Chapter 10

The heavy ache and stabbing pain that had haunted him for five long years vanished like melting ice and snow, leaving not even a trace behind.

In its place was a terrifying sense of power—like he could blast a football clean through the back of the net with one kick.

Leon stood on the touchline and drew in a deep breath.

Under the gaze of hundreds of cameras from every major outlet in Europe, he slowly crouched down.

His hands closed over the thick medical supports strapped around both knees, the heavy braces that had stayed with him for five years.

Riiip.

The Velcro tore open with a harsh sound.

Right there in front of the entire European press, Leon yanked both braces off and casually tossed them onto the grass.

Then he straightened.

His legs drove downward.

He jumped hard several times in place, landing as steady as a mountain. Not a single hint of strain came from his knees.

He looked down at his legs, and the corner of his mouth curled upward in a grin so wild it was almost arrogant.

Recovered.

His lower-body explosiveness had not only returned to the level of a normal professional player—it was even more terrifying than when he had been twenty-four and at his peak.

"Well done, young man."

An aged but powerful voice cut through Leon’s thoughts.

Sir Franklin Ashford came down slowly from the stand tunnel, leaning on a cane while an assistant supported him at his side.

He looked at Leon and took the initiative to extend his right hand.

"Sir Franklin."

Leon reined in the feral edge of his expression and reached out to shake the old manager’s hand.

Sir Franklin glanced at the Reject Squad players still gathering their gear at the sideline, and unmistakable admiration flashed in his eyes.

"I watched those boys change with my own eyes," the old manager said, patting Leon on the shoulder. His tone turned solemn. "To take a bunch of fringe players and forge them into a disciplined, brutally fit, iron-willed team in just one week—that kind of tactical vision and integration ability... it’s astonishing."

As he spoke, Sir Franklin took a freshly printed document from his assistant. The pages still carried the warm smell of ink.

"Take it," he said, handing it to Leon.

Leon lowered his eyes and skimmed the paper.

It was written plainly on the page: for the first round of Red Devil United’s upcoming domestic cup, all command authority would be placed in the hands of temporary head coach Leon Hart, the man assigned to Training Ground Seven.

That meant Leon had officially crossed the line from being a sparring partner. He now had the qualification to lead a team into a real professional match.

Click. Click.

In the front row of the stands, Chinese journalist Claire Bennett had caught the moment with sharp eyes.

Excited, she snapped shot after shot, freezing the exact instant Leon accepted the appointment. She added copy and sent the finished report back to her home desk at once.

Within just a few minutes, the online conversation back home about Leon had begun to shift in a subtle but unmistakable way.

"What the hell? Leon actually got match-day command?"

"He destroyed the first-team reserves in one half. That’s... kind of insane."

"Were we really wrong about him? Does he actually know what he’s doing?"

At the same time.

Inside the executive box upstairs, Edwin Cross watched Sir Franklin hand over the paperwork, and his face turned ugly.

He knew that with Sir Franklin backing Leon publicly, and with today’s crushing 3-0 result, his plan to force Leon out on the spot had completely fallen apart.

"So you want to lead the team in a real match?" Edwin sneered.

He turned and stormed out of the box, heading down the quiet club corridor.

Then he took out his phone and called the first-team manager directly.

"Mr. Cross?" The voice on the other end was respectful and careful.

"That Chinese man Leon Hart only got this far by squeezing the reserves dry with hell training and creating an information gap," Edwin said through clenched teeth. "The moment he steps into a proper high-intensity cup match, that little tactic of his—just running around all day—will be exposed for what it is."

"Since he wants to prove himself that badly, I’ll give him a problem he’ll never forget for the rest of his life."

Edwin drew in a deep breath and issued his order like a death sentence.

"Tell the entire first team, including every substitute and every youth call-up."

"Starting tomorrow, everyone gets two days off."

"For the next cup match, let that Chinese man take his dozen rejects and go play the away fixture on his own."

“Understood, Mr. Cross. I’ll handle it immediately.”

The team coordinator on the other end of the call was stunned, but he didn’t dare defy the CEO’s order.

Edwin Cross ended the call with a cold smile and returned to his private box.

He summoned the administrative assistant at his side and tossed a freshly drafted personnel directive onto the table.

“Send a notice to every first-team player immediately. Say it’s a mandatory two-day break to prepare for this weekend’s Premier League match and protect player health.”

He paused, then added flatly, “Mandatory means mandatory. No one is allowed to remain at the training centre.”

The assistant shivered and nodded at once. “Yes, sir.”

Ten minutes later, an official club email bearing Red Devil United’s seal was delivered with perfect precision to every first-team player’s phone and inbox.

The next morning.

Carrington Training Centre, Training Ground Seven.

Leon Hart stood on the touchline, watching Paul Mercer and the others grind through another round of high-intensity shuttle runs as part of their recovery work.

A logistics staffer came sprinting over, sweating hard, and handed Leon a printed schedule for tomorrow’s first-round domestic cup tie.

“Coach Hart, this is tomorrow’s match itinerary.”

Leon took it and flipped it open.

The next second, his brow tightened.

The traveling squad list was practically blank.

Aside from Head Coach Leon Hart, the player section contained only Paul, Marcus Hale, and a dozen or so others from the Reject Squad.

First-team starters? None.

First-team backups? None.

Not even a single academy kid called up to make up the numbers.

Without saying a word, Leon turned and strode toward the first-team training area several hundred yards away.

The immaculate elite-grade pitch was empty.

Every piece of training equipment had been neatly locked away in storage. Even the groundskeepers who were usually fussing over the grass were nowhere to be seen.

The entire first-team area was dead silent.

Inside the manager’s office, Sir Franklin Ashford stood by the floor-to-ceiling window, staring at the deserted pitch outside. He was so furious he clutched his chest and broke into a violent coughing fit.

He snatched up the desk phone and dialed Edwin Cross directly.

“Edwin! What the hell are you playing at?”

Sir Franklin’s voice thundered through the office. “The cup match is tomorrow! You clear out the entire regular squad now? Are you trying to make this club a laughingstock in front of the whole country?”

On the other end, Edwin’s voice was calm, unhurried, almost smug.

“Sir Franklin, do take care of your health.”

“I’ve just reviewed the minutes from the executive meetings. Our league position is slipping, and the board has put me under considerable pressure.”

“The first round opponent in the cup is only a third-tier amateur side. Resting the key players so they can focus on the league is the most reasonable decision.”

Then he gave a low chuckle.

“Besides, that Chinese man keeps insisting his reject squad is unbeatable, doesn’t he? If he’s really that capable, surely a dozen players is enough to deal with an amateur club.”

“You—”

Sir Franklin was shaking with rage, but he was already in poor health, and Edwin had dragged the board into it. He had no way to forcibly overturn the holiday order.

The line went dead.

Outside the first-team pitch, Leon looked over the empty grass.

“So this is the game you want to play. Strip me at the source. Pathetic.”

He didn’t go storming upstairs to argue with the executives. He didn’t panic.

He simply turned around, walked back to Training Ground Seven, lifted the whistle hanging from his chest, and blew it hard.

The shrill blast cut across the field.

The Reject Squad stopped instantly and rushed over, forming up in front of him in a straight line.

Leon raised the squad sheet in his hand so all of them could see it.

“Take a good look.”

His voice was flat, cold, and perfectly steady.

“Tomorrow is Red Devil United’s first-round domestic cup match.”

“On this list, there’s nobody but you.”

“That means tomorrow, you’ll represent the first team of Red Devil United in an official away match.”

The words dropped like a stone.

A brief stir ran through the group.

The players looked at one another. There was excitement in their eyes, but also a thread of tension they couldn’t quite hide.

“Coach.”

Paul raised a hand and spoke loudly.

“We’re not afraid to play, but…”

He swallowed.

“Most of us never even qualified to sit on the first-team bench before. Now we’re supposed to start a real match tomorrow and go the full ninety. The way we manage our fitness…”

“Fitness?”

Leon let out a sharp, mocking laugh. He reached into his pocket, pulled out yesterday’s fitness-test report, and slapped it against Paul’s chest.

“Open your eyes and read.”

He jabbed a finger at the data and barked, “Your physical numbers now are already better than those pampered first-team princes currently enjoying their holiday.”

“If they’d be dead after ninety, then you lot had better still be flying after a hundred and twenty.”

He took a step forward, his voice cracking like a whip.
Chapter 20

Like a man walking into a war he had already decided to fight.

Creak.

Leon pushed open the heavy double doors.

In an instant, hundreds of camera flashes exploded across the room, turning it white as day.

The blinding light converged on him alone—

as if it meant to swallow him whole.

Below the stage, nearly a hundred reporters from across Europe erupted like sharks smelling blood.

Hands shot up. Voice recorders and microphones thrust forward. One vicious question after another slammed at Leon Hart like artillery fire.

“Mr. Hart!” a reporter from The Sun barked. “You left the team’s top scorer out of the squad. Isn’t this just personal revenge now that you finally have power?”

Another veteran local reporter from Manchester surged to his feet, jabbing a finger toward the podium, spit flying as he shouted, “You’re starting three academy kids with no top-flight experience. That’s an insult to the legacy of the Red Devils. What gives you the right?”

“You dictator, get out of United!”

“Go back to your own country!”

Filth came from every direction, relentless and ugly.

Leon ignored all of it.

He stepped up to the press table and brought his palm down with a hard crack.

The room jolted.

Then his gaze swept slowly across the crowd—cold, sharp, untamed. Every reporter he looked at felt it, a chill under the skin, and the noise in the hall faltered for a moment.

“First,” Leon said, “let me correct that question from The Sun.”

His voice was calm. Too calm.

“You weren’t asking a question. You were just proving that you’re a complete idiot who knows nothing about football.”

The entire room froze.

The reporters exploded.

They had seen arrogant managers before. They had seen volatile ones too. But this? On a live broadcast going out across Europe, he had just called a journalist an idiot to his face.

“You—” The Sun reporter went red, his hand shaking as he pointed at Leon.

Leon didn’t even glance at him.

Instead, he kept going, as if he had decided to burn the whole room down.

“Mark Dawson?”

He let out a short laugh, contempt plain in his voice.

“A player who does nothing but stroll around the final third and wait for his teammates to spoon-feed him chances?”

He leaned slightly toward the microphones.

“Let me make this perfectly clear. That lazy, spineless style of football is the single biggest tumor in our entire defensive structure.”

The room went wild.

He had just publicly called his own highest-paid star a tumor.

Every reporter in the hall lost their minds. Recorders were raised higher. Pens flew. No one wanted to miss a single word. This was the kind of headline that could set all of football on fire.

And Leon still wasn’t done.

There seemed to be no ceiling to his arrogance.

At that exact moment, the familiar cold mechanical voice rang out in his head.

[ Ding! Host behavior has met the extreme provocation requirements of the “Maverick Contract Law.” ]

[ Wager mechanism activated. Please announce the wager. Upon successful completion, host will receive tenfold mission rewards and a premium loot chest. ]

There it was.

The corner of Leon’s mouth curved into the faintest smile.

He ignored the uproar below, slowly lifted his head, and looked straight through the crowd into the live broadcast camera in front of him.

He was going to make a wager.

Not with one person.

With every football fan in Europe.

“I know you don’t believe me,” he said.

“You think I’m turning the Red Devils into a joke.”

“Fine.”

He fixed his eyes on the lens.

“Then right here, in front of everyone watching, I’m making a do-or-die public wager.”

His voice rolled through the press hall through the speakers and out across the livestream to every viewer watching online.

“If the three academy players I’ve promoted for tomorrow’s match cannot fully replace Mark Dawson’s tactical role—”

“and if they cannot help this team win—”

“then I will accept every consequence.”

He paused.

Then, with deliberate weight, he delivered the line that made the entire room go cold.

“I will resign on the spot and walk out of Manchester United.”

“And beyond that, I will personally compensate the club for every financial loss caused by damage to its reputation because of my decision.”

“Every cent.”

The instant those terms landed, the press room fell into a dead, unnatural silence.

Three full seconds.

Everyone was stunned.

They simply could not believe a man this insane actually existed.

Then the silence shattered.

The room exploded with outrage and shouting ten times louder than before.

“He’s lost his mind!”

“This is suicide!”

“He’s gambling his career and his entire fortune on a bet he can’t possibly win!”

At the same time, on the Chinese livestream platforms broadcasting the press conference back home, Victor Graves’s paid troll farm and anti-fans went into a frenzy.

“Hahahaha, this idiot jumped straight into the fire himself.”

“Can’t wait till he goes bankrupt and crawls back home. Actually, no—we don’t want him either.”

“Everybody spam tactical suicide in the chat!”

Black waves of abuse flooded the screen until the livestream was almost completely buried.

Inside the Football Association offices, Victor Graves stared at the arrogant figure on the screen, so excited he shot up from his chair and started clapping.

“He’s dead. This time he’s absolutely dead!” Victor shouted, nearly giddy. “No one can save you now—not even Jesus! I said so!”

Across Europe, the mainstream media moved instantly. Headlines broke one after another, each more sensational than the last, painting Leon Hart as a man who had completely lost control—a lunatic, a gambler, a desperate self-promoter willing to do anything for attention.

The bookmakers reacted just as fast. Odds for the weekend league match were adjusted within hours, and the odds on the Red Devils losing at home plunged like a rock.

In the executive box at club headquarters, CEO Edwin Cross sat back comfortably on a sofa, watching as his secretary handed him the unilateral termination letter the legal department had rushed out overnight.

The sneer at the corner of his mouth finally stopped pretending to be polite.

He picked up a Montblanc pen with practiced elegance, uncapped it, and hovered the tip above the signature line at the bottom of the document.

“Pass the word,” Edwin said coldly to his secretary, in the tone of a man delivering a death sentence.

“The moment the final whistle blows tomorrow—”

“throw that dismissal letter in his face.”

Old Trafford was packed on Saturday afternoon.

More than seventy thousand home supporters in red had flooded into the stands long before kickoff, turning the Theatre of Dreams into a rolling sea of crimson.

But the mood today was nothing like the usual fever pitch.

The air was tight with tension, doubt, and anger.

When the stadium announcer, in an unusually heavy voice, read out the Red Devils' bizarre starting lineup—a lineup without star striker Mark Dawson—the reaction was instant. Boos crashed down from every side of the ground, followed by a storm of furious abuse.

“Garbage!”

“Leon Hart, get out!”

“Give us Mark back! We came for goals, not three useless kids running around up there!”

The roar was so violent it felt capable of ripping the roof off the stadium.

Across from the home dugout, the visiting manager of the Iron Hammers—a man famous for hard-nosed defending—looked up at the giant screen and saw the empty shape of Leon’s strikerless system.

He sneered openly.

To him, it was tactical suicide. Amateur stuff. A joke.

The referee’s whistle cut through the noise.

The visitors kicked off and, without a second’s hesitation, dropped their shape straight back. They settled immediately into the solid counterattacking setup they trusted most.

They were ready to sit there and watch the Red Devils embarrass themselves.

In the technical area, Leon stood under the full weight of the boos and curses, his face unreadable.

Then he slowly closed his eyes.

His awareness sank into the system store in his mind.

Three one-use items rested there quietly—tools he had bought earlier by stockpiling hatred points.

[C-Rank Item: Fearless Frenzy Trial Card (Single Match)]

[Effect: Can be used on one designated player. For one match, the target fully blocks fear, nerves, and similar negative emotions; pain perception is reduced by 50%; stamina consumption speed decreases by 20%; fanatic state granted.]

Leon locked onto the three academy kids up front without the slightest hesitation. The boys were already looking rattled by the hostility pouring down from the stands.

“Confirm use.”

“Targets: front-line players one, two, and three.”

A dark red pulse flashed.

Three streaks of crimson light, visible to Leon alone, shot across the roaring stadium like arrows from another dimension and sank cleanly into the backs of the three youngsters.

All three shuddered in mid-run.

A moment ago, their eyes had flickered with nerves and uncertainty.

Now they burned red.

Hot. Wild. Hungry.

Like three blood-crazed hounds finally slipped off the chain, they lost every trace of fear.

By the fifth minute, the visitors’ center back received the ball from his keeper and prepared to do what he always did—recycle possession calmly across the back line, take a few safe touches, and wait for a passing lane to open.

Then everything changed.

Three young players in red exploded toward him from three different angles like bolts of lightning.

They weren’t pressing.

They were hunting.

“Fuck!”

The center back panicked.

The sheer violence of the charge shattered his rhythm. He hurried a sideways pass toward his fullback.

Too late.

Another Red Devils youngster had already read the passing lane.

He didn’t even try to nick the ball first.

Instead, like an enraged bull, he slammed his body brutally and recklessly into the opposing fullback just as the man moved to receive it.

Savage. Unreasonable. Pure chaos.

Without Mark Dawson—the pampered star who had always stood above the team’s demands—the Red Devils’ front line finally showed the world what their high press could look like.

With three frenzied kids tearing into them, the visitors’ entire back line was dragged into a suffocating nightmare. Their passing collapsed under the pressure. Cheap mistakes started piling up. Every clearance looked desperate.

Somewhere along the way, the boos from the stands began to fade.

One by one, the fans widened their eyes and stared at the pitch in disbelief.

Those three tireless maniacs up front looked less like academy kids and more like rabid dogs.

In the twentieth minute, the away keeper finally cracked.

Pressed yet again by the relentless swarm, he panicked and launched the ball long.

He miskicked it badly.

The clearance climbed high but went nowhere, floating weakly toward midfield.

“On it! Win it!” someone shouted.

Paul Mercer rose high and powered a header forward into open space.

Chance.

With the Fearless Frenzy effect still burning through him, one of the Red Devils youngsters hit a level of acceleration far beyond anything in his normal game.

He skimmed over the turf.

In an instant, he shook off the defender tight to his shoulder, chased down the bouncing ball at the top of the box, and broke through one-on-one with the keeper.

The away goalkeeper’s face changed at once. He rushed off his line, arms spread wide, trying to make himself big and seal the angle.
Chapter 57

“Victor Kane’s Pace Shouldn’t Be Praised, Because Speed Has Never Been the Core of Football.”

“A Chinese Coach Who Never Played a Minute in a Top European League Is Destroying a Century of British Tactical Aesthetics.”

The articles were long, detailed, and loaded with diagrams. All four second-half goals had been broken down one by one, each accompanied by freeze frames, arrows, and smug tactical annotations.

The conclusion, no matter how they dressed it up, was the same.

This wasn't football.
This was thuggery.

Paul Mercer sat on the innermost bench and read one of the papers from beginning to end. The further he got, the uglier his expression became.

By the time he reached the last page, he tore the paper straight down the middle.

Rip.

It split into two pieces. He balled them up and hurled them into the trash in the corner.

“A bunch of washed-up fossils collecting retirement checks from TV studios,” he muttered. “Couldn't play anymore, so now they think they can teach everyone else how the game's supposed to be played.”

Marcus Hale was leaning against a locker with both arms crossed over his chest.

“Captain, what the hell is this so-called Tactical Review Committee they keep talking about?”

“Some club of retired old men,” Paul said, kicking the trash can farther into the corner. “Usually nobody cares they exist. Every now and then they crawl out to remind people they're still alive.”

He paused, then his expression darkened.

“But this time it's different. They sent a formal complaint to the league. Said they're trying to protect the entertainment value of the competition.”

Marcus actually swore, which for him was rare. “Protect my ass. Wasn't 4-0 entertaining enough?”

The dressing-room door opened and one of the assistant coaches came in, a printed sheet in hand.

“Captain, I just got a copy of the complaint. Look at the last paragraph.”

Paul took it and scanned it quickly. A muscle twitched in his cheek.

“They dug up the fact that the boss never played in a top European league,” he said grimly. “They're recommending the Football Association re-examine whether his coaching work permit was issued legally.”

The room went silent for three full seconds.

Victor Kane was crouched in the corner strapping on his shin guards. He didn't even look up.

“So they want to force the boss out?”

No one answered him.

Because the answer was obvious.

At the same time, on the third floor of the Red Devil United offices, Edwin Cross slapped a photocopy of that same complaint onto his desk.

“PR,” he said into the phone, “I want every negative TV clip, every online segment, every attack piece about Coach Hart from the last two days. Put it all in order by timeline and get it on my desk before the end of the day.”

A voice on the other end acknowledged him. The call ended.

Edwin leaned back into his leather chair, both hands resting on the armrests, his thumbs rubbing absently against the worn leather.

Those old names in the game weren't easy to offend. But if Leon really got dragged into a work-permit review, all the momentum and attention the club had just built would go straight down the drain.

Trouble.

Whichever side he looked at, it was trouble.

Meanwhile, in the study of a private estate in southern England, a white-haired former England legend jabbed at his phone screen with one stiff finger.

Tweet sent.

“Tomorrow night in prime time, my tactical talk show will break down the so-called system of the Red Devils' manager with the most detailed data and video analysis available. A man who never played even one minute in a top European league—what gives him the right to define how football should be played? I'll be joined by three old friends, and together we'll expose this streetball fraud for what it really is.”

Less than twenty minutes after it went live, the repost count had passed five thousand.

Traditionalist fans flooded the replies in approval.

“About time somebody said it!”

“If this style is allowed, don't call it the Premier League anymore. Call it the Track-and-Field Super League!”

The direction of public opinion began to shift. The conversation moved away from the Red Devils' winning streak and onto Leon Hart's qualifications to coach.

Across the ocean, back in China, Victor Graves sat in his office beneath a wall of commemorative banners, staring at a translated screenshot of the tweet on his phone. He couldn't suppress the curve of his mouth.

He dialed a number.

“Public opinion department? There's movement overseas. Follow up immediately. Push it across every domestic football forum. Translate the British legends' exact words and spread them everywhere. Use this as the headline: ‘European Orthodoxy Launches Final Judgment on Leon Hart.’”

Within an hour, the country's major football forums were buried under the topic.

The haters celebrated like they'd won something.

“See? You can fool people at home, but did you really think Europe wouldn't see through your tricks?”

“Long-ball hoofing gets dressed up as a tactical revolution? This guy's not far from packing his bags and getting kicked out.”

“One permit review and he's finished. Just sit back and enjoy the show, boys.”

Back at the Red Devils' training base, in the manager's office, Leon Hart sat at his desk with several old television segments playing on his monitor.

Onscreen, those so-called legends lounged on a studio sofa with wine glasses in hand, flattering one another while praising possession football and the noble traditions of British tactics.

There were two knocks at the door.

An assistant coach stepped in carrying a stapled stack of A4 papers.

“Boss, the information you asked for.”

Leon took it and opened to the first page.

Target Subject: Three-Year Coaching Data Summary.

He flipped through it page by page.

On the fourth page, his right index finger stopped on a line of statistics.

That former England icon had served as interim manager for a relegation-threatened club two years ago. Six matches. Not a single win. In one of them, his team had gone two goals up, then conceded three in a row and lost. Afterward, he'd blamed the collapse on the players' poor fitness in the press conference.

Leon turned another few pages.

The seventh page was even better.

Another “legend” had taken over a long-established mid-table side three years ago when they were sitting eighth. By the time he left, they'd dropped to fourteenth.

Six places gone in half a season.

Leon closed the report and set it on the corner of the desk.

Deep in his mind, the system interface stirred awake. The shop menu opened.

The hatred points he'd built up over the last few days flickered in the upper right corner of the panel, the total now large enough to be satisfying.

He scrolled to the bottom of the utility-item category.

An option that had previously been grayed out and locked was now glowing gold.

All-Seeing Eye Tactical Sandbox Memory.

The description was simple:

After locking onto a target, this function can precisely extract every tactical decision and every critical mistake from that person's past managerial matches.

Hatred points deducted.
Exchange complete.

A green prompt appeared:

“Function activated. Ready for use at any time.”

Leon shut the panel and picked up the cold coffee on his desk, taking a calm sip.

Then the office door opened again.

This time it was Edwin Cross.

In his hand was a cream-colored invitation edged in gold.

“The network behind that talk show sent this over,” Edwin said. “They're inviting you to join tomorrow night's tactical debate by live link.”

The invitation was set on the desk.

“My advice?” Edwin said, bracing both hands on the edge and leaning forward. “Don’t go.”

His tone was grim. “Those old men have been working television for more than a decade. They’ll be on home turf, and they know how to talk circles around people. If you walk into that, you’re handing them your head. Better to swallow your pride, put out a statement about respecting the traditions of British football.”

“Show a little humility, and this blows over.”

Leon set his coffee cup down with a sharp click against the tabletop.

Then he reached out, dragged the invitation over, and slapped it flat in front of him.

“Show humility?”

He looked up at Edwin, eyes hard.

“Edwin, get one thing straight. I didn’t come here to make friends.”

He tapped the card once.

“And tell the producer this: tomorrow night, I’m not joining by remote. I’ll be there in person.”

...

The day the talk show aired, Manchester was still half-asleep at six in the morning.

The newsstands on the street hadn’t even opened yet, but delivery vans had already hurled the day’s papers onto the metal racks.

Traditional Sports Review. British Football Weekly. Island Sports Morning. The Northern Post Sports Edition.

The front pages of all
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“The high press system you pushed burned through your back line’s legs so fast they were done after the hour mark. In the last ten matches, forty-seven percent of your season’s conceded goals came after the sixtieth minute.”

He paused.

“Did none of you check your own numbers? Or did you check them, decide they looked bad, and pretend you hadn’t seen them?”

The studio fell silent.

Four full seconds.

All four pundits—two standing, two seated—had nothing to say.

Online, the comments weren’t scrolling anymore.

They were flooding.

“Good God, he just stripped all four of them naked.”

“Data doesn’t lie. Pundits do. Never seen that proven this hard.”

“Does Leon have a search engine installed in his brain? Point at anyone and he starts reading out their career sins from memory.”

In the control room, the technical director stared at the live analytics panel, his voice warping with disbelief.

“Boss… the ratings curve’s gone vertical. We just broke the network’s five-year record.”

Behind the glass, the producer stood with both hands in his pockets, unable to say a word. The grin spreading across his face looked almost inhuman.

On the domestic simulcast, live viewers jumped from eight million to over twelve million in a blink.

At a corner workstation, Claire Bennett’s fingers hammered across her keyboard as she logged every core point in Leon’s tactical counterattack. A colleague leaned over for one look at her screen, then recoiled even faster than he’d leaned in.

A new post popped up from her account in the comment feed:

“Four legendary pundits showed up tonight with tactics boards, data sheets, and video breakdowns ready for a gang fight. One man sent them all home with two lines on a board and a sharper mouth. Suggest they bring bandages next time.”

In an apartment somewhere in Manchester, Edwin Cross sat on his sofa, the faces of the four pundits rendered in brutal high definition on his television screen.

On the coffee table lay the printed disclaimer he’d prepared in advance.

A hand snatched it up, crushed it into a ball, and threw it into the trash.

That little bastard had just ripped the steering wheel of public opinion away with the most savage method possible.

Back in the studio, the host finally stepped out from the side, clutching his cue cards, ready to cut in with a desperate call for a commercial break.

A hand shot out from the far-right sofa and snatched the microphone right out of his grip.

The old White Roses adviser rose to his feet, chest heaving, his bloodshot eyes locked on the young face on the giant screen.

He raised the mic to his mouth.

“Your numbers mean nothing!”

“Next weekend, your team comes to our ground.”

“When you get there, that so-called tactical system of yours will be ripped to shreds on the pitch.”

The microphone was clenched so hard in the old pundit’s hand his knuckles had gone white.

The entire Broadcast Studio froze around that shout. One cameraman stopped mid-motion with his arm still raised, forgetting to push in for the shot.

“Next weekend. Our home ground!”

His voice was shaking now, but somehow that only made him louder. Veins bulged across his forehead as he took half a step toward the camera.

“The White Roses will use real, old-fashioned physical football to test whether your little system is the real thing—or just paper dressed up as tactics!”

He jabbed a finger at Leon’s image on the giant screen.

“That winger of yours—Victor, right? What good is pace? My back line will cut him off thirty yards from the box. He won’t even get close enough to see what the grass inside the area looks like!”

Then he spread both arms wide, planting himself directly in front of the screen.

“If you’ve got any guts, stop hiding behind numbers and talking big. Come to our ground next weekend and prove in ninety minutes that your track-team football can actually win matches!”

At that instant, the online comments changed direction.

“He’s lost it—Leon pushed him so hard he had to throw down a challenge!”
“Not gonna lie, this is fire. Straight-up duel.”
“Enough talk. Settle it next weekend.”

On the domestic streaming platforms, the live viewer count jumped again. On the control-room data panel, the traffic curve bent upward so sharply it was nearly vertical.

On the split-screen feed, the lighting in the tactics room hadn’t changed. Neither had Leon Hart’s posture in the black swivel chair.

The zipper of his trench coat was still pulled to mid-chest.

The whiteboard in front of him was still nearly blank, except for the two red lines he’d drawn earlier.

The old pundit’s rant boomed from the speakers and echoed through the room twice.

Then Leon’s chair slid forward half an inch.

One hand reached out, pulled the desk mic closer, and brushed a thumb lightly across the top of it.

“Fine.”

Just one word.

Not loud. But the audio came through so cleanly that every syllable landed in the ears of more than ten million viewers.

On the studio side, the old pundit had barely opened his mouth before Leon cut him off.

“But since you’re the one issuing the challenge, you don’t get to set the stakes.”

The chair creaked as Leon stood.

Not in some media-trained, square-to-camera pose. He just slipped both hands into his pockets, leaned his weight back slightly, and lifted his chin.

“Next weekend against the White Roses—we win by three.”

A sharp intake of breath sounded in the studio. One of the former stars, maybe. Hard to tell.

The comment feed exploded faster.

“Three-goal margin? Away from home? He’s insane.”
“Brother, that’s the White Roses’ ground. You can count on one hand how many teams won there last season.”

And the young man on the screen still wasn’t finished.

“And our possession won’t go over thirty percent.”

This time, the studio really went silent.

Not producer-controlled silence. Not the kind created by someone gesturing frantically off-camera.

This was the silence of four veteran football men, one host, and an entire production crew all losing the ability to speak at once.

Under thirty percent possession.

Win by three.

Anyone who’d watched football for more than five years knew exactly what that meant when those two conditions were put together.

It meant willingly giving up the ball—then tearing the other side apart with barely thirty percent possession and still winning by three.

In the control room, the producer yanked both hands out of his pockets and slapped them against the glass.

“This kid really dares to say anything…”

The old pundit’s hand was trembling now. The microphone shook with it, picking up a faint rustling hiss.

“What did you say? Say that again.”

“If your hearing’s gone, get a hearing aid,” Leon said. “I said under thirty percent possession. Win by three.”

His right hand came out of his pocket holding a small dark-blue booklet, which he raised toward the camera.

The embossed seal on the cover flashed under the studio lights.

A UEFA-certified managerial license.

“If I fail either condition—either one—”

He gave the booklet a slight shake in front of the lens.

“I’ll tear this up on the spot in the post-match press conference, pack my bags, go back home, and raise pigs for a living. I’ll never set foot in professional football again.”

The comments weren’t scrolling anymore.

They were flooding.

“RAISE PIGS??? Did he really say raise pigs???”
“He’s betting his coaching license? What level of madness is this?”
“Someone get the pundits bandages ready.”
“If he actually pulls this off, Europe’s coaching manuals will need rewriting.”

In the mirrored domestic live chat, the spike in traffic triggered the servers’ second warning. Claire Bennett’s account popped up in the comments again.

“Raising pigs is a surprisingly grounded backup plan, but I’d suggest nobody start picking out farms for him just yet. Let’s watch next weekend’s match first.”

Back in the studio, the old pundit’s face had turned a deep liver-red.

He slammed the microphone onto the coffee table. The dull bang exploded through the speakers, jolting the stack of printed data sheets beside it and sending them scattering across the floor.

“Fine! Fine! Fine!”

The three words came through clenched teeth, each heavier than the last.

“You said it yourself! In front of all Europe! Under thirty percent possession, win by three—and if you can’t, you’re finished!”
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He carried the ball slowly through the middle, not fast, not flashy, each stride compact, his center of gravity low, arms slightly spread as he shielded the ball in front of him.

In the commentary booth, the veteran pundit slapped his notes onto the desk.

“Paul’s kept it instead of releasing to the wings. That’s a very bold choice through the middle.”

The younger commentator jumped in at once.

“White Rose’s two forwards are already closing him down. In another second, that five-yard pocket around him is going to disappear.”

Two White Rose strikers, both over six-one, accelerated from either side at the same time. One cut off Paul’s left shoulder, the other sealed the right lane—a textbook two-man trap, their angles almost perfect.

Paul leaned back.

His broad back slammed into the chest of the first striker to arrive. He dropped his weight, then flicked the ball sideways with his right foot.

It rolled perfectly to the Red Devils’ holding midfielder three yards away.

“Beautiful. Paul shielded and released it in one motion, and the holding midfielder was there to support.”

The holding midfielder stretched out his right foot and cushioned the ball on the grass.

Then everyone saw the figure charging in from behind and to the side.

White Rose’s No. 8—six feet tall, one hundred ninety-two pounds—came sprinting in from the holding midfielder’s four o’clock angle after a full fifteen-yard run.

No slowing down.

No attempt to pull out.

His right leg came up, studs forward, six metal blades aimed straight at the Red Devils midfielder’s shin.

Then he launched.

The front rows of the North Stand saw it perfectly.

“Jesus Christ!”

“What the hell is that? He here to play football or kill someone?”

Thousands of voices fused into one tidal wave of boos and furious abuse, crashing down from the stands and turning the whole stadium’s air foul.

In the commentary booth, the veteran commentator’s pen flew out of his hand.

“My God! That challenge is aimed at the man, not the ball—studs fully up! A tackle like that could cause a horrific injury!”

In the executive box, Edwin shot up from the leather sofa and slammed both fists against the glass barrier, eyes nailed to the white shirt still sliding across the turf.

By the touchline, the fourth official snatched up his comms headset and barked a rapid string of words into the mic.

At the White Rose bench, their manager leaned deeper into his seat, arms folded across his chest, the corner of his mouth curling upward.

Exactly as planned.

Less than two minutes in, and they’d already taken their first swing.

In the corner of a private box, the retired old manager Leon had stripped bare on a live broadcast sat holding a glass of red wine. At the sight of the tackle, he gave a small nod, turned to murmur something to the colleague beside him, and both men smiled in quiet understanding.

The Red Devils bench exploded.

More than a dozen substitutes stormed to the edge of the technical area, fingers stabbing toward White Rose’s No. 8.

“Are you blind, ref? That’s not a red?”

“He’s flying into a shin in the first minute! How is this even football?”

Shouting, clapping, water bottles getting kicked over—it all crashed together into chaos.

Everyone was looking in one direction.

The dugout.

Leon sat in his leather seat, back against it, right leg crossed over left, both hands resting on the armrests.

He didn’t move.

He didn’t even blink.

On the field, the referee blew a short whistle and reached into his shirt pocket, fingers finding the edge of the yellow card as he hurried toward the foul.

Then, halfway there, he slowed.

The game wasn’t even two minutes old. A card at this point would tighten the standard for the next ninety.

His fingers pinched the card for two seconds, then let go.

In the end, he only bent toward White Rose’s No. 8, said something, and made a downward calming gesture with one hand.

A verbal warning.

No card.

The broadcast cut instantly to slow-motion replay.

In crystal-clear high definition, White Rose’s No. 8 skimmed across the turf, studs flashing in the sunlight, stopping less than four inches from the Red Devils midfielder’s exposed shin.

Millions of viewers across Europe saw it clearly.

The live comments flooded the screen.

“No red for that? Did this ref train as a mortician?”

“Four inches, mate. Any closer and that guy’s season is over.”

“White Rose didn’t come to play football. They came to clock in for shift work—lumberjack shift work.”

On the bench, sweat poured down the assistant coach’s face. He turned and leaned close to Leon, his voice shaking.

“Boss, that tackle could’ve ended our holding mid’s season. How are you still not going over there to put pressure on the ref?”

“No need.”

Leon answered at once and motioned for the assistant to stay seated.

Out on the pitch, the ball was still at Red Devil United’s holding midfielder’s feet.

White Rose’s number eight had launched himself in, but the tackle had hit neither ball nor man. The Red Devils midfielder had simply stepped left, and all six studs carved through the air barely three inches in front of his shin, ripping a pale streak through the turf.

The referee blew his whistle, gave a verbal warning, and kept his cards in his pocket.

The Red Devils midfielder laid the ball off to the center back beside him, then drifted calmly back into position. He showed no extra reaction from start to finish. He didn’t even spare White Rose’s number eight a glance.

Play resumed.

Third minute.

White Rose built again and sent a long ball down the right. Marcus Hale brought it down off his chest and hoofed it toward the center circle. Paul Mercer attacked it immediately, cushioning it with the outside of his right foot. The ball bounced twice under him, then settled.

This time, White Rose gave him no time to think.

Three defensive midfielders moved at once.

One from the left. One from the right. One closing from behind. Three lines collapsed together at frightening speed, boxing Paul into less than four square yards.

Paul knocked it back to the Red Devils’ holding midfielder behind him.

He took the ball and killed it with his right foot.

And in that tiny receiving window, White Rose’s number eight came again.

The last time, it had been a flying tackle.

This time was even more blatant.

He tore in from the side and slightly behind at full speed—no slide, no attempt to poke the ball away. He simply drove the sole of his right boot straight into the Red Devils midfielder’s planted leg.

Fast. Vicious. From a rotten angle.

From the referee’s position, the entire movement was hidden by the Red Devils midfielder’s body.

A blind spot.

But the midfielder felt it.

He didn’t hear it. He didn’t see it. His body just knew—something was screaming in from his four o’clock with force enough to raise the hairs on his skin.

Normally, in that situation, any player would hop, pull the leg away, and try to minimize the damage.

He didn’t.

Every muscle in both legs locked at once.

From ankle to knee to upper thigh, every fiber clenched to its limit in less than a third of a second. The muscles under his skin hardened to an absurd degree. His entire leg became a driven steel post sunk into the foundation.

His center of gravity dropped hard.

Instead of retreating, he braced into it, sending the strength of his whole body through his core and down into the leg rooted in the grass.

All six metal studs from White Rose’s number eight slammed square into the front of his tensed shin.

A dull thud rang out.

Heavy. Dense. Sickening enough that even the fans in the front rows heard it clearly.

The Red Devils midfielder rocked once on the spot.

Only once.

His studs stayed buried in the turf. He remained upright without giving ground, not even a bend in the knee. The invisible layer of the system’s protection flowed through him, intercepting every pain signal before it could reach full force. The agony that should have exploded between bone and muscle was swallowed whole.

He felt nothing.

Absolutely nothing.

Clean.

But White Rose’s number eight felt it.

A savage rebound shot back through the sole of his boot, raced up his ankle, hammered into his shin, burst through his knee, and detonated across his entire thigh.

“Ahhhh!”

The scream that tore across the field was raw and ghastly.

White Rose’s number eight was thrown backward by the recoil, flipping half around in the air before crashing to the turf more than a yard away. He clutched his right ankle with both hands and rolled wildly across the grass, his face twisted beyond recognition.

All seventy-two thousand people in the stadium froze.

The North Stand, which had been howling abuse seconds earlier, fell open-mouthed silent, the noise stuck in their throats.

The man on the ground was the one who had committed the foul.

The referee sprinted over from twenty yards out, then slowed halfway there. He looked down at White Rose’s number eight writhing on the turf, then looked up at the Red Devils midfielder still standing exactly where he had been.

The whistle stayed between his lips.

He never blew it.

The Red Devils midfielder glanced down at his sock.
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Inside the box, Marcus Hale rose to attack a corner. He spread those thick arms wide, and all three White Rose players trying to attack the same drop zone were muscled right out of it. The ball smacked off his forehead and flew behind for a goal kick.

Then a subtle shift started to creep into White Rose’s players.

Before receiving the ball, they glanced over their shoulders first.

Instinctively.

By the twenty-fifth minute, White Rose were already into double figures for passing and control errors. Every midfielder who took a touch seemed to hunch his shoulders without realizing it.

They were scared.

The North Stand started singing, with waves of laughter rolling through the chant.

“Where are the lumberjacks? Where’s the timber? Where are your axes now?”

In a VIP box, the retired old manager gripped his ceramic coffee cup so tightly his knuckles had turned white. He hadn’t taken a single sip.

Down by the touchline, Leon Hart rose to his feet.

Arms folded across his chest, he walked to the very front edge of the technical area and stopped on the white line, staring coldly at the one-sided display of physical domination unfolding in front of him.

Beside him, an assistant coach scribbled furiously in the coaching notebook.

White Rose running distance down 31 percent from the opening phase. High-intensity sprints: zero.

Up in a box above the stands, Edwin Cross let out a long breath and turned to the club’s commercial director beside him.

“If this kid can keep football like this going through the end of the season, start drafting the long-term extension,” he said. “And make the salary figure a big one.”

The clock hit the thirty-fifth minute.

From the high broadcast angle, White Rose’s shape had been crushed into a single panicked mass.

The entire team was camped inside the thirty-yard area in front of their own goal, four defenders and three midfield lines compressed so tightly together there was barely enough space between them for a clean through ball to exist.

But nobody dared step up.

Every collision with the Red Devils had driven the same message into them: take one step forward, and you were going to get hit. Not just bumped, either. Hit hard enough to make you question the density of your own bones.

Up in the commentary booth, the veteran commentator flipped through his stat sheets and sucked in a sharp breath.

“Thirty-five minutes in, and White Rose’s defensive center of gravity has dropped to just twenty-eight meters from their own goal. That is the deepest block recorded in the league this season.”

The younger commentator cut in at once.

“It’s not that they want to sit this deep. They’ve been shoved back here. The force the Red Devils are bringing is just too much.”

On the pitch, White Rose’s substitute holding midfielder, number seventeen, received a return pass just outside the penalty area.

He killed it with his left foot and started to turn right, looking to see whether there was any outlet upfield.

His head had barely turned thirty degrees when his back hit a wall.

A Red Devils midfielder had driven into him from behind and stayed there, chest pressed hard into his spine. Then he dropped his center of gravity and started to drive forward with the reinforced lower-body power Leon had built into this side.

Number seventeen’s boots skidded on the turf.

He was forced backward step by step. His upper body pitched forward as he tried to recover his balance, but the Red Devils midfielder behind him was producing a ridiculous amount of force, still driving, still pushing.

The ball bobbled twice under his feet.

He lost it.

It rolled off the inside of his left boot.

And Paul Mercer was there.

His diagonal run in from the side and behind was so precise it barely looked like a reaction at all. Before number seventeen could process what had happened, Paul’s right foot had already stabbed at the ball. One touch with the toe, and it rolled obediently into his control.

Ball won.

Paul drove straight through the middle with it, heading in only one direction: the top of White Rose’s box.

“Paul’s won it back! No pass out wide—he’s driving right through the center!”

The veteran commentator slapped his notes onto the desk, his voice leaping an octave.

White Rose’s three starting defenders all reacted at once.

The defender tracking Victor Kane abandoned the flank and tucked inside. The left-sided defender slid across as well. Their six-foot-three center back stepped out from the heart of the line, and the three of them tried to raise a wall at the edge of the box.

Compact defending.

Textbook closing of the door.

Victor had a ridiculous amount of space on the right. There wasn’t a White Rose player within fifteen yards of him down that side, and he was waving, shouting for the ball.

Paul never even looked.

Right foot pushing the ball ahead, body leaning forward, he accelerated—

Straight into the gap between all three defenders.

“He’s not releasing it! Paul’s going by force!” the younger commentator shouted, his voice cracking.

The first one to meet him was the six-foot-three center back.

They collided head-on on the edge of the area. Paul’s left shoulder slammed square into the defender’s chest, all the power in his arm and torso driving through the contact. Eighty-three kilos of mass, plus the momentum from a five-meter burst, shoved the center back sideways by a full step.

Studs tore two pale scars through the grass.

Paul burst through the opening.

The other two defenders closed in at the same time, four arms clamping in from both sides, trying to body-lock him at the edge of the area.

Three torsos twisted together in a knot just outside the six-yard corridor.

Paul’s upper body stayed pitched straight ahead. All the power in his legs poured into the ground as he kept driving, one step at a time. The two defenders hung off him with all their weight, over a hundred and seventy kilos between them, dragging backward with everything they had.

It didn’t matter.

Under the system aura, Paul’s core strength was absurd. His whole frame stayed aligned from head to toe. No bend in the waist. No collapse in the knees. Step by step, he forced the two defenders apart.

Their boots slipped on the turf. Their leverage vanished completely. All they could do was watch as Paul bulldozed between them with the ball still at his feet.

An entire back line, physically erased by one man.

White Rose’s keeper came flying off his line, lowering his body, trying to spread himself and cover the biggest possible angle.

Paul didn’t waste a motion.

He swung his right leg through and hit it.

Clean strike off the laces. The power traveled from the root of the thigh all the way through the foot, every muscle in his leg snapping tight at the moment of contact.

The shot exploded.

The ball screamed into the top-right corner. The net heaved violently, ballooning backward, snapping forward, then billowing again.

The keeper’s arms were still halfway through the motion before his dive.

He touched nothing.

The referee’s whistle sounded.

One arm pointed to the center circle.

Goal.

Red Devil United, one. White Rose, nil.

Paul sprinted to the corner flag and roared at the North Stand, then hammered both fists into his own chest—once, twice, three times.

The sound from seventy thousand fans nearly tore the roof off the stadium.

On the bench, over a dozen players exploded to their feet. Towels spun over their heads like propellers. Water bottles went skidding everywhere.

In the commentary booth, the veteran commentator was standing now, microphone pressed to his mouth.

“Paul Mercer! One man! Straight through three defenders! A thunderbolt finish from the edge of the six-yard area! That was a heavy tank firing at full speed! You might see a goal like that once in ten years in the Premier League!”

The live comment stream wasn’t scrolling anymore.

It was pouring.

“Paul, what did you eat today, diesel?”
“That is not a normal way to dribble past people!”
“Three defenders hanging off him and he still gets the shot off? Is that even human?”
“White Rose defenders: We shut the door. Paul: What door?”

On the touchline, White Rose’s manager stood with both hands locked behind his head, bent at the waist, staring at the three defenders he’d just seen blasted apart in his own box. His mouth kept moving, but no sound seemed to come out.

The fourth official walked over with the board in hand and stepped in front of him before he could keep shouting toward the pitch.

“Return to your technical area immediately, please. If you do not comply, the referee is within his rights to send you off.”

The roar inside the stadium still hadn’t died when the fourth official stepped in front of the White Rose manager with the substitution board.
Chapter 99

Leon turned and walked back to the bench, then sat down in complete calm.

He had his coaching notebook in hand, marking tally lines with his pen, recording Southern Star’s number of crosses and Karl’s sprint frequency.

For all the violence on the pitch, he didn’t celebrate once. He looked almost unnervingly still.

Not enough yet.

Run another fifteen minutes.

The broadcast cut to a high overhead shot of Titan Arena, beaming it into living rooms across the world.

At the bottom of the screen, the Red Devils’ shape lit up.

Ten red dots were packed so tightly between the edge of the box and the six-yard area that they looked less like a formation than a warning sign.

In the studio, the host slapped his tactics board onto the desk and jabbed at the absurdly flat setup on-screen.

“That’s not the Red Devils,” he said. “That’s a red brick wall.”

“We are watching the ugliest half of Leon Hart’s managerial career.”

The retired legend beside him leaned back in his chair, hands folded over his stomach, and fired straight into the camera.

“He won the last match by turning his players into street brawlers and smashing into people. But today he’s facing a real giant. Southern Star are bigger, more technical, better in every phase. Even a tyrant knows fear. He just won’t admit it.”

The younger pundit flipped through the stat sheet in his hand and read off the second-half numbers for the Red Devils.

“By the data, there’s no sign of a counterattack at all. Since the restart, they haven’t had a single shot. They haven’t even managed one effective passing sequence through midfield. Possession has dropped below fifteen percent.”

The older commentator kept his eyes on the live feed, watching those two perfectly sealed defensive lines.

Paul Mercer had just blocked a long-range effort with his thigh. A second later, Marcus Hale muscled a winger trying to sneak into the box clean over the byline.

“It’s ugly,” the commentator said, “but they haven’t collapsed. Southern Star are pressing ferociously, and the crosses keep coming from both flanks, but the quality of the chances inside the area hasn’t improved. Paul and Marcus are like two slabs of forged iron. They’ve sealed off every bit of space Karl Brenner wants to fight for.”

At the same time, back home, the traffic on the sports streaming platforms was exploding.

Victor Graves sat in a spacious livestream studio, watching the rising viewer count with a flushed, gleaming face.

On the side of the screen, staff kept pushing fresh headlines into the most visible part of the broadcast:

Leon Hart Forced to Park the Bus

Red Devils Facing Away-Day Bloodbath

The Tyrant’s True Form Exposed

Victor rapped his fingers on the desk and barked into the microphone.

“Keep pushing it. No shots. Parked bus. Completely pinned back.”

“You can’t fake the pedigree of a true giant.”

The producer’s voice came through his headset.

“Director Zhao—Southern Star still haven’t scored in the second half. Should we maybe leave ourselves some room?”

Victor yanked one side of the headset off and waved dismissively in the producer’s direction.

“The audience doesn’t study shape. They see one thing: he doesn’t dare attack. As long as ten Red Devils are camped in the box, it’s humiliation. Tell those content accounts to cut the clips now. Use Victor Kane defending on the byline. Use their striker dropping all the way back to the center circle. Flood every platform with it. I want the Red Devils’ official page buried in comments.”

Less than ten minutes later, polished short clips had spread across every major social media feed.

The Tyrant’s Football Finally Kneels Before a Real Giant

That headline climbed into the top ten on the trending list.

Up in the media section at Titan Arena, reporters from every country leaned toward each other, snickering at the Red Devils’ conservatism.

Claire Bennett sat alone in one corner and ignored every word.

A laptop rested open in front of her. There were no news sites on the screen, no social media tabs—just a blank spreadsheet she had built from scratch.

Its cells were packed with the timeline of the match.

42nd minute: left back third shirt pull, no card.

Claire typed the line, then looked back toward the pitch.

She watched Southern Star’s players slog through the mud again and again in increasingly pointless recovery runs. She watched them gasp after each cross.

Her fingers flew over the keyboard.

54th minute: Southern Star right-wing cross underhit, cleared by Paul header.

Claire marked that timestamp in red.

She had followed Leon Hart for too long not to know what kind of man he was.

Leon never absorbed punishment for no reason.

“If they break later,” she murmured, “this becomes the chain of evidence.”

She was going to gather everything—the referee’s indulgence, Southern Star’s savage fouls, and the Red Devils’ resilience under siege—and smash it all across the faces of everyone laughing now.

In the away end, several thousand diehard Red Devils supporters were drowning in the roar of the home crowd.

They didn’t understand the tactical extremity of what they were watching. They didn’t care what the possession percentage said.

They only saw Paul throwing his chest in front of a cannon shot. They saw Marcus forcing Karl out of the danger zone over and over. They saw Victor Kane wrestling along the touchline.

The Red Devils fans kept clapping until their palms turned red.

“Hold the line! Just hold the line!”

The chant bounced from one end of the away section to the other.

The home fans hated that kind of stubborn refusal to die.

Beer cups in hand, they hurled popcorn toward the pitch and broke into a song they’d made up on the spot.

“Come out, Tyrant, come out.”

“Coward in the black robe, go crawl back to Britain.”

Eighty thousand voices rolled through the stadium and drove the atmosphere toward its peak.

On the touchline, Southern Star manager Hermann Voss stood in a rain-soaked trench coat.

He stared at the Red Devils’ back line—the one his team still couldn’t rip open—checked his watch, and started urging his players to raise the tempo.

“Push up! Don’t let them breathe!”

The broadcast cut back to the away dugout.

Leon sat in his chair, specks of mud darkening the hem of his black robe.

He gave no reaction at all. He didn’t even protest the officiating. The stillness in him had become deeply unnatural.

The retired legend in the studio seized on it at once.

“His silence says everything. Faced with an opponent he cannot beat, he doesn’t even have the courage to stand and direct.”

The wind and rain over Titan Arena never let up.

One of the Red Devils assistants stood just behind Leon with the spare tactics board in hand. He lowered his eyes and glanced at the small notebook Leon had been writing in.

Rain had soaked one corner of the paper dark.

There was nothing in it about Red Devils mistakes. No emergency defensive adjustments either.

It was filled instead with the names of Southern Star’s key players.

Karl. Right winger. Attacking midfielder. Left back.

After every name, Leon had drawn tally after tally.

The assistant swallowed.

The thought came together in his head in one sudden, dizzying flash.

The boss is counting how many runs they still have left.

Outside, the media, the pundits, the crowd—everyone thought Leon Hart was sitting there waiting to die.

Only Leon knew the truth.

He was counting down Southern Star’s life.

Fifty-eighth minute.

Southern Star forced a break down the left. Under pressure from Victor Kane, the left back barely managed to get the cross away.

It came off half a yard too low, skimming through a spray of muddy water toward the near side of the box.

Karl had already started his run, charging onto the drop point in long, powerful strides.

He launched himself.

Marcus didn’t jump with him. He simply locked down the space underneath, planted himself, and drove upward with one shoulder.

Karl’s core strength was visibly weaker than it had been in the first half. Marcus destroyed his balance in the air with shocking ease. Karl didn’t even get a touch.

The ball sailed harmlessly out over the byline.

When Karl landed, he stumbled back two steps, bent over, and braced both hands on his knees, dragging air into his lungs.

Marcus slapped mud off his chest and gave him a cold look.

“You can’t get up as high anymore.”

On the bench, Leon picked up his pen.

Beside Karl’s name, he drew a hard horizontal stroke.

“First drop.”

The ink from that line had barely dried before the whistle went again.

Fifty-ninth minute. Southern Star restarted their attack from the right. Hermann stormed into the technical area, cupping his hands around his mouth as he shouted onto the pitch.

“Faster! Don’t let them breathe! One-touch!”

Southern Star’s passing speed jumped instantly.

Their right winger took a threaded pass from the holding midfielder and, without touching it dead, knocked a low ball first-time into the two-yard seam between the reserve fullback and Marcus.

It was sharp, precise, and fast, tearing a trail of spray off the grass.

The reserve fullback’s body moved before his brain did. He tucked half a step inside and stabbed out with the toe of his right boot. His studs scraped through the turf and got just enough on the outside of the ball to block it behind.

It wasn’t graceful. It was borderline desperate.

But the killing lane was gone.

“I saw it this time!”

He yelled it at Marcus, excitement in his own voice before he even realized it. That half-space channel on his side had been ripped open three times in the first half. Since the break, Southern Star hadn’t slipped one clean ball through it.

What Leon had said in the dressing room was right.

Forget your pride. Guard the lane.

The corner flag went up. Southern Star’s players flooded toward the box. Karl walked in from the top of the area. As he passed the reserve fullback, he didn’t go around him—he drove a shoulder straight through him.

The fullback staggered back two steps and slammed spine-first into the iron frame behind the ad boards with a dull clang.

“How long do you think you can last?”

Karl looked down at him, didn’t wait for an answer, and turned away to take his position in the area. At six-three with those broad shoulders, he blocked the fullback’s entire line of sight.

The reserve fullback said nothing back.

He grabbed the ad frame, hauled himself upright, tugged the hem of his shirt free where it had caught, and ran back to his spot.

A blunt ache throbbed through his shoulder.

But the salary in his contract—and Leon’s words before the match, survive until the seventieth minute—felt more real than pain.

Minute seventy.

Nine minutes to go.

The corner came in, curling toward the far post.

Karl started two steps early and thundered toward the near side. Marcus didn’t follow the run. He stayed nailed to the edge of the six-yard box, waiting until the ball entered his zone.

The instant it flashed toward the front post, Karl rose high.

Marcus turned into him and drove shoulder and back into Karl’s midsection.

They collided in midair. Karl’s direction of force was shoved off by fifteen degrees.

His header skimmed over the top edge of the bar, smashed off the barrier in the front row, and bounced back.

Marcus landed, brushed the mud from his chest, and said in a level voice just loud enough for Karl to hear,

“You scored one. Doesn’t mean every ball belongs to you.”

On the other side of the box, Paul came down and bent over with both hands on his knees, dragging breath into his lungs.

The swelling ache inside his knees had been building since the first half, getting worse by the minute. He gritted his teeth, forced himself upright, and pointed toward the loose space at the top of the area.

“I’m fine! Watch the second ball!”
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