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Overall, Daniel was pleased with what he’d seen. Evan had handled the physical side better than expected. Of course, some of that could have come from the fact that the reserve team simply wasn’t very strong. Against Lionheart FC, whether Evan could stand up to that level of contact was still an open question.

As for handling pressure, though, Daniel had no complaints. At least in this training match, Evan hadn’t shown a trace of nerves. There was a composure to him that didn’t fit his age at all.

Still, Daniel had noticed a new problem.

Evan’s stamina.

He didn’t need the running data to know Evan had covered more ground than anyone else on the pitch. All that off-the-ball movement had taken a toll. By fifteen minutes into the second half, the signs were already there. Against Lionheart, Daniel suspected Evan would have been cramping by then.

At the root of it, the issue was simple: Evan lacked real match experience. Training intensity and match intensity were two completely different things.

If they couldn’t solve that, Evan would be a half-game player at best.

The problem was, how were they supposed to solve it in the short term?

That became the next headache on Daniel Hayes’s desk.

That same night, in a conference room at Lionheart FC, footage of Kingsport’s internal training match played across a large screen.

Lionheart’s head coach, Alejandro Torres, had taken over the club at the start of the season.

Torres was Spanish. He had previously coached Spain’s Under-18 side and led them to a runner-up finish at the U18 World Championship. Before that, he had been a professional player himself—not for any giant of the game, but for a solid mid-table club in Spain, where he spent more than a decade before retiring as a club legend. In modern football, he was the rare kind of man who had belonged to one city and one club his entire playing career.

At first, Torres had dreamed of one day taking charge of the Spanish national team and leading them to a European Championship and a World Cup.

But Spain had no shortage of elite managers, and Torres lacked the pedigree of a major club background. Most of the national team came from the country’s two traditional giants, and without ties to one of them, it was almost impossible to balance the politics between those players.

In the end, he had let that dream go.

Now, in his forties, the priority was simple.

Money.

Lionheart had offered him a salary that was impossible to ignore—at least double what he could reasonably expect elsewhere.

But the money came with pressure.

At the start of the season, the club’s order had been clear: win promotion. The backing they’d received had been unprecedented. The new owner wanted to use football to raise the profile of his real estate business. In other words, the club was less a sporting project than a commercial tool.

Torres disliked that. He disliked it deeply.

But dislike and refusal were not the same thing.

In the room with him sat the club’s general manager, the technical director, and the team captain—Grant Vance, a veteran domestic player who had arrived this season from a Chinese Super League powerhouse.

No one asked where the footage had come from.

No one cared.

Torres watched the video intently from start to finish. The others looked far less engaged.

“It seems Kingsport are preparing something new,” Torres said at last. “That young player of theirs is technically very gifted. We need to be ready for him.”

His translator relayed the words to the rest of the room.

The general manager waved a hand. “Team selection and tactics are your responsibility. We’re not the sort to pretend amateurs should teach professionals how to do their jobs. I only have one demand for these next two matches—we have to win. We have to make sure promotion is secured. If we don’t, I’m finished. And everyone in this room will be finished with me.”

Grant leaned back in his chair, contempt plain in his voice. “Come on. Haven’t we already had Kingsport pinned both times this season? And it’s a two-legged playoff. There’s plenty of margin for error.”

Torres frowned.

He disliked both comments, though for different reasons.

The general manager sounded as if he were giving full authority, but in reality he was distancing himself in advance—laying the groundwork to shift blame if things went wrong.

Torres was an outsider here. Lionheart’s squad was built mostly around domestic players. The language barrier hadn’t helped, and with cliques forming inside the dressing room, there had been friction in the club all season.

No one embodied that more than Grant Vance.

Back in the top flight, Vance had twice been named Domestic Player of the Year. He had joined Lionheart for one reason only: the salary was enormous. With his reputation and seniority, he had built his own circle inside the squad, and he had never hidden his dissatisfaction with Torres’s methods.

Lionheart had gone unbeaten all season against teams in the top six.

But they kept slipping against lower and mid-table sides.
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The media had been almost unanimous in backing Lionheart to come through this tie. The hottest debate before the match hadn’t been whether Lionheart would win, but whether they would kill the contest in the first ninety minutes.

“Lionheart look so composed,” the commentator went on. “Their three central midfielders are clearly a level above Kingsport’s, especially Damian Cross, who signed this season and has reportedly just made the latest national team training squad. If Kingsport can’t shut him down, they’re going to concede sooner rather than later.”

Almost as if on cue, Damian—who had been hovering near the top of the box—drifted suddenly toward the left. Another Lionheart midfielder fed the ball out wide to the wing-back, who took one touch and immediately slipped it inside to Damian before bursting forward again.

Damian didn’t stop the ball. He simply nudged it on first time.

The pass slid straight through the Kingsport defender’s legs and rolled perfectly into the wing-back’s path.

“What a ball,” the commentator exclaimed. “That give-and-go was lovely. Damian Cross played it beautifully, and the wing-back’s run was decisive. Let’s see what they do with this.”

The wing-back did not whip it into the area.

There were already four Kingsport defenders inside the box, with only two Lionheart forwards waiting between them. One of Kingsport’s holding midfielders had also dropped in to cut off the cross.

So the wing-back made the smarter choice.

With almost no hesitation, he cut it back with his left foot.

The ball rolled right back to Damian.

The Kingsport midfielder who had originally been tracking him had turned the moment he was beaten and sprinted to cover the wing-back, leaving Damian alone at the edge of the area.

The pass sat up perfectly for him.

Damian didn’t take a touch. He opened his body and bent a shot with the inside of his foot.

It wasn’t struck with much power, but the placement was exquisite, curling toward the far corner.

Kingsport’s goalkeeper had been standing a half-step too far forward. By the time he tried to retreat, it was too late. He could only fling himself backward and stretch.

His fingertips brushed the ball.

Not enough.

It tucked just inside the post and into the net.

1–0 to Lionheart.

The scorer: Damian Cross.

The match was less than ten minutes old.

“I said Damian Cross was the key,” the commentator declared at once. “He’s the man who links Lionheart together, the heartbeat of their play, and he can finish too. If you let a player like that receive the ball in comfort, you will concede. Looks like that prediction came true very quickly. If this continues, Kingsport could be in for a very ugly night.”

After scoring, Damian sprinted toward the home end to celebrate, and the rest of the Lionheart players rushed over to mob him.

The stadium erupted.

Huge banners rippled across the stand in a sea of black and gold.

“The Lions roar to the heavens, breaking every obstacle! In the Super League race, only Lionheart stands supreme!”

The home fans were already treating promotion as a formality.

They hadn’t come just to watch Lionheart win.

They had come to watch Kingsport be torn apart.

While Lionheart FC celebrated, Daniel Hayes pulled Ryan Brooks over and quietly fed him instructions.

Marcus Cole wore the captain's armband, but Ryan was in a better position to relay messages back through the line.

"Don't dive in," Daniel said. "Cut off their passing lanes. Force them wide. Make them cross or shoot from distance. Hold your shape. Don't get dragged out of position."

Daniel knew exactly how dangerous Damian Cross was, but Kingsport FC simply didn't have the luxury of assigning a man-marker to him.

On pure quality, Lionheart were at least two levels above Kingsport.

And Lionheart's midfield wasn't just Damian Cross. Either of their other two midfielders would have walked straight into Kingsport's starting eleven.

Daniel's plan for this match had been clear from the opening whistle: defend first. Park the bus.

There was nothing shameful about that. In football, defending deep and countering was one of the oldest, most practical tactical approaches in the game—especially away from home, and especially against a side so obviously stronger than your own.

When a weaker team faced a stronger one, the first priority was survival.

"Get one more before halftime and kill this off," Grant
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Inside the box, Marcus battled for the first ball and laid it off, while Kingsport's midfielders surged in around him.

It was basic, direct football.

And it was giving Lionheart real problems.

Part of that pressure came from fatigue. Lionheart's counterpress had lost a lot of its bite. The other part was tactical: after Torres had taken off a striker, Lionheart had fewer outlets on the break, which eased the burden on Kingsport's defense.

Torres checked the time.

Less than ten minutes.

Another sub, or ride it out?

He still had one change left.

The safer choice would be to send on a tall center back, pull off a midfielder, and go to five at the back.

But that carried its own risk. If he did that, Evan would have even more freedom to orchestrate the game. He would definitely step into the pocket behind the midfield, and from there he'd have more chances to slip through dangerous passes.

Torres decided to wait a little longer.

Kingsport's repeated long balls from deep were putting Lionheart under real strain now.

Of Lionheart's five midfielders, four were basically defending full-time.

And Kingsport had started increasing their off-the-ball movement, forcing Lionheart's defenders to shift with them over and over.

Damian Cross glanced at the clock.

Five minutes left in regulation.

There hadn't been much time-wasting in the match. Stoppage time would be five minutes at most. Hold on for ten more minutes, and it was over.

Among Lionheart's midfielders, Damian had covered the most ground. Just to stay tight to Evan, he'd run at least three kilometers more than he normally would in a match.

Defending drained you more than attacking ever did.

A faint pain was creeping into his right calf—the warning sign of a cramp.

Whenever the ball was far from him, Damian pressed his heel into the turf, locked his right leg straight, and yanked his toes back hard.

It helped.

Then came another long ball, driven straight at Marcus.

Marcus pinned Grant Vance behind him and cushioned it with his chest. Ryan rushed over to support.

Grant was tight to him, both men throwing everything they had into the duel. The pressure meant Marcus couldn't kill the ball cleanly after bringing it down. It struck his knee instead and popped high into the air.

Marcus tracked the dropping ball while spreading his arms to keep Grant from stealing position.

Lionheart's midfielders moved in, ready to collapse on him.

What nobody noticed was another figure closing in.

Evan.

Marcus's heavy touch had accidentally created a pocket of empty space in front of Lionheart's midfield, and Evan seized it immediately.

Marcus fought like hell to hold his ground. As he watched the ball, he also saw Evan arriving.

He jumped, drove through his core, and headed the ball down into Evan's path.

The instant he landed, Marcus took off laterally to the right, with Grant glued to him.

After only a few steps, Marcus slammed on the brakes and spun.

Grant's heart lurched.

This was a dummy run in the opposite direction.

By the time he tried to turn, it was already too late.

Marcus's feint had torn a gap in Lionheart's back line, and Evan spotted it at once. He slipped a perfectly weighted through ball into the space.

The moment the pass left his foot, Marcus had already turned and was preparing to explode after it.

If Marcus got there, he was through one-on-one.

Grant had no choice.

He lunged out and grabbed Marcus by the arm.

Marcus tried to wrench free, but his footing gave way. He staggered two steps, then crashed to the ground.

Clutching his ankle, Marcus's face twisted with pain.

The whistle shrieked.

The referee sprinted over to Grant, pulled out a yellow card—

then, a second later, the red.

Grant Vance was off. Second booking.

But Kingsport hadn't escaped unscathed.

From the look of it, Marcus was badly hurt. There was no way he could finish the match, and whether he'd even be able to play in the second leg was suddenly a serious question.

Kingsport's medical staff rushed on. After a quick examination and some basic treatment, they signaled to Daniel for a substitution.

Their sharpest spear in attack was coming off.

That blow was no smaller than Lionheart losing Grant to the red.

Grant had known what was coming the moment the whistle blew. He didn't argue. He just walked off with frustration written all over his face.

What he regretted most was running his mouth at Evan right after halftime and picking up that needless yellow card.

Because of his own stupidity, Lionheart were now down to ten men—and he had also ruled himself out of the next decisive match.

"I'm sorry, Coach," Grant said on his way off, his voice full of guilt.

It was the first time he'd ever apologized to Torres.

No translator was needed. Torres knew exactly what he meant. He just patted Grant on the shoulder and told him, without words, to go get himself settled.

Torres understood that criticism was pointless now.

What mattered was adjusting, fast.

The match was almost over. As long as they could survive the remaining minutes and keep the score from changing again, Grant's suspension in the second leg wouldn't do too much damage to the bigger picture.

And with Torres's experience, he was certain of one thing:

No matter what, Marcus Cole would not be playing in the next match.

Both managers reacted immediately with changes.

Lionheart FC sent on another defender and pulled Damian Cross, who was clearly running on fumes.
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After all, the first-half stats showed China hadn’t managed a single shot.

Ghana had fourteen.

Six on target.

And yet only one goal.

Hard to tell whether that reflected good defending or a tactical problem.

In the locker room, Jonas opened with praise.

“The defending was good.”

He wasn’t pleased about conceding, but one goal—especially from a set piece—was still within acceptable limits.

Ghana’s players were simply superior athletes.

Every time there was contact in the press, China’s technique visibly suffered. Some players were even getting knocked clean off the ball.

The referee had let several of those duels go uncalled.

“Second half,” Jonas said, turning to the tactics board, “Evan and Leo come on. Mateo, you move higher and play right wing.”

He started sketching the new structure.

“Defensively, Evan starts on the left wing, but don’t drop too deep. If they attack down our right, Evan, then you tuck in toward the right side and can even sit alongside the left holding midfielder to help cover. Same for Mateo on the opposite side when they attack our left.”

Evan immediately grasped the idea.

Jonas wanted the three of them—Evan, Leo, and Mateo—close enough to form an instant three-man counterattacking unit the second the chance came.

“Everyone else keeps the defensive intensity from the first half,” Jonas said. “And remember—do not chase possession for its own sake. Football is not decided by possession percentage.”

Once he was sure everyone understood, the assistant coach came in to say it was time.

Mateo took off the captain’s armband and handed it to Evan.

Then the three of them headed onto the field.

“They’re making changes,” Sophie said, suddenly interested again. “Two at once. So now he’s going for it?”

Nathan gave her a quick sideways look.

Something about her tone felt... overly focused.

The whistle blew for the second half.

This was the first time Evan truly felt the pressure created by a physical mismatch.

Early in the half, he received the ball, but the pass from midfield lacked pace. Before he could really settle it, a Ghanaian midfielder had already thundered into him.

It was a simple shoulder challenge.

To Evan, it felt like getting hit by a moving car.

Fortunately, his reaction was fast enough. In the instant his body was jolted sideways, he dragged the ball with the sole of his foot, tucked it to his body, and barely managed to shield it.

Before another Ghanaian could join the trap, he passed it back to the defender.

His ribs hurt a little.

Not injured.

Just sheer force.

“The physical gap’s huge,” Sophie said, biting into a pastry. “He looks like a little chick out there. Though the technique’s still good.”

The general pattern of the match remained the same: Ghana attacking, China under pressure.

But now China at least had counterattacking moments.

A Ghanaian long shot was blocked, and the loose ball fell to a Chinese defender. Evan had already drifted into a pocket between Ghana’s lines, and the defender found him immediately.

Leo was already preparing to go.

With one touch, Evan threaded a pass forward.

Not to Leo.

To Mateo Duarte, who was bursting down the right.

Ghana’s defenders had stayed focused on Leo and neglected Mateo’s run. One of the two center backs shadowing Leo had to peel off to confront him.

Fortunately, Evan’s pass had been excellent—weighted with slight backspin, perfectly into Mateo’s stride. He got there first and had space to cross.

Mateo didn’t hesitate.

He whipped it into the middle.

Leo’s movement was excellent.

The defender marking him had one eye on Mateo’s dribble and one on Leo’s run, trying to cover both.

The moment the defender glanced toward Mateo, Leo slipped in front of him and stole the advantage.

The ball came in perfectly.

If Leo got clean contact, it would almost certainly be dangerous.

Every fan in the stadium held their breath.

So did Sophie in the box.

Leo rose.

But in midair his body jolted.

The Ghanaian defender behind him had disrupted him just enough, reaching the ball first and heading it away.

The referee waved play on.

Nothing wrong with it.

Even jumping second, the Ghanaian had enough strength and explosiveness to dominate the duel.

For China, Leo was the player known for his burst.

And yet even he had no physical edge here.

A groan rippled around the stadium, followed by encouraging applause.

At least this was better than the first half.

Three players up front, two passes, and a real threat.

There was hope now.

Chinese fans could be easy to satisfy sometimes.

One glimpse of possibility could keep them happy for a long while.

“That was such a shame,” Sophie said, crushing the pastry in her hand without noticing. “If he was just a little stronger physically...”

“Leo’s already physically quite good,” Nathan said. “How many national teams are built like Ghana?”

“I wasn’t talking about Leo,” Sophie said. “I meant Evan. If Evan were physically stronger, he could probably beat people himself and create more danger.”

Nathan paused.

That was not the answer she’d expected.

She looked at her sister in silence for a second.

The counter had not really frightened Ghana.

Their overall line still stayed high, with only two defenders left to track Leo.

But little by little, the game began to balance.
Chapter 61

Sophie noticed something then:

talking to Evan felt exactly like watching his press conference.

She asked.

He answered.

Briefly.

Always.

“Little brother,” she said, “it can’t just be me asking questions. You should ask me something too.”

“Uh...” Evan hesitated. “I don’t know what to ask.”

“Search it online,” Sophie said with a straight face. “See what guys are supposed to ask beautiful girls at a first dinner.”

Evan obediently picked up his phone and started searching.

Sophie nearly laughed out loud.

A minute later, he looked up and asked, very seriously:

“Beautiful girl... do you have a boyfriend?”

Sophie completely lost it.

She covered her mouth, but the laughter still burst out.

“It really told you to ask that?”

“Yeah.”

“Fine, then I’ll answer.” She was still grinning. “No, I don’t. What’s the next question?”

Evan looked at the screen and immediately went awkward.

Because the next suggested line was:

Then can I be your boyfriend?

Even Evan, with all his social cluelessness, knew that was dangerous.

For the first time, he seriously doubted whether the internet was always reliable.

“Why’d you stop?” Sophie already had a pretty good guess what came next, and now she wanted it even more.

“It’s... not a very good question.”

“It’s fine. Ask it. I want to know what the next one is.”

Evan stared at the screen, brow furrowed in distress.

“Come on,” Sophie urged.

He took a breath.

“Um... then... can I... be your boyfriend?”

“Sure,” Sophie said, tilting her head thoughtfully. “But I’m older than you. You don’t mind?”

Evan looked at his phone again in silence.

“Ask the next part,” Sophie said.

“Age... age isn’t important,” Evan read stiffly. “As long as two people really... love each other... they can overcome any obstacle.”

“Oh?” Sophie said, pretending to think. “In that case... I can consider it.”

Evan froze.

He really only understood football.

He had no idea how to continue from there.

Worse, he could feel his face heating up.

Sophie discovered that teasing him was absurdly entertaining. It felt almost like poking at a child just to watch the reaction.

“All right,” she said. “Play well from here on. If you do, maybe I’ll agree to let you be my boyfriend.”

“...”

“Why’d you stop checking for answers?” she asked.

Evan glanced at the phone and said honestly, “It says girls who answer like that are either fake innocents or players.”

Sophie nearly choked.

That one came right back at her.

Then the dishes began arriving.

Sophie, being a sports science student herself, had ordered things Evan could eat without worry.

The food was good, and she ate with real appetite—possibly because the recent all-nighters had completely wrecked her eating schedule.

Naturally, the conversation drifted back to football.

Sophie didn’t know much about domestic football, so she steered them toward the Premier League.

“Do you think an English team wins the Champions League next season?” she asked.

Studying in the UK, she naturally watched more Premier League football than anything else.

“Probably not,” Evan said.

“Why not? It’s the strongest league in the world.”

“That’s about commercial value and influence,” Evan said. “Not necessarily actual quality.”

“But the title race and European spots are super competitive every year. City, Liverpool, Arsenal—they’re all strong.”

“Still unlikely.”

“Why?”

“Strength, schedule, and environment all matter. Spain’s top three are still strong. Germany and France are usually dominated by one team, which means those clubs can wrap up the league early and focus on Europe fresh. Also, besides City, English clubs don’t seem to have many coaches recently who’ve actually won the Champions League or even reached finals consistently. Experience matters.”

Sophie considered it and realized he had a point.

And once again, talking about football completely changed him. He became more fluent, more expressive, more alive.

“Do you have a favorite club?” she asked. “Or a favorite player?”

“Not really one fixed one.”

“Like?”

“Guardiola’s Barcelona. Mourinho’s Real Madrid period too. Wenger’s Arsenal. Bayern during the sextuple. Mourinho’s Inter. Different teams in different eras. They all meant different things.”

“And players?”

“Zidane. Ronaldinho. Messi. Modric. Kroos. Pirlo. Pedri.”

Sophie noticed the pattern immediately.

Every single one of them was a midfielder.

And some, like Zidane, had retired ages ago.

How many match archives had he even watched?

Was his entire life really football?

“If I said that liking so many people makes you a player, how would you respond?” she asked with a grin.

“That’s not being a player,” Evan said. “That’s broad love.”

Sophie stared at him in shock.

That answer was so unexpected it almost didn’t feel real.

Then he added, “I saw that answer online too.”

“...”

Apparently he’d been reading a playboy handbook.

“What about you?” Sophie asked. “You definitely want Europe one day, right? Any plan?”

“A rough one, maybe. But more specific than that? You just go step by step. If you’re not good enough to become a top player, you don’t really get to make your own choices anyway.”

That answer surprised her too.

It was mature.

And brutally realistic.

Truthfully, top-level players today had less freedom than ever.

Clubs, national teams, sponsors—every stakeholder wrapped invisible chains around them.

Those chains had one name:

profit.

Players were people.

But they were also products.

Products that had to keep creating value.

Every match was like a film. If you performed, fans paid attention. Sponsors paid attention. If you didn’t, they looked elsewhere.

One day, if Evan made it far enough, that would happen to him too.
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“I really envy your technique,” Leo said during a break.

“I envy your physical tools,” Evan replied.

“Technique’s hard to improve once you’re already a pro.”

“Physical development is hard too,” Evan sighed.

That morning, Sophie had already messaged to remind him he needed to start following the plan immediately.

He wasn’t worried about doing the work.

What made him tense was Sophie’s supervision.

He was, in a way, a little afraid of her.

In front of her, he had absolutely no resistance.

“Let’s just stop complimenting each other,” Leo said with a laugh. “We’ll be on the same team soon. Football isn’t one guy’s sport. We cover each other’s weaknesses.”

Evan thought that was a very good line.

He definitely wouldn’t have been able to come up with it himself.

After lunch, he headed to the gym and began the strength work outlined in Sophie’s plan.

The first session felt intense.

Luckily, the program also included recovery work.

When he got back to his room, Sophie’s message arrived right on schedule.

Little brother, did you finish today’s plan?

“Finished.”

Very good. But words aren’t enough. Starting tomorrow, I want photo check-ins after every session.

“?”

Photo check-ins. Those four words too hard? After training only. I want sweat, exhaustion, the whole thing. I need to judge whether you’re really following the plan. I represent the club, after all.

Evan stared at the phone.

There wasn’t really anything to say to that.

“Okay, Sophie.”

Good. Dismissed.

There was no club policy, of course.

Sophie was doing this entirely for herself.

As for why, even she wasn’t sure.

She just found it enormously entertaining to boss Evan around.

From there, training settled into a regular rhythm.

Jonas drilled the team hard on different tactical patterns.

Anyone could see that all of them revolved around Evan in one way or another.

The tactical emphasis shifted according to where he played.

And Jonas was deeply satisfied with what he was seeing.

The key wasn’t just that Evan could function in different roles.

It was that he kept adjusting in real time according to the flow of the game.

That was exactly the trait Jonas valued most.

Online, discussion around Evan still continued, though the heat had dropped.

Most fans had turned their attention back toward Europe.

Without matches, transfer news became their favorite obsession.

Compared to that, most domestic transfers passed quietly. Aside from Evan’s move, almost nothing in the Chinese market drew much attention.

The league’s pull kept shrinking.

At times, it all felt a little bleak.

Only when the first qualifier approached did fans really refocus on the national side.

India.

A country Chinese fans didn’t usually associate with a traditional football rivalry.

The two sides hadn’t played often.

There was nothing like the historical tension China carried toward Japan.

On paper, it should have been just another qualifier.

Online, though, it became something else entirely.

The spark came from an obscure user who reposted a video from an Indian fan on YouTube.

The video passionately laid out all the reasons India would definitely beat China.

The tone was unmistakable—overblown confidence, absolute certainty, the whole thing impossible to mistake for satire.

Chinese fans reacted exactly how you’d expect.

“We have to destroy them. And twice. If we don’t beat them home and away, their arrogance won’t die.”

“If the youth team can’t beat India, they should disband.”

“All India can do is run their mouths. We need at least six goals across the two matches.”

With some unrelated inflammatory comments from Indian officials floating around online too, a football match somehow started being framed as a matter of national pride.

Football was never just sport.

Wherever there was heat, media would follow.

Soon, every kind of outlet started paying attention to the match—not just sports media.

Naturally, the players felt some of that too.

Most of them didn’t even understand how things had escalated like this.

The level of attention almost rivaled a senior national team game.

At the pre-match press conference, Jonas attended with Evan.

When a reporter said, “Online, many people are treating this as more than just a football match,” Jonas smiled and replied, “It is a ninety-minute football match.”

Then Evan was asked something similar.

He answered with a completely serious expression:

“Sorry. I never read the news.”

Watching on TV, Sophie laughed so hard her stomach hurt.

Still the same little brother, she thought.

At the coin toss, as captain, Evan shook hands with India’s captain—and immediately felt the hostility.

The Indian player gripped his hand with excessive force and held on for several seconds.

The broadcast cameras caught the detail perfectly.

Evan paid it no attention.

Football was decided on the scoreboard, nothing else.

The whistle blew.

China’s first qualifier had begun.

At home, the crowd roared in unison every time China touched the ball.

Whenever India had it, waves of abuse thundered down from the stands.

People called the fans the twelfth man for a reason.

Within the opening minutes, Evan had already read the game.

India clearly hadn’t rated China highly.

Their whole shape was pushed up. The back line was high. The defenders stood far apart from each other, leaving huge seams and clear passing lanes behind them.

“India don’t seem to be taking China very seriously,” one of the television commentators observed.

“They’re overconfident,” the co-commentator replied. “Their defenders are fast, so they think they can handle Leo’s runs. If they stick to this, China will have chances.”

The game quickly proved them right.

In the 8th minute, from near the center circle in his own half, Evan drove a long, precise pass along the ground. It raced into the space near the top of India’s penalty arc.

The weight was perfect.

Leo’s understanding with Evan was perfect too.

By the time the ball slowed, Leo was already two strides clear of the nearest defender.
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Thanks to the coach for trusting me, thanks to my teammates for helping me. The award isn’t just mine. It belongs to the whole team and the support of the fans too—

“Stop!” Sophie typed. Then, seeing the typing bubble continue, added, “Little brother, did you look that up online too?”

“Yeah,” he admitted. “I did.”

You said football is the one thing you’re good at, she replied. Never practiced acceptance speeches?

“Not really. They’re not related to the result of the game.”

Little brother, you’re amazing.

Then, so he wouldn’t misunderstand:

I don’t mean that literally.

“Oh. That one I understand.”

Sophie laughed at the screen.

This Evan Mercer really was something else.

At Ironclad, Nathan handled the wave of media requests with far more restraint.

“General Manager Caldwell, your two young players were excellent yesterday, especially new signing Evan Mercer. What do you expect from him next season?”

Nathan was pleased by the extra attention his players’ performances were bringing to the club.

But she wasn’t about to lose her head.

The growth of a young player was always unpredictable.

Tactics and injuries could ruin a talent on the pitch.

But the dangers off the pitch were often worse.

The current hysteria was a perfect example.

So Nathan kept her tone carefully measured.

“Evan is still a young player with tremendous room to grow. The youth team’s performances have shown he is one of the best in his age group. His professional career is only beginning, and much tougher competition lies ahead. The club expects him to continue developing.”

Safe. Official. Complete.

It praised him without boxing the club in.

“Fans are calling the Leo–Evan partnership a version of Zidane and Ronaldo. As general manager, how do you respond?”

Nathan smiled politely.

“Those are all-time greats who left unforgettable marks on football history. I understand the excitement and expectations fans have for Leo and Evan, but they are still very young. They have a long road ahead.”

After the interviews ended, Nathan let out a quiet breath.

She understood media traps all too well.

One careless phrase could be used against you for weeks.

Back in her office, her assistant brought in several new commercial proposals.

Brand deals.

For Evan.

Ever since joining the national youth team, he had become one of the hottest names in the entire youth football landscape.

He had momentum around him of the sort some stars seemed born with.

First the national-team call-up.

Then the Gavin controversy.

Then the shock captaincy.

Then two strong friendlies and an outstanding opening qualifier.

For an eighteen-year-old, it had all come very fast.

“The offers are good,” the assistant said. “And two of the brands want long-term deals.”

Nathan pulled the long-term proposals aside and read through them carefully.

Brands needed players to generate exposure.

Players needed to choose their brands just as carefully.

It was a two-way decision.

Normally that was the agent’s job.

But Evan—who had only just emerged from the second division—didn’t even have an agent yet.

So for now, Nathan was filling that role herself.

“Tell them we need to discuss things with the player,” she said at last. “After the next qualifier, he’ll truly be in the offseason. We’ll give them an answer then.”

She was being cautious.

Of course she wanted money.

But not every kind of money.

Once the assistant left, Nathan sighed.

Too much attention on Evan was not entirely a good thing.

He was being shoved into the spotlight.

Every word and action would now be enlarged.

His day-to-day life would change.

The club could support him, but it couldn’t shadow him twenty-four hours a day.

Nathan worried about what all of this might do to his mentality.

Fortunately, after one more match there would be a break, and that should cool some of the attention.

At least enough for him to breathe.

Evan, at the center of all this, felt none of it.

His entire focus was already on the next match:

the away fixture against Afghanistan.

Iran had beaten Afghanistan 8–0 in their opener.

After one round, Iran sat first in the group, China second, and India—thanks to goal difference—third.

Fans hadn’t expected to start “doing the math” this early.

Beyond the two life-and-death matches with Iran, goal difference against India and Afghanistan could decide who won the group and advanced directly.

The day after the match, the team set out for the next fixture.

For security reasons, Afghanistan’s home match would be played at a neutral venue:

Pamir Stadium in Dushanbe, Tajikistan.

After landing, the team bus took the players straight to the hotel.

And there, in the lobby, Evan saw a familiar face.

Sophie Caldwell.

She was checking in.

Then she looked up and flashed him a bright smile.

A second later, his phone buzzed.

You don’t seem very happy to see me, little brother. Smile.

Evan forced out a smile in her direction.

His phone buzzed again.

That’s ugly. Maybe don’t smile anymore.

Then another:

Kidding. You should smile more. If you don’t practice, you’ll just keep looking uglier.

Evan didn’t know how to reply.

In the end, he sent only:

Okay.

Sophie nearly burst out laughing.

Coming to watch the match live had been a last-minute decision after the India game.

Why she’d made it, she wasn’t entirely sure.

Tickets had been easy.

Flights, less so.
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