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INTRODUCTION: WELCOME TO THE GREATEST SHOW ON EARTH

	 

	[image: Image]

	Somewhere in the world right now, a child is kicking a ball against a wall.

	Maybe it is in a narrow street in São Paulo, where painted murals of old football heroes watch every touch. Maybe it is in a dusty square in Lagos, where the orange evening sun stretches long shadows across the ground and the shouts of players echo off the walls. Maybe it is in a back garden in Manchester, where a sprinkler hisses and a goalkeeper dives theatrically onto wet grass and pretends, just for a moment, to be a legend.

	Maybe — just maybe — it is in your garden, your street, or your school playground.

	That child kicking the ball is not just playing a game. That child is part of something enormous. Something that has been growing, swelling, and roaring for nearly one hundred years. Something that every four years fills the sky of an entire planet with colour and noise and joy and tears and unbelievable, breathtaking moments that people carry with them for the rest of their lives.

	That something is the FIFA World Cup.

	Welcome to this book. Inside these pages, you are going to go on a journey unlike any other — and you do not need a passport, a plane ticket, or even a pair of football boots. All you need is this story and a little imagination.

	You are going to meet three children from three very different places. Mia is eleven years old and lives in New York City. She has never watched a full football match in her life, but she has always been curious about people and places and the stories that connect them. Carlos is ten years old and comes from Mexico City, where football is not just a sport but a way of breathing. He grew up going to matches with his grandfather, learning the songs and the chants before he could even read. And Aiden is eleven, born in London to Nigerian parents, which means that football has always been discussed at the dinner table, argued about on the way to school, and dreamed about quietly at night.

	These three children are about to win something remarkable. Not a trophy or a medal, but something even more exciting — a chance to experience the 2026 FIFA World Cup up close and in person. And along the way, guided by a wonderfully mysterious former footballer named Marco, they are going to discover that the World Cup is not just about what is happening on the pitch today. It is about everything that happened before.

	The 2026 FIFA World Cup is special for many reasons. For the first time in history, it is being hosted across three countries — the United States, Canada, and Mexico — which means the tournament is bigger, louder, and more colourful than anything the world has ever seen. Forty-eight teams have qualified. Sixteen cities are hosting matches. Millions of fans are travelling across oceans and continents to share in something extraordinary.

	But inside this enormous spectacle, hidden within the roar of the crowds and the flash of cameras and the thunder of boots on grass, are smaller stories. Stories of a seventeen-year-old Brazilian named Pelé who in 1958 made the whole world stop and stare. Stories of England lifting their one and only World Cup trophy in 1966, in front of a home crowd that could not believe what it was witnessing. Stories of tiny teams from tiny nations who showed up at the biggest tournament on earth and refused to be defeated without a fight.

	Those are the stories you are about to discover.

	This book is an adventure. It moves fast. It is full of colour and excitement and goals and near-misses and fans cheering so loudly the ground shakes beneath their feet. But it is also a book full of history — the real history of the greatest sporting event on the planet, told through three children who see it all for the very first time.

	Whether you already know everything about football or have never watched a single match, this book is for you. It does not matter if you know the offside rule or can name every tournament winner. What matters is that by the time you turn the final page, you will understand why billions of people all over the world stop what they are doing every four years, gather around screens and inside stadiums, and share something that no language, no border, and no difference can take away from them. They share the beautiful game.

	Are you ready? The whistle is about to blow.

	 


CHAPTER 1: THE GOLDEN TICKET

	1.1 The Letter Arrives
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	Mia Chen was not expecting anything in the post that Tuesday morning.

	She was expecting to eat her cereal, pack her bag, and walk twelve blocks to school in the June sunshine while listening to her favourite podcast about sports journalism. She was not expecting a golden envelope sitting between a gas bill and a pizza leaflet. But there it was. Her name — MIA CHEN — written across the front in ink so dark it almost shone. Not typed. Handwritten. Carefully, as if someone had taken a great deal of time over each letter.

	Mia picked it up. It was heavier than it looked. The envelope was a deep, warm gold, the colour of a trophy in sunlight, sealed with a small red wax stamp in the shape of a football. She turned it over twice. There was no return address. No stamp either. Which was strange, because how had it arrived without a stamp? She would ask about that later.

	Inside were three things. A folded letter printed on thick cream paper. A laminated card with her name and a photograph she did not recognise being taken — herself, laughing at the school sports day two weeks ago. And a ticket. A proper, printed, beautiful event ticket with holographic stripes down both sides and the words FIFA WORLD CUP 2026 printed across the top in bold letters.

	Mia sat down very slowly.

	The letter explained everything, though not as much as she would have liked. It told her she had been selected

	
	
	
	
	1.2 Three Strangers at the Gate
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