Chapter 10

The screen changed. Ticket issued successfully.

He set the phone aside and turned on the stream. South Korea versus the Czech Republic, a neutral venue, but there were plenty of South Korean fans in the stands, red flags waving, drums pounding. The Czech supporters were just a small patch in the crowd, sitting quietly like they'd come on vacation.

The match began. As expected, South Korea dominated possession. Son Heung-min kept breaking down the left wing, but every cross was headed away by Czech defenders. The Czech side lined up in a 5-4-1, five defenders, four midfielders, one striker. They left only one man up front and packed everyone else into their own half. Ugly football, but effective.

The barrage of live comments exploded across the screen:

"South Korea's pace looks good. They should score in the first half, right?"
"The Czech team is here to give away points. They're probably getting hit for two or three."
"I took South Korea -1. Easy money."
"Have you ever seen the Czech Republic score? I sure haven't."

Lucas leaned back in his chair and took a sip of water.

At halftime, it was still 0-0. South Korea had 71 percent possession, 11 shots, 3 on target, and every one of them had been blocked. The Czech defense was like a wall, not because it was especially tall or thick, but because every man was throwing his body at the ball.

There was one image Lucas remembered vividly: South Korean forward Hwang Ui-jo had pulled the trigger inside the box, and Czech defender Kalas launched himself in front of it. The ball smashed into his face, blood started streaming from his nose immediately, and he wiped it away before getting back into position without hesitation.

The live comments started getting impatient.

"What are South Korea even doing? Cross after cross after cross. What good is it?"
"It isn't really going to end in a draw, is it?"
"Relax. They'll score in the second half."

In the 67th minute of the second half, the Czech Republic won a corner. The delivery was cleared at the near post by a South Korean defender, bounced to the top of the box, and was crossed back in again. Soucek rose highest in the middle and powered home a header.

1-0.

The comment feed erupted.

"Holy shit!!! The Czechs scored!!!"
"What the hell kind of script is this?"
"What are South Korea doing? Mark your man!"
"I put twenty grand on South Korea to win! See you on the roof!"
"Relax. There's still twenty-plus minutes. South Korea can come back."
Chapter 12

Twenty thousand down the drain. Did it hurt? Of course it did. But it was the insurance premium for the persona he needed.

A man who only won and never lost would be flagged by the bookmakers in no time. Then forget about making money; the account might even get frozen. But a gambler who occasionally got carried away and chased a long shot? The platform would just mark him down as a normal punter and maybe send him a friendly reminder: Betting is risky. Please wager responsibly.

Worth it.

He closed the notebook and went out for lunch. There was a Lanzhou noodle shop by the entrance to the complex, eight yuan for a bowl, two more for an egg. While he waited for his noodles, he noticed a newspaper on the next table. The front-page headline read: The 2026 World Cup Is About to Kick Off, and the Host Nation Is Brimming With Confidence.

He stared at the paper for a few seconds, then looked away.

Marcus Vance's name wasn't on the front page, but somewhere inside there would definitely be a commentary column with his byline. In his previous life, Lucas had loved reading Marcus Vance's football analysis. The writing was sharp, the insights were acute, and a lot of those takes had made him slap the table in admiration. Only later did he understand that those supposedly unique insights were often just smoke and mirrors fed to Marcus by the bookmakers -- first shape the public mood, then manipulate the odds, then clean out the suckers.

The noodles arrived. Lucas ate heartily, slurping them down, and even drank the soup. When he paid, the owner said twelve. He handed over fifteen and told her to keep the change. She blinked and looked up at him, probably thinking he was in a pretty good mood today.

He was. After two lifetimes, this was the first time he'd felt like life actually had somewhere to go.

When he got home, he sent Walter Hayes a message on WhatsApp: "Walter, free tonight? I'll buy you a drink."

Walter replied at once: "What, you struck it rich? Buying me drinks now?"

"Not rich. I just want someone to talk to."

"Fine. Usual place. Seven o'clock."

Lucas put the phone down and lay back on the bed. The usual place was the food stall district beside the newspaper office, where he, Walter, and Jake used to go all the time. They'd order a basin of spicy lobster, a few bottles of beer, and talk nonsense until midnight. Back then he hadn't written that fatal article yet. Life had been poor, but it had been poor in a way that felt solid.

He closed his eyes, and a scene rose up in his mind: Sophie wearing an apron, standing in the kitchen and frying vegetables; Eli sitting on the living room floor building blocks; the TV playing a match in the background. He himself was on the sofa with one leg crossed over the other, watching the game and waiting for dinner.
Chapter 18

"Lucas, I don't blame you for writing those stories. I blame you for never thinking about yourself and this family."

She wasn't saying she didn't support his ideals. She was only wishing that while he chased those ideals, he could have remembered that there was still a wife and a child waiting at home.

He hadn't understood it back then.

Now he understood.

But it was already too late.

Chapter Three End.

At 8:50 a.m., Lucas Carter washed his face, sat back down at his computer, and glanced at the clock. Kickoff for the U.S. versus Paraguay was only ten minutes away.

He opened the livestream. The screen showed the U.S. locker room, where the players were going through their last warmups. Christian Pulisic wore the captain's armband, looking loose and relaxed as he chatted and laughed with Weston McKennie. The commentator said, "As long as the U.S. plays to its normal level today, Paraguay shouldn't be a problem. The only real suspense is how many they'll win by."

The live chat was already flying:

"USA, let's go! Crush Paraguay!"
"At least three goals in this one. I took the U.S. -2 and a win!"
"Come on, Pulisic, bag one!"

Lucas noticed something else too: nobody was talking about Mexico or Canada anymore. The people who'd lost money were probably off somewhere nursing their wounds. The only ones left in the chat were the ones who'd bet on the U.S.

At exactly nine, the match started.

From the opening whistle, the U.S. pressed hard. At one point they had seventy-five percent possession. Paraguay dropped into a deep block, with five defenders and three midfielders sitting behind the ball, leaving only one striker up front. It looked exactly like the previous games had looked.

In the 17th minute, the U.S. scored. Pulisic burst down the left, whipped in a cross, and Gio Reyna made the run into the box. One clean touch, a low finish. 1-0.

The live chat exploded:

"Beautiful! Reyna!"
"Told you the U.S. was winning this one!"
"Haha, my five grand is back!"
"Paraguay isn't even close!"

Lucas didn't react. He just kept watching the screen.

By halftime, it was still 1-0. The U.S. held seventy-three percent possession, took twelve shots, put five on target, and only managed one goal. Paraguay hadn't scored, but their defense was organized. They weren't giving the U.S. many clean chances at all.
Chapter 20

In a day and a half, he'd gone from five thousand to two hundred thousand.

He set the phone down on the table and drew in a slow breath.

Then he did something he hadn't expected to do at all. He picked the phone back up and sent Sophie Bennett a WeChat message.

"Sophie, it's Lucas. How have you been lately?"

After he sent it, he stared at the screen for a long time. She never showed "typing..."

He put the phone face down on the table, stood up, and went to the kitchen for a glass of water.

He hadn't even finished pouring it when the phone buzzed.

He picked it up. Sophie had replied with a single character: "Mm."

Not "I'm fine." Not "Who is this?" Just "Mm."

It wasn't cold, exactly. It wasn't warm either. It felt more like a careful test: What do you want from me?

Lucas thought about it, then sent another message. "I'd like to see you sometime. I'm not trying to bother you. I just want to see how you and Evan are doing. If it's convenient, I'll take you to dinner next weekend."

This time she answered quickly. "I work next weekend."

"Then when are you off?"

"Monday."

"Then Monday it is. What do you want to eat?"

About a minute later, Sophie sent the name of the restaurant. It was the same family restaurant they used to go to all the time.

Lucas sent back a simple "Okay."

And that was it. The conversation ended there.

He held the phone in his hand and leaned against the kitchen counter, standing there for a long time. One of the fluorescent tubes above him was broken, flickering on and off, throwing his shadow across the floor in broken pieces.

All of a sudden, he thought this shabby rental really needed to be changed.

After the U.S.-Paraguay match ended, Lucas didn't go straight to bed. He sat down at the computer and wrote up a review of the game. It wasn't for anyone else. It was for himself.

When he was a reporter in his previous life, he'd built this habit. After every match, he'd write down a recap: the key moments, the tactical shifts, the player performances, every detail that mattered. There were no games to watch in prison, so he reviewed the matches he still remembered, over and over, like watching a film reel on repeat.

Ten years later, every one of the 104 matches was burned into his bones.

He opened his notebook and wrote on a fresh page:

"U.S. 1-2 Paraguay. 17th minute, Pulisic assist to Reyna. 52nd minute, Almiron equalizer from distance. 89th minute, Gonzalez wins it one-on-one. Key point: the U.S. faded badly in the second half, pushed its back line too high, and got exposed twice on the counter. Paraguay's defensive plan worked - five-man back line, compact midfield, gave up possession, and focused on transition attacks."

When he finished, he closed the notebook and checked the time: 11:20 a.m.
Chapter 57

When it was time to go, Margaret took off the prayer beads and slipped them onto Evan's wrist.

"These are for you. They will keep you safe."

Evan looked at the beads and did not refuse. He said, "Thank you, Grandma," then left with Lucas.

In the car, Evan suddenly said, "Lucas."

He called him Lucas, not Dad. Lucas did not correct him.

"Yeah?"

"Grandma cried a lot."

"She missed you too much."

Evan was quiet for a moment, then said, "You can take me to see her more often."

Lucas's hand tightened on the steering wheel until his knuckles went white.

"Okay," he said.

On July 14, Lucas Carter began preparing his bet for the final.

The championship was France versus the Netherlands. In his past life, the score had ended 4-2, with France winning, and the odds had been 12.0.

He had 8.5 trillion yuan now. Thirty percent of that was 2.55 trillion.

2.55 trillion yuan.

If he put that much money down, a win would turn it into 30 trillion.

Thirty trillion.

More than enough to spend in this lifetime. More than enough to spend in the next one, too. And still he was going to place the bet. Not for the money, but to bring this rebirth to a clean close.

On July 18, the night before the final, Lucas asked Sophie Bennett out to dinner.

Not to the family restaurant, but to a quiet little place. Sophie wore a new dress, pale blue, with her hair down. It was the first time Lucas had realized she could dress herself up too—she had just never had the chance, or the mood, before.

"You look beautiful tonight," Lucas said.

Sophie lowered her head, the tips of her ears turning pink. "I haven't worn this in a long time. I wasn't sure it fit."

"It fits perfectly."

They ordered food and ate slowly. Sophie ate slowly, and Lucas did too. They were both savoring the quiet.

After dinner, Lucas walked Sophie home. When they reached the building, Sophie stopped and turned to look at him.

"Lucas, have you placed your bet for tomorrow's final?"

"Yes."

"If you win, what are you going to do?"

Lucas met her eyes and said seriously, "Send those people to prison. Then live a good life with you."

Sophie froze for a moment, then smiled. Not the perfunctory smile she used to give him, but a real one, warm and open. Her eyes curved, the corners of her mouth lifted, and she looked beautiful.

"You haven't even asked whether I want that," Sophie said.

"Do you?"

Sophie didn't answer directly. Instead, she rose onto her toes and kissed his cheek.

Then she turned and ran upstairs.

Lucas stood there, touching the spot she had kissed, grinning like an idiot.

July 19. The day of the final.

Lucas Carter was up early. He boiled himself a bowl of noodles and ate every last bite. Then he sat out on the balcony, lit a cigarette, and watched the sun slowly climb into the sky.

After today, everything would be different.

At eight that night, the final kicked off. France versus the Netherlands.
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