated fast.
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Rodri brought the ball down calmly in midfield. He didn’t even look up. With a soft nudge from the inside of his left foot, he sent it skimming along the grass to Pedri, who had dropped back to offer support.

Pedri turned neatly.

Bruno Fernandes charged in to close him down, but Pedri simply flicked the ball up with the tip of his boot. It floated cleanly over Bruno’s head.

Gavi arrived at full speed, cushioned it with his chest, and immediately slipped a short pass onward.

Three touches.

Less than five seconds.

Portugal’s carefully arranged midfield trap was torn open like wet paper.

“Damn it.”

Bruno cursed under his breath and spun to chase back, but Spain’s passing carousel was only getting started.

Rodri got the ball again, and his control of tempo was almost grotesque. Fast, slow, then fast again—he kept stretching Portugal’s shape from side to side until the back line rocked like it was caught in a storm.

“Go win it!”

Ethan Bennett gritted his teeth and exploded toward Pedri.

He closed fast—fast enough to get tight.

But Pedri only smiled.

A casual touch with the heel.

Pop.

The ball rolled away half a beat early, smooth as silk, straight to Gavi’s feet.

Ethan arrived a fraction too late.

He slammed to a stop, twisted his hips, and lunged after Gavi instead. Gavi didn’t hold it either. First time, he knocked it right back to Rodri.

Spain’s possession game was a sealed web, every strand connected, every exit closed.

Hell.

Ethan’s chest rose and fell.

Every release is half a beat ahead of my press.

His mind raced.

So this was possession football at its absolute peak.

The instant he stepped, the ball was already gone.

That kind of repeated stop-start chase drained energy at an absurd rate. If he kept running like this, he’d be dragged deeper and deeper into Spain’s rhythm until he drowned in it.

On the far side of the pitch, Rodri sprayed a long switch.

Lamine Yamal took it in stride.

The eighteen-year-old winger drove at once, targeting exactly where Portugal were most vulnerable—the flank defended by a fullback still not fully recovered from a muscle strain.

“You’re not getting by me.”

The Portuguese fullback locked onto the ball at Yamal’s feet and bit down through the pain.

Yamal went into a string of stepovers.

Left feint, right cut.

His feet moved so fast they blurred.

Then suddenly he knocked the ball wide with his right foot and burst.

The fullback tried to whip around and block him, but the injured muscle tugged at the worst possible moment. His movement stiffened for a split second.

That was all Yamal needed.

He blew past like a gust of wind.

Portugal’s right side was wide open.

“Cover!”

Portugal keeper Adrian Sterling bellowed.

A center back rushed out to help, but the shape had already been torn apart.

Up front, Ronaldo saw the danger and broke into a sweat. He clenched his jaw, turned, and sprinted all the way back toward his own half.

I have to defend too.

The moment Ronaldo dropped out of the attacking line, Portugal lost the one outlet their counterattacks could anchor to.

So when a defender finally managed to poke the ball free and looked up, there was nothing ahead of him.

No target. No release valve. Nobody to hold possession.

Portugal were being pinned completely inside their own half.

And under that kind of pressure, mistakes were inevitable.

A young defender took a pass, nerves written all over him, and hacked a rushed clearance straight back into Spain’s midfield.

“Press.”

Rodri flashed a hand signal.

Spain surged forward as a unit, swarming the area around Portugal’s box.

The penalty area descended into chaos.

Bodies collided. Players stumbled. Space vanished.

Sterling launched himself into the air and punched the ball clear with both fists.

“Hold your positions!”

“Don’t dive in!”

He was screaming so hard his voice was starting to crack.

At midfield, referee Marcus Reed stood with the whistle already at his lips.

His line was crystal clear.

Spain were clever about it. No cynical hidden fouls. No needless little tricks. They were simply crushing Portugal with technique, structure, and endless movement.

That left Portugal with nothing to complain about.

Nothing to appeal.

All they could do was swallow it and keep running.

On the touchline, Roberto Martinez looked like a man on a burning stove. He checked his watch again and again.

The match wasn’t even twenty minutes old.

Inside the chaos, Ethan stood near the top of the box, sweat sliding down his face.

Use a card now?

The thought flashed through his mind—

and was strangled just as quickly.

No.

Too early.

Spain’s legs were still fresh. Their shape hadn’t loosened even a little. If he played one of his trump cards now, all he’d do was let them drag him into an even deeper war of attrition.

He had to endure it.

No matter how ugly it got, he had to treat the hunter like prey and outlast them.

Only by enduring what ordinary people couldn’t endure could he turn a dead end into a comeback.

Back home, the national sports broadcast had already climbed to forty million live viewers.

The comment feed was a wall of frantic question marks.

In the commentary booth, Frank Doyle slapped his thigh.

“No, no, no—Portugal can’t play this way!”

He jabbed a finger at the tactical screen.
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“Spain is waiting for exactly that.”

“The moment our shape breaks, one vertical ball and they’ll tear us open.”

He jabbed a finger against his temple.

“Stay calm.”

The authority of the captain forced the team back from the edge.

But as Ethan watched it all, the heaviness in his chest only grew.

The captain could steady the shape for now.

He couldn’t steady bodies that were already close to collapse.

Ethan glanced toward the flank.

Dalot had only just returned to position before bending over again. The muscle in his thigh was cramping so badly the tough defender was visibly shaking from the pain.

And it wasn’t just Dalot.

Even Bruno, in the middle, had both hands on his knees, dragging in huge breaths.

Ethan lowered his eyes to his own legs.

The soreness had started in his calves and was spreading through the rest of his body.

This was the backlash left behind from the last match against Morocco, after stacking three epic cards in one game.

I’m running on fumes.

Spain’s possession had drained too much out of them.

And if nobody had the legs left to move, to support, to make the right runs—

then the two god-tier cards he still held in reserve would be nothing but scraps of paper.

Without the stamina to execute, tactics meant nothing.

Ethan closed his eyes.

His consciousness dropped straight into the system space in his mind.

[Detected: Host and team are approaching critical stamina threshold.]

[Multiple key players show signs of muscle strain and physical overload.]

[One epic trump card meets activation requirements: Battle Renewal Card.]

[Activate now?]

Ethan didn’t hesitate for a second.

“If I don’t use it, we won’t even survive to halftime.”

“System—activate it.”

A faint electric hiss rippled through his senses.

The card dissolved into countless threads of warmth.

With Ethan at the center, those currents spread outward in total silence, flowing across the pitch and into every Portugal player.

And in that very second, something like a miracle happened.

Out on the far side, Dalot had just started to raise a hand toward the bench, ready to ask for an ice pack.

Then he froze.

Tentatively, he lifted his right leg.

What—

It didn’t hurt.

The searing pain from a moment ago had vanished as if it had never existed.

He wasn’t the only one.

Up ahead, Bruno straightened from his bent posture. He drew in a deep breath, and the burning in his lungs was just... gone.

Under that invisible wave of restoration, the entire Portugal side began to recover.

Their steps grew lighter.

Dalot stamped his foot against the ground.

Nothing. No pain at all.

But at the exact same moment—

Ethan’s whole body locked up.

[Warning: Battle Renewal Card is now in effect.]

[Because the host forcibly restored the team’s physical condition, the host will bear the stamina backlash cost in full.]

His heart clenched.

A brutal stab of pain shot through all four limbs.

For an instant, everything in front of him went black.

He bit down hard on the tip of his tongue.

Blood flooded his mouth.

The sharp metallic taste dragged him back, and he forced his swaying body upright.

“So there’s a price?”

He swallowed the pain whole.

“I can carry it.”

Outside the stadium, the goal had already detonated a frenzy.

Underground betting markets went insane.

Gamblers threw their money onto Spain without a second thought.

“Portugal’s finished!”

“Ethan Bennett’s a joke—he can’t even touch the ball!”

“Pile it on! All in on Spain!”

“They’re going to crush them!”

Back home, the sports broadcast had gone grim and quiet.

Frank Doyle let out a long sigh and tossed the tactics pen in his hand onto the desk.

“This is trouble,” he said.

“One goal down is deadly for a team built to counter.”

Back on the field, referee Marcus Reed blew for the restart.

The whistle cut clean through the noise.

Play resumed.

Spain didn’t rush to kill the game.

Rodri took the ball, never even looked upfield, and calmly turned to play it back to the defense.

Then came the sideways circulation across the back line.

No urgency.

No risk.

Second by second, they let the clock bleed.

That 1–0 scoreline was like a dull blade sawing slowly through Portugal’s nerves.

“Look at them,” Lamine Yamal said on the wing, hands on his hips as he watched the ball move across Spain’s defense. “They don’t even have the energy to press anymore.”

The entire Spanish side believed the match was under control.

What they didn’t know—

was that inside that half-dead-looking Portuguese block, a pack of beasts had already crawled back out of hell and bared their teeth.

Dalot’s legs were coiled tight again.

Bruno’s breathing had turned perfectly steady.

On the front line, Ronaldo was already tracking the passing lanes between Spain’s center backs.

And Ethan, standing at the tactical heart of Portugal’s shape, still didn’t move any more than necessary.

He just watched the ball roll.

The backlash raging through his body only made his mind sharper.

“Keep playing monkey in the middle,” he murmured.

Go ahead.

Pass all you want.

The second your back line shows even the smallest crack—

I’ll teach you what real despair looks like.

By the fortieth minute of the first half, Spain changed gears.

They stopped forcing the attack.

Rodri took the ball in midfield and, completely unhurried, rolled it back to Aymeric Laporte. Laporte killed it, glanced up at Portugal’s shape, then nudged it sideways to Dani Carvajal. Carvajal didn’t go forward either. He sent it straight back to Rodri.

The three of them formed an inverted triangle, the ball slipping between their feet again and again.

Once.

Twice.

Ten times.
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Then it took off—a vicious diagonal long ball that sliced through Spain’s suddenly advanced line.

A killing pass.

“What a ball!” the co-commentator shouted, half out of his seat.

And the instant it left Ethan’s foot, one man in Portugal’s attack exploded into motion like a lightning strike.

Cristiano Ronaldo.

He’d timed it perfectly, breaking the offside trap the moment Ethan released the pass.

Wind screamed past him as he hit top speed.

Every Spanish defender was left behind.

One-on-one.

Here it was.

“Cristiano!” the stadium commentator thundered.

Unai Simon had already rushed off his line, arms spread wide, trying to smother every possible shooting angle.

At the edge of the box, Ronaldo met the dropping ball without slowing at all.

A touch with the outside of his right foot.

Then a forced shot through the gap.

Simon reacted instantly, throwing himself down and turning his body into a wall.

The ball smashed off his arm.

Bang.

Its path changed sharply, skimming past the left post and out behind.

A collective cry tore through the stadium.

Ronaldo fell backward onto the grass, both hands covering his face.

He’d been half a step away from the equalizer.

In the Spain end, hearts stopped. Fans sat there drenched in cold sweat, barely believing how close they’d come to disaster.

Then the whistle came.

Three sharp blasts.

Halftime.

The score stayed 0–1.

Under the blazing stadium lights, Ethan didn’t move.

He stood there gulping air, chest heaving.

Both epic cards were gone.

Spent.

Sweat stung his eyes.

Slowly, he bared his teeth in a hard, exhausted grin and stared across at Spain’s half.

He had one last card left.

The Iberian Lone Striker Card.

Portugal’s locker room had gone dead quiet.

There was none of the blame-trading that had followed Spain’s goal in the first half. No whispered arguments either. The only sound left in the room was heavy breathing.

Players sagged on the benches, sweat dripping onto the rubber floor mats.

“Everybody still alive?”

The team doctor broke the silence.

He stood there with a thick stack of physical data reports in hand, scanning the room with disbelief.

“What the hell…”

He looked down again, then back up.

“Dalot’s thigh strain should not have recovered like this.”
“Bruno’s lung congestion is back inside the safe range too.”

He stared at them like they were monsters.

The players exchanged looks, every face carrying the same stunned relief.

None of them knew it was the absurd power of the Battle Renewal Card.

But then the doctor’s expression changed.

He turned and walked straight toward Ethan Bennett in the corner.

“But he’s not okay.”

He pointed at Ethan’s pale lips.

“His heart rate won’t come down from peak levels.”
“His muscles are drowning in lactic acid.”
“He cannot keep covering the whole field in the second half.”

The mood in the room dropped at once.

Ethan was the core of their defensive structure.

If he couldn’t run, then how were they supposed to stop Spain’s possession game?

“I’m fine.”

Ethan lifted his head, eyes calm.

The Battle Renewal Card icon had already dimmed.
The Possession Breaker Arbitration Card was still on cooldown.

Now there was only one card left.

The Iberian Lone Striker Card.

“Covering huge defensive ground isn’t my job anymore,” Ethan said evenly.
“In the second half, I’m only here to deliver the killing blow.”

Roberto Martinez came back into the locker room.

He didn’t waste time on speeches or empty motivation.

He snatched up a marker and wrote three bold words on the tactics board.

Compact.
First ball.
Ronaldo.

“Listen to me!”

His voice snapped through the room.

“Ethan’s fitness issue is a fact. We adapt.”
“We change the way we play.”
“In the second half, no pressing high.”

He kept going.

“Everyone drops.”
“All of you drop back into our half—hell, even into the thirty-yard zone in front of the box if we have to.”

The words had barely landed when the assistant coach shoved the locker-room door open.

He had a crumpled note clenched in one hand.

“Message from the stands!”
“Pepe sent it down!”

Every head in the room jerked up.

The retired Portugal enforcer—the old iron-blooded warrior they used to call a mad monk—was still watching the battlefield from above.

Martinez snatched the note from him and read it fast.

His pupils tightened.

“What did he say?” Bruno asked sharply.

Martinez read it aloud.

“He says don’t even try to fight Spain for possession.”
“At the top of the box, we have to layer our defensive shape.”
“Let them move it sideways outside if they want.”
“But we cannot allow a single through ball into the half-spaces.”

A sharp breath went around the room.

Give up the ball entirely.

It was the most extreme defensive posture possible.

But Martinez wasn’t finished.

He stared at the third word on the board.

“Spain’s tactical discipline is elite.”
“If we sink deep, their back line will absolutely push over midfield as a unit.”
“But when they have to turn and chase, there’s a half-second delay.”

Then he turned and locked eyes with Cristiano Ronaldo.

“Cristiano.”
“That’s your window. The one you know better than anyone.”

Half a second.

For peak Ronaldo, that was enough time to butcher a defense.

“We just need someone to play the damn ball in that window.”

Ronaldo didn’t stand. He just slowly wiped the sweat from his face.

And with that one sentence, the room’s surge of emotion stalled.

Because it was true.

If Spain had all the possession, then who was supposed to play that first pass?
Who could get it out?

One by one, every gaze in the room drifted toward the Chinese midfielder in the corner.

Ethan stood up.

He strode toward Ronaldo without the slightest wobble in his


Chapter 69

But everyone could see it.

Portugal’s defense was trembling on the brink.

Ethan Bennett stood just outside the penalty area, dragging huge breaths into his lungs. Sweat dripped off his jaw and splashed onto the grass. Lactic acid had turned both legs heavy and numb.

If he fought for every ball, he’d die out here.

This body was almost at its limit.

His eyes locked on Pedri and Rodri’s positioning, his mind spinning at full speed.

If my legs can’t keep up, then my brain will.

I’ll read every passing lane you have.

Spain surged again.

Pedri received the ball near the corner of the box and sold two quick feints in a row. He looked up, spotted the gap in the half-space, and shaped to thread Yamal in behind.

He was just about to release it—

And froze.

A blur crossed his vision.

The kid in Portugal’s number ten shirt was already there.

Ethan had stepped into the only passing lane a full two seconds early.

No wasted sprint. No dramatic recovery run.

He was simply there.

Shortest path. Sharpest angle.

And just like that, he severed the very network Spain trusted most—their intricate penetration through the middle.

The ball rolled straight to Ethan’s feet.

Pedri’s face changed. He swore under his breath.

“Fuck.”

How did he know I was going there?

Can he read minds?

Three times in a row.

Three of Spain’s slickest half-space through balls were cut out by Ethan’s almost unnatural anticipation.

On the sideline, de la Fuente stamped his foot in frustration.

But Rodri saw something else.

He saw the weakness.

Turning to Pedri, he shouted, “Stop forcing the killer pass!”
“That Chinese kid’s out of gas—he’s just hanging on!”
“Wall passes!”
“Pull him around!”
“Drag him out of that zone!”

Spain changed immediately.

No more direct stabs through the line.

Instead, they began firing rapid one-touch combinations around Ethan’s area—two-man exchanges, then three-man triangles, quick and ugly in the way only elite possession football could be. It was the kind of dragging, needling style that made you want to scream.

They wanted Ethan moving.

All he had to do was bite once—step forward for the ball—and the space behind him would open straight into Portugal’s back line.

Ethan stared at the dizzying exchange in front of him and ground his teeth.

You want to play keep-away with me?

Fine.

I’ll die standing here before I fall for it.

He fought down every instinct that told him to lunge in. Instead, he guarded the central spine in front of the box and let Spain move the ball barely two yards away from him.

He did not leave his zone by even half a step.

If he stayed put, Spain couldn’t break through.

Near the center circle in Portugal’s half, Cristiano Ronaldo stood waiting, fists clenched so hard his knuckles crackled.

His eyes burned with defiance.

Drop deeper to defend?

He couldn’t.

Roberto Martinez had given a dead-clear tactical order: he had to stay nailed high.

He had to be the outlet, the anchor point for the first long ball that might come once in ten desperate minutes.

And he had to preserve every last scrap of stamina for the one counterattack sprint that might decide everything.

Ethan.

Hold on.

Ronaldo stood like a lion crouched in tall grass, staring at that soaked, straining figure in the number ten shirt.

Portugal had nowhere left to retreat.

The entire team was surviving on sheer nerve.

Down the left, Spain’s substitute winger finally beat his man clean and cut the ball back.

Yamal met it first time and absolutely hammered the shot.

Inside the box, Diogo Dalot didn’t hesitate for even a heartbeat.

He hurled himself into the line of fire.

Sliding across, he blocked the blast with his chest.

The dull impact made everyone watching flinch.

Dalot crashed to the turf like a kite with its string cut, and for several seconds he didn’t move.

The medical staff were already on the edge of rushing on.

But Dalot clawed at the grass, shoved away the teammate trying to help him up, and staggered back into position with a face drained white from pain.

“I’m not dead yet!”
“Hold your damn shape!”

Back in the live studio, the pundits were nearly losing it.

Frank Doyle slapped the desk so hard water splashed from his mug.

“This can’t keep going!”
“If Portugal defend like this forever, something’s going to break!”
“They’re taking punches and never throwing one back—Spain’s possession game is smothering them!”
“This line’s getting sanded flat!”
“The second one crack opens up, the whole dam goes!”

Beside him, the co-commentator couldn’t take his eyes off the screen either. His fingers were clenched so tightly the knuckles had gone pale.

“Relax, Frank. Look at Ethan’s eyes.”
“He’s cut every unnecessary run out of his defending. Spain are trying to drag him everywhere, and he’s not biting.”

He paused, then said with absolute certainty:

“He’s saving himself.”
“As long as Ethan Bennett is still standing on that field, this match isn’t over.”

Time dragged on.

Sixty-five minutes.

Another scramble outside the box ended with the ball deflecting behind.

Spain had another corner.

The air inside the stadium felt frozen solid.

The roar of tens of thousands of fans—cheering, cursing, pleading—seemed to recede into the distance.

Yamal jogged over to the flag and raised his right hand high, signaling the set play.

The referee blew.

Yamal whipped his right instep under the ball.

It bent through the air in a savage arc.

Not to the near post.

It sailed over the crowded cluster of bodies in front and dropped toward the far post—

the blind spot, the weakest seam in Portugal’s defensive shape.

Aymeric Laporte came out of nowhere.

He powered through two tracking Portuguese defenders, launched himself into the air, and rose above everyone like a falling monument.

Then he snapped his head at the ball with crushing force.

Too close.

Too fast.

Sterling had no chance to react.

All he could do was watch helplessly as it hurtled toward the net.

Bang!

The ball smashed off the inside of the left post and ricocheted back into the area.

A Portugal defender, drenched in cold panic, threw himself down and hacked it out for a throw.

A miracle escape.

Portugal had been dragged back from the gates of hell one more time.
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