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Dedication

Some people grace the world of football glory because they were famous players. While others made their contribution because they touched the hearts of everyone who loved the sport. I dedicate this book to my dear family friend—John Clemente. A beautiful man and a football aficionado who is loved by his family and friends. Get well, John.
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Foreword

Achieving Johnny Warren’s dream of an Australian team winning the Football World Cup.
Johnny Warren Foundation Vision Statement
It gives me great pleasure to be writing the foreword for World Football Domination–The Virtual Talent Scout, Volume Two, and I sincerely thank author Anthony Ranieri for this fantastic opportunity.
I continue to be intrigued by the story of young indigenous player Harry Duwula and his journey to football stardom. My uncle and godfather, the late Johnny Warren, was a big believer in introducing indigenous Australian children to football—nurturing and developing their talent.
Harry Williams, the first indigenous Australian to play in the FIFA World Cup (West Germany 1974) made the following observation about Johnny Warren and indigenous kids in 2007—prior to the inaugural Harry Williams Cup; where eighty indigenous boys and girls participated in a four-day talent identification tournament at Soccer New South Wales headquarters:
“I have seen so many aboriginal kids with such tremendous talent, more talent than I ever had. Johnny Warren always used to say to me that aboriginal talent remains an untapped resource, and we should do something with it.”
In 2002 the FIFA World Cup was co-hosted by the Asian Football Confederation power-houses South Korea and Japan, nations that the Australian National Team had a long history with. Most notably, Australia was captained by a 24-year-old Johnny Warren and defeated South Korea 3-2 at the Cong Hoa Stadium in Saigon—winning the Friendly Nations’ Cup at the height of the Vietnam War. The Australian Government were asked by the US Government to send the Australian Soccer team to play in this tournament as a way to help with the war effort—winning over the hearts and minds of the South Vietnamese people through football, the most popular sport in their country.
The winning goal against South Korea was scored by none other than Atti Abonyi, and this was Australia’s first-ever international tournament victory. The trophy is now housed at the National Museum of Australia. It was recently on display in the museum’s ‘Journeys’ exhibition, where the story of Australia’s participation in the Friendly Nations’ Cup in 1967, 1970 and 1972 was told.
The other notable and history-making victory against South Korea was in 1973 in Hong Kong. It was the late Jimmy Mackay who scored the winning goal to send Australia to its first World Cup appearance in West Germany when only sixteen teams participated in the tournament. Johnny Warren referred to this Australian team as “butchers, bakers and candlestick makers” because the entire Australian team had jobs in addition to playing for their country.
In West Germany they played against a solid and physical East German side, losing 2-0. The next match was against eventual 1974 World Cup champions and host nation West Germany—led by their world-class captain Franz Beckenbauer and losing 3-0. The final group match was against Chile, in atrocious conditions, drawing 0-0. An interesting point to make is that eight of the victorious 1967 Friendly Nations’ Cup squad played in the 1974 World Cup.
Australian football had suffered dramatically since 1974, having not qualified for the ‘Big Dance’ since, and Korea/Japan 2002 was no different. Australia were members of the Oceania Football Confederation and sadly missed out on qualifying for the World Cup once again.
Australia easily won the Oceania qualifiers, which meant they had to play the fifth-best South American nation to qualify for Korea/Japan 2002. The fifth-best South American side was Uruguay with world-class players such as Alvaro Recoba (Inter Milan, Italy), Paulo Montero (Juventus, Italy), Dario Silva (Malaga, Spain) and Richard Morales (Club Nacional de Football, Uruguay then Osasuna of Spain). The Socceroos had our own international superstars including Captain Paul Okon (Middlesbrough, England), Harry Kewell (Leeds United, England), Mark Schwarzer (Middlesbrough, England) and Mark Viduka (Leeds United, England). Australia won 1-0 at home after Kevin Muscat scored a penalty at the MCG, while Uruguay were too good at home and defeated the Socceroo’s 3-0—at a packed and intimidating Estadio Centenario in Montevideo.
Even though Australia did not qualify for Korea/Japan 2002 World Cup, the television ratings soared in Australia. Channel Nine was owned by the late Kerry Packer and held the World Cup rights in Australia—Andy Harper headed up their coverage. At the time SBS, Australia’s ‘Home of Football’ produced a daily highlight show.
The rating successes were not lost on Kerry Packer and his management team. It appeared Australia was ‘soccer-mad’ and we were not even playing in the tournament. There was a funny cartoon of Kerry Packer in ‘The Australian’ newspaper and one of his ‘bean counters’ at Channel Nine. Kerry Packer says to the bean counter, “I thought soccer was a game for sheilas, wogs and poofters”, to which the ‘bean counter’ replies, “it is Mr Packer, but they make up 98% of the population!”
The World Cup rating success piqued the interest of politicians, and it was during this time the New South Wales Premier Bob Carr publicly announced that NSW will be bidding for the 2014 World Cup. It was during this time that he telephoned Johnny Warren asking why Australia wasn’t at the World Cup, and what needed to be done to ensure we were there in the future.
Premier Carr then offered John the position as his Special Advisor on Soccer which required John to Chair a Soccer Taskforce. John accepted of course and went about producing a report for the Premier on what needed to be done to fix soccer and ensure Australia were regulars at the world’s biggest sports event every four years.
The other three members on the task force were The NSW Minister for Sport and Recreation, Mr Morris Iemma, Executive Chairman and Co-founder of Westfield, Mr Frank Lowy and Mr Alan Vesey, the Chief Executive Officer of Soccer Australia. After an exhausting consultation process, The Report of the NSW Premier’s Soccer Taskforce was delivered by Johnny Warren to the Premier of New South Wales in record time.
The eleven key recommendations were to call our code football, establish the NSW Football Foundation, regionalise NSW into 15 football clusters, the appointment of a Technical Director, and annualise a calendar of special events and tournaments.
NSW needed to support and agitate for the establishment of a national competition which is professional, commercial, viable, visible, resourced and of high quality. Increase the promotion and opportunities for women and girls in football, establish a School of Football Business, establish a Football School of High Performance, increase integration of futsal and appoint a Futsal Technical Director and for NSW to formally adopt football as a promotional tool for diplomacy.
As a result of these recommendations—and after Johnny Warren accepted the Government’s offer to use his name; on 14 October 2004, the Premier of New South Wales, Mr Bob Carr launched the Johnny Warren Soccer Foundation and Academy. The name was officially changed to ‘football’ foundation after John’s passing on 06 November 2004.
The state government provided initial seed funding for the foundation of $1.5 million. At the launch, Mr Carr said “the Johnny Warren Soccer Academy (JWSA) creates a pathway to elite soccer – enabling boys and girls to have their talent and skills identified and developed at home. We don’t want to see parents having to fork out thousands and thousands of dollars to do so.” The JWSA programs were delivered to approximately 250 aspiring young players in eleven regional centres throughout NSW including Illawarra, Newcastle, North Coast, Bathurst, Tamworth, Wagga Wagga, Cobar, Campbelltown, Parramatta, Queanbeyan and the Central Coast.
These free programs were operated side-by-side with Soccer NSW, Soccer Northern NSW and Football Federation Australia from 2005 until 2010. The program assisted in the development of approximately forty A-League and W-League players such as Marc Warren, Ben Kantarovski, Brendan Hammill, Anthony Caceres, Chris Naumoff, Yianni Perkatis, Connor Chapman and Joshua Sotirio. Matildas and Socceroos JWSA players included Emily Van Egmond, Caitlan Foord, Matthew Ryan, Bernie Ibini-Isei, Milos Degenek, Terry Antonis and Dimi Petratos. The JWSA also provided an exceptional opportunity for the coaches of these squads to nurture and develop their coaching expertise as well.
Thank you for reading my foreword, which covered several issues Australian football has been struggling with for years and is still struggling with today. Johnny Warren led the struggle for many years before us. His struggle continues to inspire me, and I hope it inspires you as well.
Welcome to Volume Two of World Football Domination–The Player Intelligence Mission–enjoy the journey in time and technology to 2054!
—Jamie Warren, executive chairman
Johnny Warren Football Foundation




1 │ The Drone Interception

A call came in from the helicopter pilot of the Icelandic Coast Guard as it swooped onto the outskirts of Reykjavik airport—performing a 180-degree turn to verify the damage. They had been searching thirty minutes for the wreckage of the missing drone and were getting close to calling off the search.
“Coast Guard control, this is Coast Guard vector nine zero—come in.”
“Coast Guard to vector nine zero—this is the Coast Guard control—report your location—over.”
“Coast Guard control, we’ve found the wreckage—two kilometres south-east of Reykjavik airport. I can’t land due to rocky terrain. Suggest you send in-vehicle support—over.”
“Roger that—return to base. I will send in land rover support.”
“Roger and out—vector nine zero returning to base.”
The missing player identification drone was a matter of national security. The thought that it may have been stolen through an act of subversion by Chinese operatives was causing anxiety amongst the Icelandic Football Federation. It wasn’t the first time that Chinese agents had tried to infiltrate the program and steal the proprietary technology. Local intelligence was aware of the Ninjutsu mission and to what lengths they would go to steal the drone.
The 2054 football World Cup was six months away, and Iceland was firming as a favourite contender, having qualified for the tournament without a loss. They had also recently won the Under 20 World Cup tournament on the back of their reputation for youth development and the system that had leading nations mesmerised. This closely guarded secret was on the brink of being confiscated illegally, and that could change the balance of world football domination if it got into the wrong hands.
The inventor of the Player Virtual Identification system was Gunnar Grimsson—the Icelandic genius who built the system from the ground up and had been working closely with the Icelandic Football Federation for almost ten years on player development.
The Coast Guard Land Rover pulled out of the depot and began making its way to the rocky crash site. It was two kilometres away but in an area that was difficult to access with standard vehicles. The crash site was off the main road and in terrain that required the strength of a four-wheel drive designed for this type of landscape. Once the Coast Guard Land Rover arrived at the site, it would require hoisting skilled emergency services personnel over the rocky faced cliff to reach the crashed drone. It was lying ten metres below on a ledge protruding out from the cliff face. How it managed to perch there without falling directly into the water twenty metres below and be washed away by the sea was a miracle.
The Land Rover arrived and parked near the edge of the rocky cliff which directly faced the windy bay. It was a typical Icelandic day, and the crew were used to operating in these conditions. The emergency services officer set up the hoist on the edge of the cliff face and attached it to the belt harness around his chest. Holding on firmly with two hands, he used standard climbing techniques to descend twenty metres down the rocky face until he settled on a small ledge next to the crash site.
“It doesn’t look like they got away with much—but it’s in pieces—I need the cage to hoist it up to you,” he spoke into his communication device. The cage was slowly hoisted down the cliff by his crew leader, and it settled on the ledge next to the emergency services climber.
“You need to be quick, we just received word of a storm making its way in,” said the crew leader
“How far away is it?”
“You got 15-20 minutes before it hits us—and it’s going to strike hard.”
“Roger that—I’m onto it.”
The Coast Guard crew needed to work fast to get the damaged drone devices into the cage and up the cliff face. The incoming turbulent storm was recording gale-force winds further up the inlet. If they did not recover the drone in time, it would mean abandoning the recovery, as the gale-force winds could blow the wreckage into the sea.
“We need to go now, it’s becoming unsafe!” said the Coast Guard crew leader. He was concerned for the safety of his colleague on the cliff. The dark clouds were rolling in quicker than expected, and the rain was starting to howl down on them in large size droplets.
“Got it…the last one. Pull up the cage now, I’m coming up.”
It was a race against the clock, and standard protocol would mean dumping the cage if the emergency services climber was at any risk.
“I may need to drop the cage. The gale is coming in now and I need to get you out!”
“I can hold a little longer…keep hoisting the cage!”
“You have a couple of minutes left, or I’ll abandon it,” said the crew leader.
It was a precious race against time—only the determination and bravery of the skilled climber would decide the fate of the drone.
The thick rope holding the cage became stuck amongst two jagged rocks. The hoisting machine could be heard from below screeching like a revved-up car as it struggled to keep up. It was jamming and putting pressure on the hoist motor.
“The cable holding the cage is stuck,” said the climber hesitantly. He grabbed onto the cage and shook it vigorously to release it from the rock. The howling wind was throwing him about, and each attempt to free the cage became more difficult.
Above, the crew leader was adjusting the controls of the motor to ensure it wouldn’t overheat and burn out. A burnt-out motor would require releasing the cage into the rocky face cliff and into the sea below, losing the precious drone parts altogether.
“Let me try putting it into reverse and then forward again to release it,” said the crew leader. He repeatedly tried, adjusting the lever forward and reverse to create enough momentum in the rope to dislodge it.
The wind had picked up its voracity and was rattling the hoist. While the crew leader juggled the controls, he also had to deal with the threat of the hoist collapsing altogether. It was becoming an impossible situation, and he had to face the agonising decision of whether to abandon the rescue.
“The cage is loose now…hoist it up,” said the climber with relief.
“Roger that...hoisting up now.”
The crew leader had to battle against a new threat as thunder could be heard across the bay. They were sitting ducks for a lightning strike and had to move quickly.
“I got it—got the cage. Now get yourself out of there quick!”
“I’m getting thrown about by the wind and losing my footing. You need to tighten the grip on the hoist.”
The clap of thunder was getting closer, and lightning was visible in the distance. The wind gusts were increasing, sending instant chills through the crew members’ bones.
“Hurry…we don’t have much time left,” said the crew leader.
The climber was struggling to gain enough momentum to lift himself out of the cliff. Each time he tugged upwards on the rope and lifted himself higher, he was swung around by the gale. He was desperately trying to balance himself and avoid being thrown onto the protruding rocks. It was becoming more challenging by the minute.
“I’m having trouble balancing, I can’t get enough grip,” he said.
The crew leader was anxious and tightened the hoist firmly to counteract the strength of the gale.
“I’ve tightened the hoist to make it more stable,” said the crew leader while holding onto the built-in microphone contained in his helmet.
“It's better now…just taking longer than expected,” said the climber. His was two-thirds of the way up when a howling blast of cold arctic wind threw him onto the rock face again, his lower back crashing onto the rocks. The protective gear had cushioned the blow and somehow saved him from injury. He lost his footing on the slightly narrow ledge and gripped onto the rope securely to avoid smashing onto the rocks again. Another incident like that, and he may not be so lucky next time.
“I’m one metre from the edge…nearly there,” he said
He lifted himself over the cliff face and to the safety of the flat ground clasping his face. He stood up and forced his way toward the cage containing the drone parts—fighting the fury of the wind.
“Ok. Let’s pack it up, time to go!” said the crew leader, anxiously. The wind was not letting up—the forces of nature made sure the misery of the arctic gale and torrential rain would test their resolve. They loaded the cage securely and took off as fast as they could. The emergency crews were shivering from the intense cold—blue in the face and exhausted. They left the hoist behind as lightning became visible on the horizon, making it too dangerous to stay out in the open. The metal devices of the crane made it a perfect conductor and prone to a strike. As they reached the main road, a thundering sound shook the ground as a lightning strike blew apart the hoist in the distance. Flashes of yellow light coloured the sky, creating a fluorescent backdrop against the murky dark clouds.
“I think we’d have been burnt alive by the lightning if we didn’t get out of there,” said the crew leader.
The drone was smashed to pieces; however, the devices holding the proprietary technology were recovered. The attempt to steal the drone by the Ninjutsu mission had failed—but the matter went well beyond the equipment alone. The Ninjutsu mission operators from China had found a way to infiltrate the signal of the drone and hack into the computer. If they had managed to maintain the link long enough, the system software—the brains of the unit, might have been accessed illegally.
Gunnar had been monitoring the rescue when he discovered his drone had gone missing from his monitor. He was the one who raised the alert to the authorities. Now that he was aware of the attempt to steal player biodata from the Player Virtual Identification system, he needed to test the central system server and determine if valuable information had been compromised.
Gunnar had built the system with an anti-theft program that protected the software from being accessed illegally. He made the fix and upgrades to the system six months before when he became suspicious of attempts to steal the drone technology by the Ninjutsu mission operatives. The drone technology, although advanced in design and performance, needed high performing software to control and coordinate it. Gunnar called it that brain of the drone—always referring to it as though it was more than a machine.
His philosophy was embedded in the technology and the way the device functioned. The brain also controlled the data and the pathway of information to the server on the ground computer hub. He called it his logarithms of discovery because occasionally he found an immensely talented player from the middle of nowhere. That was his trademark and what made his invention so potent on the football stage. He could regularly find a diamond in the rough.
While Gunnar worked on the server configurations, he was interrupted on his mobile phone by the Coast Guard crew leader.
“Hi, Gunnar—it’s me, Aron from the Coast Guard. I’ve recovered the drone, and it's here for you to inspect.”
“Oh. Hello, Aron…thank you for the great news. I was so worried.” Gunnar paused for a moment while he took a seat next to his workstation.
“Are you there, Gunnar?”
“Yes, I am here. Can I come now?”
“I’ll be here for the next hour. Are you going to take it back to your workshop?” asked Aron.
“Yes. I’ll bring my vehicle and load it up. I’ll see you in the next thirty minutes if that suits you.”
“Ok. See you then.” Before closing the phone, Aron quickly made a comment. “And by the way…when you get here, I have more information you will find interesting.
Gunnar ended the call and stood motionless, looking outside his workshop window. He pondered what Aron meant by more information and was curious to get to the Coast Guard quickly. It was mid-afternoon and heading into the shorter daylight hours typical in this part of the world. To Gunnar’s calculation, he had about one hour of daylight remaining. He wanted to be loaded up with the drone parts before it got dark on his return journey to the workshop. Avoiding the evening wind and hail that was forecast was essential to prevent losing the wreckage of the drone to bad weather. If all went according to plan, it would be a quick drive across town to the Coast Guard facility next to the port of Reykjavik.
Gunnar wasted no time and set off quickly across town to the port of Reykjavik and the Coast Guard facility. He was careful not to accelerate beyond the already generous speed limits. He was anxious about what was waiting for him—more covert findings?
Upon his arrival, he flung the driver's side door open impatiently and rushed to the entrance, almost forgetting his keys in the car and leaving his engine running.
“Welcome, Gunnar, and good to see you.” A tall bearded man greeted him at the main entrance.
“Hello, Aron. Good to see you.” Gunnar was puffing from the sprint to the door and could barely collect his words. “I don’t have much time to load up the drone. Do you think you can help me?”
“Things are quiet now so I will give you a hand. Follow me this way.” Aron led him to the storage area where the drone lay in pieces on a long metallic bench.
“So, Aron…what did you want to tell me.” Gunnar looked at him straight in the eye, eager to hear the latest news.
“I had a call from the Coast Guard at the Faroe Islands. I know them very well…”
“What did they say?”
“They’re intercepting a high-speed vessel with two Chinese operatives on board.”
“I had a feeling it was the Ninjutsu operatives,” Gunnar said.
“Ninjutsu, what?” queried Aron.
“Oh. It's nothing. I meant to say that it's not the first time we’ve found Chinese operatives attempting to get hold of our technology.”
“I see. So, you’re not surprised?” asked Aron.
“No.”
“They’re in pursuit of the vessel, I only got the message a few minutes ago.” Aron picked up his satellite phone and contacted the Faroe Island Coast Guard.
“Are you calling them now?” asked Gunnar curiously.
“Yes, you can listen in if you like…I’ll put it on speaker.” He dialled the Coast Guard and waited for an answer. A crackling sound made way for the clear voice of the Coast Guard captain.
“Hello, its Jon…your number is coming up on the phone Aron—is it you.”
“Yes, it’s me. How is the chase going for the high-speed boat?”
“We’re giving chase now…two kilometres out from the mainland and closing in. They’re not responding to our calls to slow down.”
Aron could hear the outboard motors of the Coast Guard vessel revving constantly and the splashing of seawater against the deck.
“Have you got a fix of what is in their boat?” Aron said.
“We have a satellite visual of what appears to be two Chinese nationals. It’s unusual to have a high-speed vessel with Chinese nationals in our waters.”
“Did you get the trajectory of their path? Did the boat come from Reykjavik harbour?” asked Jon.
“According to our satellite images, the vessel came from Reykjavik harbour and made a speedy exit towards the Faroe Islands.” Jon paused for a moment as he yelled out another instruction to a crew member. “Sorry Aron, seas are rough today, and our Chinese friends weren’t expecting to encounter such a perilous ride.”
“What will you do when you catch them?
“We will interrogate them and come back to you with useful information,” Jon yelled out another instruction to his crew. “By the way…what’s going on in Reykjavik that’s making everyone nervous? We don’t often get this level of attention,” said Jon.
Aron and Gunnar looked at each other, knowing that they could not tell him anything about the drone. Gunnar placed his index finger over his lips, signalling to Aron to keep quiet.
“Oh, we’re not too sure either. We found some wreckage near the port—can’t say what it is and thought it might have come from the boat.”
“So, you have a record of their boat?”
“Yes, and it confirms your satellite path.”
The Coast Guard was closing in on the boat, and the Chinese crew started waving their hands in the air. They had run into engine trouble and were slowing down.
“Just running alongside them now. I’ll call you back—even better, I’ll send you the photos for identification.”
“Roger that.”
Gunnar was very interested in seeing the photos of the Chinese operatives. He believed they came from the Ninjutsu project and were attempting to steal the drone technology.
After about half an hour, photos where received from the Faroe Islands Coast Guard, and Aron put them on the table next to the wreckage.
Gunnar leaned over and reviewed the photos, but the one that interested him was the Chinese operative holding a device from the drone. “It looks like they knew which part was most important—the communications device.” He paused for a moment and looked closer to the photo.
“I have met this man before. Yes, that’s him. The Chinese player agent I briefly spoke to at the Under 20 World Cup tournament.” Gunnar looked closer at the photo and scratched his head. “Yes. That’s definitely him.”
“So, you recognise him?” asked Aron.
“Yes.”
“Well, I better let the Faroe Islands Coast Guard know you’ve identified one of the Chinese operatives.”
“Yes. I would be curious to hear an explanation—being so far away from home in the waters of the North Atlantic.”
Gunnar and Aron quickly loaded up the wreckage of the drone and agreed to keep in touch once he had more information on the Chinese operatives. Gunnar pondered on the way home, eager to understand how such an elaborate operation involving a high-speed boat, jamming devices and computer hacking software could be organised this well in such a remote part of the world. Iceland was not exactly a mainstream thoroughfare other than for sea transport and any covert operation of this type needed the planning of a much more sophisticated organisation.
Gunnar recalled his Australian friend, Robby Denehy discussing with him a Chinese player agent with an offer to purchase the drone technology. They were trying to influence Robby to use his connections and reward him handsomely for his efforts. It occurred during the Under 20 World Cup tournament six months ago. They had no success in persuading Robby due to his loyalty to Gunnar and the philosophy of the Virtual Player Identification system. Despite their lucrative financial offers for the technology Robby never sold it to them. He was never confident they would use the Player Virtual Identification system for the right reasons.
Gunnar arrived at his workshop as daylight made way to a moonless night and dark clouds. He quickly unloaded the wreckage from the four-wheel-drive before gale-force winds made their way through the city. In the distance, he could hear the rattle of thunder and strikes of bright lightning sparking up the dark cloudy skies. It was not uncommon in Iceland during the winter season for storms to roll in with little warning and thrash the city with hail and high winds.
He laid the smashed-up pieces of the drone onto a table and started sifting through recognisable parts. Gunnar knew every part of the drone down to the smallest microchip processor. One item stood out, and it was not one of his parts used in the drone manufacture. How it got mixed into the wreckage baffled him, so he investigated the flight path details. It was a small black box no more than ten centimetres in length securely fastened to the navigation system.
Gunnar simulated the flight path of the drone to discover that it changed coordinates and travelled out to sea at least one kilometre. He also recalled losing control of the drone during the flight before it went missing. What dawned on him was the possibility that the small black box was a tracking beacon which enabled the Chinese operatives full control of the drone, allowing them to land it on their boat securely. As fanciful as it sounded, he felt his theory had merit. But why didn’t they take the drone rather than send it back to the mainland? Why did it crash into the rocky cliffs? Was it a deliberate attempt to hide their tracks or did they lose control of the drone altogether? Gunnar had more questions than answers at this point, although he felt his theory had potential.
While Gunnar was performing a flight simulation on the drone’s final moment before it crashed, he received a call from Aron at the Coast Guard.
“Hello, Aron. You’re working late into the night?”
“Ha-ha. It’s the story of my life—I have some important information for you.”
“Tell me.”
“Jon at the Faroe Islands Coast Guard has taken the Chinese operatives into custody and confiscated their boat.”
“Did he find out their motives?”
“They’re not saying too much at the moment—might be early days and they haven’t completed the interrogation.”
“That doesn’t surprise me. The Ninjutsu mission has a lot of information, and they’re keeping it quiet.”
“Yes—but they found something of interest on the boat.”
“What is it?”
“A computer with lots of player information—Icelandic player biodata and profiles.”
“They uploaded my data from the system. Damn—they were able to break in.” Gunnar was furious. “I am beginning to understand their agenda.”
“What do you mean?” queried Aron.
“They weren’t trying to steal the drone…they were after the biodata profile of the players.”
“I see. That’s all starting to make sense now.” Aron said.
“I did a flight simulation on the drone’s final flight coordinates—my theory is they captured the drone and deliberately crashed it in the rocky cliffs.”
“So, they didn’t attempt to take the drone?”
“That’s correct.”
“Oh, and one other thing—they found a document referring to Ninjutsu mission.”
“Yes, I was afraid they belonged to that covert operation,” Gunnar said.
“Sounds like it’s very sophisticated and well planned. It would be helpful if you could fly to the Faroe Islands tomorrow and help us with the interview?” Aron said.
“Yes, I can be there to assist.” Gunnar agreed.
“Well, consider it done then. I’ll book you on the first flight out in the morning and meet you at the airport.”
Gunnar was feeling angry, but he rarely expressed his emotions in public. He contained himself and focused on his preparation for the interview tomorrow. He was keen to test the data link and validate if the computer server had been compromised before the crash. The downside for him was that his patch designed to stop a break-in by insecure sources had failed. Somehow, the Chinese operatives from Ninjutsu mission had developed a technology that was far superior to what he had anticipated. Gunnar had an early start the next morning, and his flight out of Reykjavik was 8 a.m.
The next morning Gunnar waited to board his twenty-seater plane for the Faroe Islands. He hated flying in small aeroplanes and tried everything to avoid them. Considering the storm had passed and weather conditions were favourable, he tucked away his fear momentarily and conditioned himself to endure the short sixty-minute flight. He had a busy day ahead of him and was well prepared working late into the evening to gather his evidence. Upon arrival at the Faroe Islands—Jon would be waiting to escort him to the Coast Guard office where the Chinese operatives were being held. The agents had not been charged with any crime and Gunnar only had a limited timeframe to complete the interview before they would be released.
The flight was so smooth that Gunnar could place a glass of water in the tray in front of him without any shaking. It made him feel comfortable, as though he was sitting in his lounge room sofa, toning down his fear of flying in small planes. Fifteen minutes before arriving at the Faroe Islands, the aircraft hit unexpected turbulence that nearly tipped the glass of water over his trousers. The sudden jolt caused his anxiety to kick in, and his hands to instinctively grasp the arms on his seat firmly. His face muscles had tightened up, and his lips were screwing up inside of him as his forehead crinkled. The older woman seated next to him looked and smiled, unfazed by the sudden change in flight conditions.
“There’s no need to worry sir…this happens all the time before landing at the Faroes,” said the woman.
Gunnar looked at her with a fearsome expression and grinding his teeth. “So, it’s normal turbulence?”
“Oh, yes—on some flights the whole plane gets tossed around.”
“You take this flight very often?” Gunnar asked.
“Enough to know there’s nothing to worry about. We’ll get a few more bumps as we get closer to the shore and the airport.”
Gunnar loosened his grip on the armrest and laid back in his chair as he headed the advice of the woman.
“Nothing to worry about then…”
“Yes, nothing,” she responded.
As the plane approached the airport and the shores of the main island, Gunnar looked out the window to soak in the picturesque evergreen view. It was an unspoiled island free from the hustle and bustle of urban conclaves. To his left, he could see the Coast Guard vessel on the mooring and a high-tech boat next to it. There was some commotion around the port as local enforcement personnel appeared to be inspecting the boat.
Upon his arrival at the airport, Jon, the Coast Guard leader, would be waiting to escort him to the station where the Chinese operatives where being detained for questioning.
As Gunnar stepped off the plane, a giant of a man with a long beard wearing a Coast Guard uniform waved as he approached him.
“Hi, Gunnar…welcome to the Faroes.” He put out his hand in a welcoming gesture and patted him on the shoulder.
“Hi, Jon and thanks for picking me up.”
“How was your flight?”
“Don’t ask…the last 15 minutes were terrible,” Gunnar said.
“That’s normal and no matter how clear the day is that part of the North Atlantic is always full of turbulence.”
“I don’t need to wait for luggage as I have a carry-on bag only,” Gunnar informed Jon.
“So, let's make our way to the detention facility, and we can talk about what we know so far.”
They stepped into an ageing Land Rover that had seen better days…Jon cranked up the engine that misfired on several occasions before they got going.
“What have you been able to gather so far,” Gunnar asked.
“Not a lot. They’re keeping very quiet and pretending not to understand English very well.”
“Trying to avoid any dialogue with you?”
“It appears so—it may just be a convenient excuse for them. We did find a lot of English literature on their boat also, so I suspect they can speak and read English.”
“If it is who I think it is, they can speak English fluently and maybe trying to wiggle their way out of this problem.”
They arrived at the Coast Guard building, and Jon escorted Gunnar to the interview room. It was going to be an informal discussion to see if Gunnar could recognise the Chinese operatives and gather more information. He was feeling apprehensive and tired as he had never been involved in an interview investigation before. He placed his list of questions on the table and clasped onto a glass of water, sculling it immediately before thrusting the glass onto the table. He was thirsty and nervous, unsure how the whole investigation would evolve.
Jon brought the first of the two Chinese operatives into the room. Gunnar was fixated on his appearance and immediately recognised him. It was Wang Shu, the Chinese player agent from the Under 20 World Cup tournament. Wang Shu first met Robby Denehy at Shanghai Stadium when he made an offer to negotiate the purchase of the Player Virtual Identification system. It was an underhanded approach and he had offered an incentive to influence Robby.
Gunnar turned towards Wang Shu and took a seat next to him on the table.
“Wang Shu—do you remember me?” Gunnar asked
Concerned that his cover had been exposed Wang stood silent and did not respond
“The last time you and I met at the Under 20 World Cup you spoke excellent English. I am surprised you told the Coast Guard you could not communicate in English and asked for an interpreter.”
Jon stood, watching, and nodded in agreement. Gunnar stood silent and waited for Wang to respond. He was taking a while to consider Gunnar’s comments and was in deep thought.
“Yes, I remember you,” Wang responded suddenly in eloquent English.
“I thought so.” Gunnar leaned forward and looked Wang in the eyes directly. “Why did you steal my drone and crash it onto the rock face?”
“I’m not saying anything until we have an arrangement.”
“What do you mean?”
“Agree to let me go back to my boat and leave first—and I will inform you why we are here.”
Gunnar turned to Jon, not sure what to say next. Wang Shu was trying to make a trade-off.
“I think your problem is not with the Faroes Island Coast Guard—you’re wanted in Reykjavik by the Coast Guard for intercepting and smashing my drone. You breached border patrol and may have committed an offence.”
“I do have a lot of information to give you and if you don’t guarantee the return of my boat and free access out of here—I’m saying nothing…absolutely nothing.”
Gunnar understood that if he could get more information on the Ninjutsu mission and their mission objectives, he could protect the integrity of the Player Virtual Identification system and ensure it did not get into the wrong hands. Gunnar asked Jon to step outside the interview room to speak to him about the next steps.
“Let’s call Aron in Reykjavik and see if he’s prepared to release him if we get enough information,” Gunnar suggested.
“I don’t have a problem with that because it’s your jurisdiction. If Aron wants to release him as a trade for information, then I am OK with that.”
Gunnar and Jon returned to the interview room and informed Wang Shu that he had a deal. However, the information had to be credible and relevant.
“So, Wang…tell us how you managed to capture the drone?” Gunnar asked.
“We have developed a technology that can take over the navigation instruments of the drone.” Wang was feeling uncomfortable but knew this was his only way out.
“I noted that on the flight path simulation—so why did you crash it?”
“It’s not the drone we want but the player biodata…the information of your players.”
“Can you explain a little more?” Gunnar asked.
“I attached a device onto the drone that can break into your server and access the biodata. After that, the drone was no use to me.”
Gunnar’s theory that the Ninjutsu mission project was after player information was correct. “I know you accessed the data because I was able to verify the break-in on my server.”
“The data has already been transmitted to our headquarters in China.”
“So, you effectively stole our data—that’s data theft!” Gunnar said furiously.
“Call it what you like. The data is in the hands of our assessors in China now.”
Gunnar was trying hard to curtail his anger. Although Wang was providing the information, he was also arrogant and making him angry.
“This is all part of your Ninjutsu mission?”
“Yes.”
“Why are you so desperate for our information?”
Wang paused for a moment while his smug attitude turned patriotic. “It’s world football domination—the country that wins the 2054 World Cup becomes a world leader not just in sport.”
“I don’t understand what you are trying to say,” Gunnar said
“China wants to be champions of the world in sport, and it will raise our status as a world leader, not just in trade and defence.”
“So, it's political?”
“Yes, very much—that’s how the Ninjutsu mission came into being,” Wang responded.
“What are you doing with the player profiles?” Gunnar asked.
“We study the player's strengths and weakness and make informed game plans on what we know.”
“It gives you the edge?”
“Yes. The more you know of your opponent, the better placed we are to win—that is our main objective.”
“I think I have all the information I need Jon,” Gunnar said as he recommended to conclude the interview.
“I suppose you are free to leave now,” Jon informed Wang. “I’ll escort to your boat. And by the way—if you’re caught in our territorial waters again, we won’t be so accommodating next time.”
Wang knew his time was up and would not be allowed entry into Iceland anymore. The back-door operation through the Faroe Islands into Iceland had also been shut down by Jon and the Coast Guard. His only option was to return to China.
Gunnar was surprised the great lengths the Ninjutsu mission project was investing on attaining player data for their means. He was aware that 75% of the Icelandic team were identified from the Player Virtual Identification system. The country was punching above its weight in the world rankings and was becoming a threat for the traditional powerhouses in the sport. However, the issue also extended to the other two countries that had franchised the system—Australia and most recently, the United States. Both countries had benefitted from the drone technology and the Player Virtual Identification system. They had risen in the world rankings to become real favourites and serious contenders to win the 2054 World Cup.
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*Three countries using the PVI—Player Virtual Identification System in the top ten rankings.




2 │ Colorado Glory FC

Gunnar’s flight back from the Faroe Islands was not a memorable experience. It was rocky and bouncing in the skies like a paper plane. By the time he arrived at Reykjavik airport he was done and swore never to take that flight again. Sick in the stomach and feeling lightheaded, Gunnar’s only objective was to get home and sleep off the plane sickness.
After a couple hours of uninterrupted sleep, he woke up to the sound of message notifications on his phone. One message was from Mike Garvey, Technical Director of Football at Colorado Glory FC in Los Angeles. The Americans had been secretly studying the performance of the Icelandic team for several years to measure the effectiveness of the Player Virtual Identification system. The rapid rise of the Icelandic team’s world rankings had turned heads and garnered interest from countries eager to discover what brought about the significant change in performance.
Mike Garvey was a technocrat who believed in data analysis, and measuring performance and ability was critical to his game plan. After meeting with Gunnar at the Under 20 World Cup Championship he sought the rights to the Player Virtual Identification system from Gunnar. He would become the project manager for the USA Soccer national teams and use the technology to find new talent—discovering players from pockets of communities around Colorado where no one bothered to look. Gunnar’s enthusiasm and philosophy engulfed him, and the two hit it off entirely from the start. Why Mike called him after the foiled drone attempt by Chinese operatives concerned him. Perhaps Gunnar was becoming paranoid and overdoing the thought process.
The other call which was recorded not long after Mike Garvey’s attempt was from his good friend Robby Denehy in Australia. To have both of his international partners calling him at the same time made him anxious. Not knowing who to call first, he decided to call Mike because he said it was urgent. Gunnar was aware of the time zone difference between Iceland and USA and made sure he wasn’t calling Mike in the middle of the night.
“Hi Mike, it’s Gunnar. I know it's late, but you said it was urgent on your message?”
“Hi Gunnar. It's never too late to talk to you and thanks for calling me back.” Mike’s tone changed as though he was about to inform Gunnar of an important issue.
“What is it, my friend?” Gunnar prompted.
“A drone has crashed, and we’ve found the wreckage.” Mike paused for a moment. “We suspect foul play after we lost control of the flight and then noticed a break into our servers by a hacker.”
Gunnar was silent as his worst fears came to life.
“Are you there, Gunnar?”
“Yes, I’m here…I also have some information for you that may be relevant to what’s happened.”
“Oh. Tell me.” Mike was curious to see if there was a connection with what happened in Colorado.
“We had a similar situation here. Two days ago, our drone was forcibly captured and then deliberately crashed into a rockface near the airport. There was an unauthorised break into my server and data was hacked.”
“You are kidding me!”
“There’s more to it, Mike.” Gunnar paused to take a deep breath. “We captured the Chinese operatives responsible for the incident, and we were able to question them.”
“Sounds like a spy thriller from a movie.”
“It’s coordinated by a Chinese consortium called the Ninjutsu mission. It appears they staged multiple intercepts of the drone with all our partners, and I was not aware.”
“Any idea why they are doing this?”
“The information we got from one of their operatives named Wang Shu was that it’s to do with the 2054 World Cup tournament.”
“They’re desperate to win that tournament?” Mike asked.
“More than desperate—it’s become an obsession, and it’s political.”
“I can understand why they accessed our information—fifty per cent of our upcoming national team players have been identified by the Player Virtual Identification system.”
“Yes, and the result has been a significant improvement in your world rankings—the same for Iceland and Australia.”
“It’s where China see the future of world football development, and they're fixated on our technology,” Gunnar said.
“I know what they will do with the data on our players—obviously they are going to use it to their advantage at the World Cup tournament.”
“Exactly, and that’s precisely what Wang Shu told us under interrogation.”
“Now that we’ve found the wreckage…what do we do with it?” Mike said.
“There’s a device I found that doesn’t belong to the drone. It’s a device planted by Ninjutsu mission to transmit data and break into the server.” Gunnar’s heart was racing, and he sat down to release the tension. “I will send you the photo so you can retrieve it.”
“Sounds like it was well organised and sophisticated?” Mike affirmed.
“Yes, they are very determined to get what they want. It’s about world football domination, and the Chinese team is taking great pride in being world football champions.”
“Particularly if they can beat team USA,” Mike said
“I’m sure if both countries progress to the next stage, then that could be a likely encounter.”
“Thanks, Gunnar, for letting us know what has happened.”
“Oh, Mike, before you go. Ask around the club to see if there have been any unusual Chinese visitors that have been very interested in drone technology…you know…asking more questions than usual.”
“Sure, I will ask our drone technician if he has seen or heard anything unusual and let you now. We have onsite video surveillance—if we suspect anyone, they’ll be on camera.”
“OK, Mike, speak to you soon and thanks for taking my call.”
“Always a pleasure to speak to you Gunnar…take care.”
Gunnar was starting to piece the puzzle together and was aware this was a coordinated attempt to steal player biodata. The priority for the Ninjutsu mission operatives was to focus on countries who were expected to outperform them at the World Cup tournament. They had also become obsessed with the Player Virtual Identification system and its capabilities to produce highly talented football players. They regarded this technology as the future of world football, becoming entrenched in their psyche. It was a cocktail of world football domination and covert espionage that had evolved into a sophisticated project. When Gunnar first invented the technology and put it to use to develop Icelandic talent, he had no idea of the reach and interest by ambitious nations.
Colorado Glory FC was a new entrant into the top tier of the North American professional soccer league. The club had a different approach to its rivals, priding itself on youth development and an academy built for the identification of the young talented player. Mike Garvey oversaw this academy and had built a reputation for finding exceptional players amid small towns and remote communities. He became interested in the Player Virtual Identification system when he met Gunnar at a youth tournament many years ago. It was a meeting of chance that grew over the years until Mike decided to implement the system at Colorado Glory.
Besides Robby Denehy from Australia, Colorado Glory was the only other club that Gunnar agreed to license the technology to. The requirement from the Icelandic Football Federation was that it could not be sold to countries completing against Iceland during qualification matches. That meant Europe was out of bounds. The other stringent requirement was around data sharing between the clubs that used drone technology. Gunnar wanted to make sure his Player Virtual Identification system was being used with the proper philosophy.
It was the main reason why he always rejected continuous offers from China for the technology—some of the proposals he walked away from were very lucrative financially. Gunnar was a man of pride with a fundamental belief in fairness and equality in sport. He always believed that every child had a right to showcase their talent and be considered no matter their background, social status, or heritage. He felt an obligation to the young aspiring footballers of the world to offer opportunities and pathways where they had previously never existed. Uncovering talent amidst the most remote and untouched areas was his mantra, because he felt mainstream clubs had forgotten their roots.
Gunnar felt an urgent need to create a new security patch to prevent the Ninjutsu mission project from hacking into his server to access the biodata. He also wanted to perform an analysis of what information Wang Shu and his Ninjutsu mission had managed to get their hands on. He was still unclear what they got away with—and the extent of the information. Was it enough to compromise the Icelandic national team at the 2054 World Cup tournament?
Gunnar called upon the services of his computer expert who had assisted him in building the system architecture. The problem was complex and required someone who knew what to look for and where to find it. After a whole day working through a series of tests his computer expert found everything Gunnar needed to know about the biodata compromise. It was murkier than he thought, and it left open more questions than answers.
“Well it looks like they got help from the inside,” the computer expert said.
“You mean they knew where to look in the first instance?” Gunnar could not believe what he was hearing.
“Yes, someone who knows your system architecture provides them with the right information to break into the server.”
“What does that mean?”
“Let me explain this in another way—it’s like someone providing you with the coordinates of a specific location, and then you work out how to find your way there.”
Gunnar placed his hands on his forehead and looked down on his desk. “You mean it’s someone we know?”
“It’s either someone you know or someone who knows someone you know.” The computer expert was confident the break-in the server was from his circle of professionals.
“Can you create a patch to fix it?” Gunnar asked.
“I can, but I need more time to work on it. I also need to know everyone that has access to your system either directly or indirectly—here in Iceland or overseas.”
“Sure, I will get you a list of users,” Gunnar said.
“One other thing—I need the device you found in the wreckage to test the new patch I am developing.”
“Do you think you can get the device to work again and use it to assess their technology?”
The computer engineer looked at Gunnar in the eye and said, “Have I ever let you down before?”
Gunnar paused before making his response. “I have known you for a long time and if anyone can make that contraption work…it’s you.”
Gunnar had a significant problem—a mole in his company had sold information to the Ninjutsu mission project. Trying to find this person was almost impossible—he decided to dedicate his resources to improving security on the system and to redesign access protocols.
The issue with the mole was a by-product of his Player Virtual Identification system expanding into new markets overseas and relying on the goodwill of people he had partnered with. The expansion of the Player Virtual Identification system meant more technicians and drone operating experts, project leads, and analysts. What had been a tightly controlled project in Iceland had now developed the hallmarks of a typically larger organisation. Whereas Gunnar knew everyone individually for years, once he franchised the system to Australia and the USA, he felt like he had lost some control.
Besides building a new patch to prevent the biodata from being hacked by covert operations such as the Ninjutsu mission, he also needed to ensure employees where being screened better. It was a lesson learned, and he would immediately seek changes to the hiring policy to ensure all operatives were thoroughly background checked. The Player Virtual Identification system was a prized weapon for any ambitious country to achieve the glossy heights of football dominance. There was no technology like it in the world, and it stood years ahead in terms of product development. Although countries strive for dominance at the Olympic Games, nothing compared to the power and influence of winning the football World Cup.
The next morning while Gunnar was making changes to his computer server software, he received an unexpected call from Mike Garvey at Colorado Glory FC.
“Hello Gunnar, its Mike. How are you, my good friend?”
“Mike, it's always good to hear from you.” Gunnar took a seat next to his computer workstation.
“I have some interesting news for you.”
“Really?”
“Yes. I think we’ve busted a covert operation by two local Chinese operatives who could be responsible for crashing our drone.”
Gunnar remained silent for a moment and could not believe what he was hearing. “Say that again?”
“I think we got them—the Chinese operatives.”
“This is bigger than I thought,” Gunnar said.
“Oh yeah—the interesting thing about this operation is they were sitting under our noses.”
“What does that mean?” Gunnar struggled with the colloquialism of Mike’s American dialect.
“The Chinese operatives joined the club as wealthy sponsors pretending to be from a Chinese company. They were always hanging around our training sessions and showing interest in our drone technology.”
“That is a very well executed plan, and sophisticated. So, what gave it away? I mean, how did you know it was them.” Gunnar asked.
“We had our security firm go through the video feeds from the day of the crash, and we caught them attaching this device we have never seen before.’
“Yes, that’s the same device we found here, and we have analysed it—we know what it does.”
“You’re kidding me…”
“It’s the device that hacks into the server and steals the data from our server…like a transponder that breaks into the brain of our technology.”
“Do you know how much data they accessed from us?” Mike said.
“The good news is we found out their technology is clunky, and the link fails after about one minute.”
“So, they didn’t achieve everything they wanted?”
“That’s correct.” Gunnar took a deep breath and paused to regain his speech. “We’re analysing your data today to see how much was compromised, but it’s a slow process and we should have more information for you tomorrow.”
“At least you’re on to it Gunnar.” Mike’s voice became concerned, and he sounded apprehensive. “My bosses at the club are asking me for an explanation. They’re concerned the data hacking may have compromised the national team. You know fifty per cent of our national team players have come through Colorado Glory FC?”
“I’m sorry to hear that. I’m under the same pressure here with our national team. It has to do with the World Cup tournament preparations later this year, and everyone is getting nervous,” Gunnar said as he took a sip of water to relieve his dry throat. “What are you doing with the Chinese operatives? Are they in custody?”
“Yes, we’ve handed over all the evidence to the police, and they are speaking to them today. If I hear anymore, I will let you know.”
“Any information you can give us is valuable because we can work on putting protections in place.”
“Sure thing. I’ll let you know if anything significant comes from their interview with the Chinese operatives.”
“By the way, Mike, the name of the covert operation, is the Ninjutsu mission, and it appears they have expanded their network to all our franchise partners.”
“Have you contacted Australia and spoken to Rob Denehy?”
“Not yet, but he’s next on my list of things to do,” Gunnar said.
“Yeah, it would be interesting to see if he has been affected by the Ninjutsu mission also.”
“Oh, and by the way. I’m checking the security protocols of everyone who has access to the system. Can you send me a detailed list of your people who can access the Player Virtual Identification system either directly or indirectly?”
“I think that’s a good idea Gunnar. Do you suspect someone from the inside has helped them?”
“Yes, there is the possibility that the device you’ve been referring to contains the right coordinates to gain access to our server, like a pathway—and the only way they could have gotten that information is from one of our users.”
Mike could not believe the extent of what he was hearing and sighed a deep breath. “So, we could have a mole amongst us.”
“Yes, and it's not the first time the Ninjutsu operatives have attempted to bribe our people.”
“It doesn’t come as a surprise to you?” Mike asked.
“That’s correct.”
“OK Gunnar let’s stay in touch, and I will get back to you with the list of personnel users and anything that comes from our interviews with the Chinese operatives.”
“Talk to you soon, Mike.”
Gunnar was concerned about the extent and reach of the covert operation and was going to call his good friend Robby, preferring to wait due to the time zone difference for a morning in Australia. He had three more hours of work before he could make that important call.
Gunnar met with his computer expert to learn more about what he had found analysing the device from the wreckage. It was a nervous catch-up because he would confirm the success of the device used by the Ninjutsu mission and how much data they got.
“So how did it go—did you find anything interesting?” Gunnar said impatiently.”
“Well, it's much like we thought. The signal to the device failed about five minutes into the journey of the drone.”
“They got some data, and not all of it?”
“Yes, that’s right…approximately forty per cent.”
“That’s better than I expected.” Gunnar sighed in relief.
“The device they attached to the drone failed, and I don’t think they perfected it.”
Gunner pointed to a broken communication link on the flight trajectory. “It appears to have broken its link of communication near the rock face on the cliffs, not far from the crash site.”
“This device interferes with the navigation console in the drone. The Ninjutsu mission would not have been able to test it properly without our drone technology–they don’t have the same drone prototype.”
“That makes sense. Not having the ability to identify any conflicts with the navigation system of our drone meant the device was unstable.”
“Yes.”
“That explains why the drone also crashed at Colorado Glory,” Gunnar said.
“I suspect the same thing has happened at Colorado Glory, but until I get the device, I can’t say for sure.”
“The device is on its way and should arrive tomorrow—I’ll let you know when it gets here.”
Gunnar scratched his forehead and was showing signs of tiredness. He had been working on this problem for forty-eight hours straight with only an hour sleep in between. His usually manicured beard was looking scruffy, and his eyes were starting to droop as he struggled to stay awake. The incident with the drone had become all-consuming and a priority. It was a matter of national importance as it could have compromised their performance at the upcoming World Cup tournament.
The biggest sporting tournament in the world was six months away, and the thirty-six national teams around the world had commenced their preparation. The Ninjutsu mission had become desperate to the point they were using covert tactics that resembled a lousy espionage movie. To think it would become so organised with resources expanding across several continents was unthinkable years ago.
The football World Cup tournament was much more than just a sporting event. It had become a source of pride and influence. For the Chinese team, it was showing the world how they could dominate the most popular sport in the world. It was an opportunity for their country to set higher standards and dominate their competition with masterful techniques, strategy and physical performance. They desperately wanted to outperform and outsmart their opponents. It had become a pursuit of world football domination, and the Chinese were leading the ascendancy.
Although Mike Garvey never admitted it due to pride, Colorado Glory FC paid handsomely for the Player Virtual Identification system because they needed an edge. Their national team structure was getting complacent, and they could no longer source the best players. The traditional method of player identification was failing and was influenced by people that had the resources. That is, parents who had money and a voice who were located near the right venues. Players were being selected after trials no matter if they were talented or not. Aspiring football players who lived in rural settings and Latinos living in less affluent communities were considered too difficult to access—a vast untapped talent pool. Soccer in the USA was becoming lazy and naïve as talent scouts remained uncreative, sticking to routine methods of identification and who they knew.
Mike Garvey was different from the rest—he likes to push the boundaries in talent identification, and he understood where the problems were. Colorado Glory FC was a young soccer club compared to the older and more established top tier clubs. Their player identification philosophy was different, and the success rate for identifying top talent was remarkable. No other club in the top tier of US soccer had their record of players performing at the highest levels in all national team age groups.
The main reason Gunnar sold the Player Virtual Identification franchise to Mike Garvey and Colorado Glory FC was his philosophy in talent identification—his willingness to share data and help improve the system. He was a true believer and was trusted to carry out implementation of the system’s values that Gunnar established as the core principles. To create an environment for all aspiring players, no matter their background or where they come from. To provide an opportunity to showcase their talents and be assessed on an equal footing. It was a simple philosophy that was changing the face of talent identification that had been overlooked for decades.
Gunnar decided to call it a day and take some rest. There was not a lot he could do now until the device arrived from Colorado Glory for further testing. There was only one thing on his mind he had to attend to—to call Rob Denehy in Australia. He had missed several phone calls due to the time zone difference between the two countries. Gunnar had messaged Robby again to set up a time to talk. He wanted to stop playing phone tag with his good friend from Australia and find out if they had been affected by the Ninjutsu mission operation.




3 │ Harry’s on the Move

Robby Denehy had always been suspicious of the Ninjutsu mission and their attempts to secure the Player Virtual Identification system at all costs. He had ramped up security at the talent identification sessions, which included the drone technology and biodata from participating trialists. Robby was more prepared than his counterpart at Colorado Glory FC because of his experience in dealing with the Chinese operatives. At the Under 20 World Cup tournament he was approached by Wang Shu with an offer to influence Gunnar to sell the system. It was a bribe that he rejected as he was loyal to Gunnar and what he stood for—the philosophy upon which the system was founded.
Robby had been tipped off by his security personnel that there were two Chinese people asking questions about the trials and their location—they were seeking trials for their children. It was a natural cover-up as it would appear an innocent inquiry for anyone to make. The other change in tactic was that the Ninjutsu mission was also using female operatives—soccer mums were very normal in most parts of the western world—and Australia was no different. They were trying very hard to blend in with the average person and avoid detection. The only giveaway was they were asking questions more openly than most people usually interested in applying for trials.
The next trial was scheduled in the northern city of Darwin where there was a large indigenous population of aspiring football players from remote communities. This was the same fertile ground where Harry Duwala was discovered four years ago and he had grown to become a prolific player at international youth level for his country. He was a rare and unique find thanks to the determination of Robby to implement the Player Virtual Identification system into their talent identification program. Harry was also an ambassador for the trials and would accompany Robby to Darwin to assist in promoting the trials amongst aspiring youth of the area.
Robby had taken precautions with security in Darwin to ensure there was no foul play or covert action by the Ninjutsu mission. Before leaving for Darwin, he was able to secure images of the suspects from security cameras to establish a visual. He was also able to get feedback from the security personnel of the questions the Chinese operatives were asking about the technology in use. He was informed they were smooth talkers with proper English pronunciation like Wang Shu. These camouflaged soccer mums were acting naïve and pretending not to know too much, however they were very curious and friendly. Their goal was to get as much information on the movements of the trials to coordinate their mission objectives.
Robby usually spread the word for the trials through community connections and partnerships with local schools and football clubs in the remote areas. The information was out there, but you had to be living in the communities to know about it. That was deliberate on his behalf because he wanted to keep the trials local and focused on nearby neighbourhoods. The Chinese operatives would have found this difficult—they were aware Robby did not advertise the trials outside the local communities. To obtain the details of the trials required a challenging behaviour and subtle form of questioning—a skill that the Ninjutsu mission operatives had mastered with their covert tactics.
While Robby was planning the trials in Darwin, he had also pencilled in a meeting with Harry’s parents about his impending offer to play in the North American pro league. It was a big decision for his parents to approve Harry’s signing for Colorado Glory FC at the tender age of 18 years. Although Robby had built a strong relationship with Harry’s parents over the years, they still needed reassurance—it was their right. It was a big money spinner for Harry that would set him up for a flourishing career. The offer came about after his stellar performances at the Under 20 World Cup tournament, and there was stiff competition for his signature by several English Premier League clubs.
Although Harry was not the leading scorer at the tournament—that recognition went to an upcoming Icelandic superstar—Freyr Helgason, Harry was a close second, turning lots of heads as he made his mark for the first time on the world stage. It was not only the great goals he scored that impressed others but the way he played and his attitude. He never received a caution or reprimand from the referee, and his team play was infectious. The environment at Colorado Glory FC and the guidance of someone like Mike Garvey, who would continue to focus on his development, were instrumental in getting his signature.
Robby was scheduled to meet Harry’s parents for dinner at the hotel they were staying in. Harry was feeling anxious about the discussion because it was his dream to play in a professional competition. His father was not the person they had to convince—Harry’s mother was the one struggling with the thought of her son moving to another country, and she wasn’t comfortable with the idea.
As they settled into the foyer of the hotel, Robby caught Margaret and George in the corner of his eyes, making their way to the entrance. Margaret was a colourful character full of confidence and often opinionated.
Robby waved to the couple to get their attention, and they smiled in return.
“Hello, Robby—it’s been a while since we last met.”
“Yes, it’s been too long, Margaret. Thank you both for meeting us today, and I’m sure Harry appreciates it.
Margaret gave Harry a big hug and caressed him on the cheeks with her ageing hands. It had been a long time since she last saw her son. Harry loved his parents so much, and he was also delighted to be with them. Margaret shed a little tear from the corner of her eye, wiping it away with a tissue. Harry's dad was also caught in the emotion as he reciprocated with another hug and kissed Harry on the cheek. They were so proud of him and what he had achieved in a short time frame.
“What I like about Harry is despite his success he is level-headed and doesn’t show off about his rapid rise to fame,” Robby said.
“We always taught him to respect and to be humble—not to forget where he came from.” Margaret placed her bag on the seat and caressed Harry’s face with both hands. “Never forget your indigenous background, Harry,” she said.
Harry nodded and conferred with his mother. He was always aboriginal through and through and proud of his family’s heritage.
“Let’s have something to eat before we talk about Harry’s future,” Robby said.
They all ordered their main course and waited for Robby to prompt the conversation starter. He did not want to rush into it and felt it would be better to calm everyone’s anxiety with some good food and beer before launching into a serious discussion about Harry’s career.
“So, Robby, Harry has a contract offer with Colorado Glory FC in Los Angeles, and it requires he move in two weeks,” prompted Margaret.
“Yes, Margaret, that’s right, and all expenses for travel, food, accommodation and transport will be taken care of by the club.” Robby took a sip of his favourite beer and paused.
“Has anyone checked the contract and are there any hidden clauses in there we need to know about?” Margaret asked.
“Our legal person has gone through the contract, and it’s a standard document. It specifies wages and duration of the contract—Harry will be on a handsome salary for his age and a guarantee he will train with the first team.”
“Yes Robby, the deal is lucrative for someone his age, but my concerns are who is going to look after him? I have heard so many stories of young people going off the rails without their parents to support them.”
“I share your concerns Margaret as a parent, and there have been situations of young players being influenced and not being able to handle the change in culture and environment.” Robby paused for a moment and chose his next words carefully. “The reason why this club was better for Harry as opposed to the other offers he received was that the Technical Director is part of our franchise.”
“I see…can you tell me more about him?”
“His name is Mike Garvey, and he uses the same training philosophy as Gunnar and me with player development. We trust his methods with younger players and he has been very successful—he has an impeccable track record with youth development.”
“I understand Robby, and it’s very reassuring—I’m sure Mike Garvey is a great person. But Harry is my son and all alone in a big city like Los Angeles without anyone next to him—don’t you think family is important at this stage of his life.”
Robby was silent and understood how a mother would feel about such a move for a young eighteen-year-old boy.
“Mother…has anyone asked me how I feel?” said Harry. “While everyone is talking about me—no one has even bothered to ask me about my life and what I want.”
“But Harry, we are your parents and concerned about you being alone in a strange country,” Margaret said.
Harry looked at his parents with bulging eyes, accompanied by an intense expression.
“So, what do you want me to do? Grow up in Alice Springs with nothing to do like the rest of the guys there? Work in dad’s repair shop—so that you can say that we’re close to each other?”
“But Harry…”
“It's not what I want, and you need to trust the people around me…I want to be a football player. That’s my dream and if it means I have to carve it in a strange place with people I’ve never met…then so be it.” Harry got up from his chair and walked to the front of the hotel, incensed that his parents were trying to control his career and prevent him from moving.
“I’ll go and speak to him,” said Robby. “Just wait here, I’ll be back.’
Harry’s parents were not accustomed to this kind of outburst from their son. They had misjudged his passion and desire to play abroad. It was an opportunity of a lifetime that had been presented to him, but their small-town mentality could not come to grips with it.
Robby walked to the foyer to find Harry pacing up and down the main entrance, upset and agitated.
“Harry, are you OK?”
“You know Robby, up until now I’ve always been the good old Harry. The perfect son of Margaret and George. I’ve always done everything they asked of me.” Harry took a deep breath and looked at Robby in the eye. “It’s my life now, and this is what I want to do.”
Robby put his arm around Harry to console him and did not say a word. He was sympathetic and understood the emotion of a player aspiring to become a successful footballer. The same thing happened to him when he had to break the news to his Scottish parents and move to mainland Europe. Robby was the same age when moving to a big professional club.
“And by the way Robby—I turned eighteen last month, and I don’t need their signatures anymore on the contract?”
“Yes, Harry, that’s correct. In this case, you’re free to decide. I was trying to get your parents on board because I have learned through experience it’s better. If you have the support of your parents—you don’t have to do it alone.”
“Robby…you’ve been like an uncle for me—I appreciate everything you and Gunnar have done. You’ve taken me from the backstreets of Alice Springs to the heights of world football.” Harry paused and took a deep breath while pacing around with his hands in his pockets.
“This is an opportunity of a lifetime and if you were me…would you let your parents decide?”
Robby grabbed Harry on both shoulders and looked at him directly with piercing eyes. “You know my answer to that question—I would never deny a young talent the opportunity to shine on the world stage.”
Harry nodded his head and said, “you can tell my parents I’m signing the contract. I’ll have the documents ready for you tomorrow.”
The next morning Harry was kicking a small-sized ball around the pool area near the tropical garden. He would do this for fun to calm himself down and release tension. He would juggle the football in all sorts of ways; flicking it side to side, on his hips and bouncing on his head like a circus juggler. A few people gathered to watch his technique by the poolside, mesmerised by his intricate ball control and skill. Robby happened to be walking past on his way to get a coffee when he witnessed Harry performing his trickery and called out to him.
“Hi, Harry—how are you today?”
Harry looked up towards Robby, careful not to lose his rhythm. “I’m well Robby. I’m juggling the ball to enhance my technique. Watch this move….” Harry flicked the ball onto his head and then catapulted it into the air before landing on his feet without touching the ground.
Robby smiled—impressed by his quick movement and sharp control. “I haven’t seen that trick for a while. Where did you get it from?”
“It was a movie I watched last night and thought I’d try it out…to see how hard it is.”
“Doesn’t look like it took you long to master the skill,” Robby said.
Harry pointed to the poolside table next to the tropical garden where he had placed his Australian motif towel.
“By the way, the contract is on the table over there…signed and ready to go—Colorado Glory here I come.”
“What about your parents…should I tell them?”
“Yes, you can, but I’m not interested in their response. I’ve made up my mind, and I’m going to LA.”
“Ok. Thank you. I will let Mike Garvey know. And…”
“And what?” Harry was still sensitive about the discussion with his parents the night before.
“And congratulations, Harry. I know you have what it takes to be a big name in the North American competition.”
“Thanks, Robby…I think you’re the only one that understands me.”
“Oh, and by the way—your parents said to say goodbye. They left this morning to go back home.”
“I see…”
“They didn’t want to get in the way of your decision.”
Harry stopped juggling the ball and paused to look at Robby. “Is that what they said?”
“Yes, Harry. I can’t speak on their behalf, but they want you to achieve your dreams.”
Harry smiled and then started juggling the ball again but with more enthusiasm. Even though he didn’t need his parent’s approval, he felt comfort that his parents gave their blessing.
Robby took the contract from the table and made his way to the breakfast lounge.
“You’ll be at the trials this afternoon?” Robby asked.
“Yes, of course, and I’m looking forward to it.” Harry continued juggling the ball to the amusement of the people sitting around the poolside.
“Don’t forget we have a shirt signing session with the young kids,” Robby said.
“Sure, I will bring my signature pens with me.”
Harry was not the shy teenager Robby first met during the trials in Sydney two years ago. He had grown up very quickly. He wanted out of Alice Springs and was looking forward to the big time in football glory. His performances at national team level made him a confident person with a high level of self-belief.
His parents had forgotten that he had grown up, still thinking of him as the sixteen-year-old boy who left home for Sydney many years ago. Harry was not going to let them hold him back and especially now he was of adult age—legally able to sign contracts of his own accord. His deal with Colorado Glory FC would catapult him into the spotlight under the careful management of Mike Garvey. He was in good hands and could rely on a structured development plan suitable for someone progressing to an elite professional level.
Later that afternoon, Robby was making final preparations for the trials at Darwin Athletic football Club. His team of systems experts was performing a routine test on the drone and the communications links between the player armbands and the Player Virtual Identification system. The turnout had been higher than expected, which meant extra assessment sessions had been added to the schedule. Robby had a policy that no child misses out on the opportunity to showcase themselves. If there were a large turnout that required extra sessions, he always felt compelled to offer the chance to every player present.
While Robby was performing his site inspections with the team, he noted some unusual behaviour next to the drone docking station. Two Chinese individuals were casually walking around the drone continuously. To the untrained eye, it appeared unnoticeable and under the radar. They made it look very casual and unassuming, except for one thing. It was a warm day with the temperature around thirty degrees Celsius, and one of them was wearing a heavily padded black jacket with his hands in his pocket. Robby continued observing them from a distance while also trying to stay out of view.
He contacted his drone technician who was sitting nearby and making final preparations before launching it.
“It's me, Robby, listen to me and nod in response. I’m behind you, facing the entrance to the pitch.”
The technician nodded his head and glanced towards Robby. “There are two Chinese people who look suspicious walking around the drone…can you see them?”
The technician nodded.
“The one in the black jacket with his hands in his pockets…watch him but don’t make it obvious.”
The technician nodded again.
After a couple of minutes continuously walking around casually looking inconspicuous, the Chinese operatives made their move. The operative with the black jacket pulled out a device while his colleague covered his view by turning his back and standing in front of him. Robby moved to the side by approximately two metres to get a better look. The Chinese operative placed a small device on the drone and then removed his jacket, dropping it on the ground deliberately while they briskly made their way to the exit.
“He placed a device on the drone—can you inspect it while I follow the Chinese operatives,” Robby said.
“OK, onto to it,” said the technician.
Robby had a small window of opportunity to stop the Chinese operatives before they left the Darwin Athletic Club. He contacted his private security personnel to intercept them at the entrance leading towards the car park. Robby had learned from his experience in Sydney two years ago when he caught a Chinese operative attempting to steal the drone technology under similar circumstances. Since that time, Robby had stepped up security at all trials.
As the Chinese operatives dodged bystanders and snuck in between crowds of people to foil their escape, Robby was in pursuit. The security guards had been informed by Robby to secure the front gates and to be on the lookout. Robby came up with a brilliant idea to monitor the operatives in the event they managed to escape the club grounds. He would launch the drone that had a video monitoring capability, normally used when trialling player moments.
“It's me, Robby, again—can you launch the drone and hover it above the front gate and car park?” He said to the technician.
“I’m on to it right now, turning on the controls, and off we go,”
“Do you have video monitoring working?”
“Yes, everything is active.”
Robby switched to his mobile phone and linked to the video monitoring signal. He had a full view of the club entrance and car park—watching the live stream from the drone camera on his mobile phone.
“I have a fix on them and can zoom in,” said the technician.
“They’re looking at the drone and know we are surveilling them.” Robby adjusted his phone to get a better fix on the operatives.
As the Chinese operatives made their way towards the entrance, two large security guards closed the gates and stood in front of them with their towering frames. The covert operation by the Ninjutsu mission had been foiled, and Robby had the device in his possession. They were politely asked to make their way to the clubrooms to be interviewed by Robby.
After landing the drone at the launch pad, the technician inspected the device and removed it. It was attached by a magnetic strip. The technician switched it off, causing it to detach automatically. At first impression, it appeared to be sending a data signal as lights flickered on the device in a variety of colours at high speed. The technician tried to find the switch to deactivate the data transmission, but it was designed for one use only—to become destructible after the mission was completed.
“We’re picking up an external signal from our server,” said the computer technician in the operating room.
“What exactly is the signal attempting to do?” Robby asked.
The technician paused for a moment and then resumed. “If I’m not mistaken…I would say it’s trying to infiltrate the server and steal our biodata.”
“Can you shut down the server while we try to figure out the purpose of the signal?” Robby was dealing with issues on multiple fronts—Chinese operatives detained at the gate, a device that was attached to the drone and signal of unknown origin trying to steal the player biodata from the computer hub. He had to remain calm and deal with each problem one at a time.
In a brisk fast tempo walk, Robby made his way to the main entrance to speak to his security personnel. Holding his phone next to his ear like a compression bandage, he contacted the drone technician and asked him to bring the device to the main gate. Curious to inspect the device and take a photo, he wanted the evidence to send to Gunnar for analysis
“I’ve shut down the server and ensured the biodata is safe,” said the computer technician.
“Roger that—I will be there soon. Oh, by the way—did our data get stolen by the device?”
“It’s hard to say at the moment until I check the data transmission report—but it was definitely trying to connect to our hub.”
“Ok…let’s hope they got away with nothing,” Robby responded in a concerned way.
At the main entrance of the football park, the drone technician was waiting with the device. It was a narrow, cylindrical and polished steel shape with no settings or buttons to deactivate it. Yellow lights pulsated from one side at high speed. The device was active and attempting to carry out its programming, unbeknown its signal was blocked. The only way to make sure it would stop flickering would be to smash it with a hammer and destroy it, but in doing so, the evidence would go with it.
“Do you have any thoughts about this device?” Robby asked the drone technician.
“My best guess is that it’s a transmitter designed to capture the player data algorithms transmitted by the drone. I also believe the information is forwarded to a remote hub.”
“You think the Chinese operatives have someone on the outside with a wireless connection retrieving the data,” Robby said.
“It appears to be designed that way—a powerful transmitter that intercepts signals and then decodes them before transmitting to a remote location.” The drone technician handed the device to Robby.
“It’s a very well-designed unit—state of the art and hi-tech.” Robby rubbed his hands over the unit to look for a pinhole or anything that may allow it to reset or shutdown.
“Whoever designed it spent a lot of money and time to perfect it…it’s not something you buy over the counter,” said the drone technician.
“I agree…this isn’t an amateur operation—they’re serious with resources behind them. By the way, do you know where the security guards are with the Chinese operatives?”
“The security guards took them to the main office as they wanted to keep everything discreet.”
“OK…I better make my way there and see what’s going on.” Robby said.
People were starting to arrive for their trials—kids, families and even some local media interest. Robby had forty-five minutes before the first session, and the opening meeting commenced. He was on a race against time to get the trials started and ensure the technology was secure from the Ninjutsu mission operatives.
As he made his way to the club office, he could see the two Chinese operatives sitting next to each other through the main window. The security guards had locked the door and waited patiently for him to arrive. One of the Chinese operatives, a short stubby man with a receding hairline appeared familiar to him but could not recall where he may have seen him before
“They’re refusing to talk,” said the security guard.
“They can’t speak English?” Robby asked suspiciously.
“That too…but I’m not convinced.”
Robby found the video image on his mobile phone of the Chinese operatives installing the device on the drone. He then thrust the phone in front of them as they watched their handy work caught on camera.
“You either speak to me now, or I’ll call the police and show them the evidence—so, what do you prefer?” Robby stood silent and waited patiently. The Chinese operatives spoke to each other in Mandarin, one of them raising their voice. They waited and looked at each other until they nodded.
“If we tell you why we are here…will you let us leave?”
Robby looked at his security personnel with a blank look on his face and paused.
“OK, tell us why you are here and then leave,” Robby said.
“We are from the Ninjutsu mission—we have come here to learn about your drone.”
“Is that it? Then tell me why you attached this device?”
“That device is designed to give us data on drone performance.”
“Are you sure that is all it does?” Robby queried.
“Yes…only performance data from your drone.”
“Our computer hub technician told me there was a break in an attempt by the device—it was trying to access player data from the server algorithms.”
“We don’t know anything about that,” said the Chinese operatives. They adjusted their chairs and pushed out their feet to get comfortable. “Our job is to attach the device and leave…we did not design the device.”
Robby did not know whether to believe them and thought their story could have been plausible. “One last question—is there someone else outside of the football club monitoring the drone and accessing the data transmitted by the device?”
The Chinese operatives both looked at each other and did not say a word. “We don’t know the answer to that question.”
Robby had a gut feeling they were not telling him everything, and it was unlikely he would get more detailed information from the Chinese operatives. He thought that with the help of Gunnar Grimsson, he would be able to analyse the device and find out its capabilities. Sending the device to Gunnar might be his best option.
“OK—this is what I am going to do. You can leave, but if we ever see you around any of our facilities or trial sessions, we will refer you to the police next time.” Robby took the device and showed them the flashing light indicators. “I need you to turn off the unit because we believe it's still trying to transmit—can you do that?”
The Chinese operatives looked at each other and agreed. “Yes, we can turn it off from our mobile phone…can we have our phone back?”
Robby returned their mobile phones and waited while they accessed the code and turned off the device.
“Good. All done. You can leave,” Robby said.
The Chinese operatives left the room, escorted by the security guards to the car park.
It was one task after another, and Robby had twenty minutes to prepare for his welcoming meeting in the clubrooms with trialists and their families. He left the club office and contacted Harry to see if he had arrived to assist with the presentation. Harry was a major drawcard to the local boys and girls, and he was highly regarded as an example of what is achievable with the Player Virtual Identification system. People wanted to hear his story as a motivator for success. His move to Colorado Glory FC was well documented in the press, and today he would announce his decision to join the club formally to the local media present.
The modest club room not usually used for such events was overflowing with participants. Everyone jostled for a little space to hear Robby introduce the trials process—more importantly, they were Harry Duwala fans and wanted to get a glimpse of their idol.
Robby called everyone to attention and waited for the noise levels to drop.
“Ladies and gentlemen, girls and boys—it’s a pleasure to be sponsored by your club for the trials. As you can see, our technicians and the equipment are ready to go.” Robby paused to take a sip of water.
“Next to me is a young protégé of immense talent—Harry Duwala. He has signed for Colorado Glory FC in the North American Soccer League and will be joining his team in two weeks.” There was a warm round of applause in the room as people shined to Harry’s appearance.
“Harry is an example of what is achievable when you adopt technology to assist in scouting for talent that would otherwise have gone missing.” Robby looked directly at Harry and smiled. “He’s not the only one, and in the last two years, we have discovered more than twenty highly talented players using the Player Virtual Identification system.
“We found Harry in a club trial in Sydney two years ago, and since then he has gone on to represent his country at Under 20 international levels. He just missed out on the golden boot award at the Under 20 World Cup—one goal behind Icelandic sensation— Freyr Helgason. I think most people in this room will know Freyr from his performances in the English Premier League.
“Good on you, Harry!” Yelled one of the boys standing in the front row.
Harry blushed as his face lit up from all the attention in the room. Deep down Harry was still the shy eighteen-year-old, although he had matured a lot since leaving Alice Springs.
“What makes Harry very special is he’s an indigenous boy from a community not far from Alice Springs. I am happy to see the number of indigenous boys who have signed up to trial today to show off their ability.”
Robby picked up the armband and lifted it up for everyone to see. “You will all be fitted with the armband device before your trial session and tested to ensure the transmission with the drone is working. We are launching the drone soon, and you’ll see it hovering above.”
There was a murmur in the room as the families and trialist were just as excited to see the drone in action as much as a participating in the trial. Harry moved to the autograph table where he would greet his fans and sign their memorabilia.
“Before we get started, if anyone wants to take a photo with Harry or sign their scarf or shirt—he will be here for the next 30 minutes.”
The people in the room gave a warm round of applause as boys and girls immediately jostled to get a photo with their idol. Harry was the rising star of Australian youth football and had become an icon to the younger players.




4 │ Player Spy Drones

Gunnar received a message from Jon at the Faroe Islands Coast Guard, and it was urgent.
Call me as soon as you can. I have essential information—Jon, Faroe Islands
He had woken up and was making a cup of tea when the message arrived. In his baggy check pyjamas and overgrown grey sweater, Gunnar looked like he had gone three rounds in a boxing ring. He always carried his phone next to him even when he was sleeping in case of emergencies. However, the events of the last couple of weeks with the Ninjutsu mission meant he had to be on call. The Chinese operatives had become smarter—more strategic with their plans by transforming into a sophisticated covert operation.
“Hi, Jon…it’s me, Gunnar.”
“Hello, Gunnar and sorry to trouble you so early in the morning.” There was a crackle in the communication that usually happened with calls between Iceland and the Faroe Islands.
“Not a problem and always happy to hear from you any time of the day. So, tell me, it sounds like you have some important information.”
“Do you recall after our interview with Wang Shu we searched his boat to find anything unusual?”
“Yes…I recall that.”
“We found a document in his possession just before he was ready to depart.” Jon paused for a moment and took a deep breath. “You won’t believe what we found…”
“I’m curious Jon and I have a feeling you’ve stumbled onto something exciting.”
“Yes, we have…we uncovered a plan that was very well organised and in the final stages of preparation.”
Gunnar was in suspense and couldn’t hold on any longer. “So, what is it, Jon…tell me.”
“It’s a perfectly executed plan to send drones to spy on our players and retrieve data on their abilities, strengths and weaknesses—I- even have a drawing of their drone.”
“You’re kidding me,” Gunnar said.
“They look nothing like your drone—they’re smaller
and if you ask me their range and reach is much shorter.”
“Did Wang Shu fess up to the plot.”
“Not at the beginning but he did fess up after I anchored his boat to the dock, and he couldn’t leave.”
“Ha, ha…well done Jon. You’ve done a great job.” Gunnar took a sip of tea to quench his dry mouth. “Can I get a copy of the drawing of their drone?”
“Of course, you can, I’ll send it by email as an attachment today.” There was another crackle in the call, and Jon was phasing in and out.
“What was that, Jon? You’re phasing out again.”
“I said there’s also a mission strategy that describes the objectives of the drone.”
“A mission strategy, that’s handy,” Gunnar said.
“It’s quite descriptive, and I think someone like yourself may make more sense of it, rather than a lonesome Coast Guard like me.”
“Ha-ha—Jon, I always liked your sense of humour…even when we’re under the surveillance of spy drones!”
“I’ll make sure you get all the information we have on file,” Jon said with a hint of laughter.
“Thanks for your help and take care!” Gunnar said enthusiastically.
He eagerly awaited the secret documents on the Ninjutsu mission by email. He was particularly curious of their spy drone surveillance and wanted to know more. The Ninjutsu mission covert operation had turned up a notch, and they were now sending spy drones to monitor player training sessions. It would explain the smaller size and reach of the drone, launched from remote locations out of detection. It was hard to say how their technology had advanced to monitor and collate data. Gunnar had been experimenting with algorithms that measure player performance and decision making through movement, passing, and skill. However, it was complicated and still unreliable as a measurement of a player’s ability.
The Ninjutsu mission had developed a new algorithm and had experienced success in applying it to their country. Spy drones could be launched undetected into training camps in Sydney, Reykjavik and Los Angeles. Gunnar was going to communicate his findings to Robby Denehy in Sydney and Mike Garvey at Colorado FC, preparing them for the potential of spy drones in their own training camps
The next day Gunnar had received his email from Jon in the Faroe Islands. It contained two documents—a drawing of the Ninjutsu mission drone and details of the mission objectives to spy on training camps. The mission documents included objectives, dates and locations targeted for the campaign. Although it appeared the technology of the drone was advanced, it did not have the sophisticated algorithms for identifying talented players like the Player Virtual Identification system. Gunner could see from the drawings that the Ninjutsu mission was relying on player spatial awareness movements from the drone to interpret talent rather than the use of an armband worn by the players to transmit data.
Gunnar was aware of this technology—he had tampered with it in the past, finding it unreliable. There were flaws in the measurement of player attributes and skill on the field, and it proved untrustworthy. He was keen to find out from the drawings whether the Ninjutsu mission had developed a new technology that overcomes his initial setbacks. He spent the rest of the evening studying the illustrations and design of the spy drone in detail, wanting to get as much information as possible to establish his theory.
The next morning Gunnar received a message from Jon at the Faroe Islands. The Coast Guard started their shifts early, and Gunnar slept in, having stayed up late into the night reading the drawings. He always made coffee first before anything else, and it gave him the morning adrenalin kick he needed. He poured his coffee and added a dash of milk—no sugar as he was conscious of the effects of eating too many sugary foods. He sat on his table, cup in hand and went through his messages like he did every morning. He was a man of routine and like being structured about his work. He received two missed messages from Jon, and instead of listening to them, he dialled him straight away. The phone kept on ringing, and after the tenth ring tone Jon picked up his phone, huffing and puffing as though he had walked ten flights of stairs.
“Hi Jon, it’s me Gunnar. How are you today?”
“Oh Gunnar…I’m having trouble catching my breath…had to run from the yard outside to get your call.”
“It’s OK, take your breath back.” Gunnar paused for a while he waited for Jon to settled down with his breathing. “You called me early this morning and I’m getting back to you.”
“Yes, I did call you.”
“I suspect it had to do with the Chinese operatives again?” Gunnar took another sip of his hot coffee. “Did you find something else?”
“You’re right Gunnar and sorry for calling you so early. I felt this information was important to you.” Jon took another deep breath and then relaxed. “We found more information on their laptop computer.”
“What did you find?”
“It’s a mission document scheduled to occur in two weeks.”
“The Ninjutsu mission is planning another operation?”
“Oh, it’s more sophisticated than before. It's well-coordinated and happening in more than one location.”
“Can you be more specific, Jon?” Gunnar was getting impatient.
“What I’ve been able to decipher with our Chinese translator is they are planning spy drones to oversee closed training sessions of our national teams and send the algorithms back to their control centre.”
“Are you sure that is what it said?”
“Yes, absolutely. We also know the spy drones will be sent out at the same time.”
“They will spy on Iceland, Australia and the US at the same time. If they try to do it individually, they will get caught.”
“So, it’s the element of surprise,” Jon said.
“It appears that that way.” Gunnar took another sip from his coffee cup although this time he gulped the whole contents in one go.
“What are you going to do?” Jon asked inquisitively.
“I had a look at their drawings, and I found some similarities with our early drone prototypes.”
“If I know you well enough Gunnar…it sounds to me like you have an idea?”
Gunnar paused and smiled. “I know what to do to stop them and if my theory is correct, I’ll disable all their drones before they even get a chance to reach the training centres.”
“It’s all too science fiction for me,” Jon laughed.
“I won’t bore you with the detail Jon…let’s say their system has loopholes typical of an early design prototype. I don’t think they’ve mastered the design yet.”
“They haven’t perfected the drone.”
“No, it’s a functional but crude design,” Gunnar said with a grin on his face.
“OK, let me know if you need anything from me. Need to get back to the yard.”
“Goodbye, Jon, and thanks.”
Gunnar went back for more coffee and filled his mug once more while he gazed out the window, staring into thunderous clouds making their way toward the city of Reykjavik. He always had the perfect view situated on a hill facing the bay. He picked up his phone and instinctively called his technician.
“It’s me Gunnar. What are your plans for today?”
“Hi boss. I’m not doing much because the weather is looking terrible.”
“Do you feel like some creative engineering?”
“That sounds interesting and coming from you I would say you’re onto something.”
Gunnar laughed and said, “We’re going to work out how to disable a drone’s signal so we can forcibly land it.”
“I’m assuming it's not one of ours you're talking about?”
“I will explain more when you get here—it has to do with the Ninjutsu mission.”
“Not those guys again?”
“Yes, we have foiled a plan.”
“I love the element of surprise.”
“I will see you in an hour then?”
“Consider it done Gunnar…a jamming signal. Ha-ha, I can’t wait to build the program.”
“I had a feeling you would like it. See you soon.”
Gunnar hung up the phone, took another gulp of his hot coffee while quickly grabbing the drawings off the table. He briskly made his way to the workshop, juggling his mug and drawings to prepare for his technician to commence work. His technician loved a challenge, and like Gunnar had a creative mind for solving problems. They would spend the rest of the day analysing the drawings to understand the technology of the Ninjutsu mission drone.
Their quest was not to design a useful jamming signal but also verify when the drones were in proximity to the training field. The earlier prototypes that Gunnar developed where based on a form of DNA for machines that is recognisable through a series of commands. The crude designs of the Ninjutsu mission drones were built on the same principle and their drawing confirmed it. By the end of the day, Gunnar and his technician will have developed an effective weapon that would immobilise the spy drones in their flight.
“Looks like we’ve done it,” Gunnar said enthusiastically. He embraced the outcome with the technician by gesturing a hi-five.
“Yep, I’ve been able to simulate the jamming signal on my system and it works.”
“What about the warning signal to inform us when the drones are in the distance?” Gunnar asked.
“That works also. We will know when they are one kilometre away,” The technician pointed to his laptop screen to demonstrate the simulation.
“Let’s call it a night then, and thanks very much for coming here at short notice.” Gunnar patted the technician on the back and shook his hand. “I will do more simulations tonight and go over the data again—it looks very good to me from what you have shown me.”
“Sure, Gunnar. If you need me back tomorrow to fine-tune anything let me know.” The technician grabbed his satchel and wrapped it around his shoulder. “The weather isn’t getting any better?” He said.
Gunnar looked outside the window and another band of dark clouds were making their way to shore, except this time the wind had picked up severely. “Be careful driving home…I don’t like the strength of this storm.”
“I’m not far from your workshop so I should make it before it sets in,” said the technician.
That evening, Gunnar fined tuned the simulation on his computer and was ecstatic with how reliable the algorithm was. His next step was to inform Robby Denehy in Sydney and Mike Garvey at Colorado FC to prepare for the spy drones infiltrating their training sessions during the next two weeks. Even though the drone mission in Reykjavik had passed without success, the mission instructions found by Jon at the Faroe Islands Coast Guard was not clear on the other mission dates. There was only an estimate of the timeframe, and this meant that all countermeasures had to be ready in two weeks to monitor and detect incoming drones.
The next day, Gunnar prepared to call Robby and Mike—he wanted to give them the best preparation and ensure their own technicians were comfortable dealing with the Ninjutsu mission threat. Gunnar was also feeling apprehensive as he was not sure how they were going to absorb the information. He remembered the remarks by Jon—that it was all very science fiction rather than football, and it resonated with him.
Who would have ever considered that football would have become a matter of national interest, he thought?
The 2054 football World Cup was only months away and the stakes were high. Gunnar understood some nations would do anything to be crowned world champions. The Ninjutsu mission and their employer, the Chinese government was desperate to show off their growth in world football prowess and cement their position amongst the elite nations.
Gunnar looked at his phone and realised it was time to call his good friend Robby Denehy in Australia. They decided to have a video conference instead, and Gunnar switched on his laptop—ready to dial him and set up a chat session.
“Hello Robby, you don’t look like you have changed a bit since I last met you,” Gunnar said.
“And if it weren’t for the smooth imaging of the camera, I would say you have become younger,” Robby responded in a satirical manner. They always enjoyed making fun of each other with light humour.
Gunnar laughed and said, “There’s some news I want to share with you…it might sound a little science fiction, but I need you to listen carefully.”
“Sure, my good friend. Fire away…”
“Do you remember Wang Shu from the Under 20 World Cup?”
“How could I forget…he tried to buy my loyalty for money so I could hand over the knowledge of the Player Virtual Identification system.”
“The Coast Guard on the Faroe Islands apprehended him after an attempt to steal our player biodata.’
“Where is the Faroe Islands?” Robby queried.
“It’s south of Iceland and a small group of Islands.”
“Oh, yes…I think I have an idea where it is.”
“Anyway, he was interrogated by the Coast Guard and me to learn more about their covert operation.”
“Let me guess, you foiled their plot?”
“Yes.”
“And why does that not surprise me?” Robby said.
“The Ninjutsu mission don’t know that we have the details of their covert operation…but in two weeks they are sending drones to gather data on national team players in Sydney and Los Angeles. They have planned it all at once to ensure maximum effectiveness.”
“A coordinated operation…including Mike Garvey at Colorado Glory?”
“Yes…you got it.”
“Sydney, Colorado and Reykjavik? All at the same time” Robby paused for a moment. “It’s like an invasion…a science fiction movie.”
“I think you’re not the first person to describe it this way—a football invasion to be correct.”
“Gunnar…the world of football has changed in the last twenty years. It’s become a source of pride and national interest for so many nations. It never used to be like that in our time when we were growing up.”
“Yes, if you told me twenty years ago I would be talking to you about drones trying to steal player biodata before a World Cup tournament—I would have thought you were mad. But here we are; 2054, and it’s all about world football domination.”
“So, what do we do? And the way I know you I’m guessing you already have a plan in place.”
“You guessed right Robby. I have developed a high-frequency jamming device that will make their drones inoperative during flight, effectively shutting them down as they navigate within one kilometre of our venue.”
Robby laughed and said, “I knew it—you can never take the inventor out of the man.”
“I will send your technician the details in the next couple of days…so, can you word him up? That is, without telling him everything. I don’t like to advertise the Ninjutsu mission. We have enough problems as it is.”
“Yeah, I can word him up—but does your jamming device work?
“To our best assessment with the simulation tests we have completed, yes it does,” Gunnar said enthusiastically.
“OK, it sounds like a plan. Oh, and by the way…when will we know the drones are heading towards us?”
“I’m sending you a device that monitors their movement and will pick up their signal one kilometre from your training camp.”
Robby yawned as the time difference between Reykjavik and Sydney meant it was very late into the evening in Sydney.
“Well it’s been great talking to you Gunnar and I’ll keep you updated if anything happens.”
“Thank you, Robby…we will be in contact with your technician tomorrow, and we’ll give him all the information he needs.”
Gunnar missed talking to his trusted friend in Australia and their only catch-up these days was at major tournaments. They were scheduled to meet at the 2054 World Cup tournament, and both were looking forward to it. There was also a sense of passive rivalry as Australia and Iceland were now ranked in the top ten nations in the world and serious contenders to make it to the semi-finals of the World Cup tournament.
Gunnar had one more call to make to Mike Garvey at Colorado FC. Before doing so, he dashed to the kitchen to top up his coffee. There were two things you could always guarantee Gunnar would say yes to—Icelandic beer and coffee. And not just any coffee; he liked the South American blends and finding that in Iceland was challenging. This is where Mike came to the rescue, always sending the Nicaraguan and Costa Rican blend from Central America to Gunnar every month like clockwork, and Gunnar loved it.
Gunnar made his way back to the workshop with coffee in hand while dialling Mike’s number.
“Hi Mike, it’s Gunnar. How are you?”
“I’m excellent, and did you get your coffee delivery?”
“Just in time…I was running out, and my addiction to coffee was starting to affect me.”
“Ha-ha. You don’t need to worry, I’ll always ensure supply,” Mike said.
“I need to tell you some important information—a discovery we made about the Ninjutsu mission.”
“You found out something more? You’re a real sleuth Gunnar.”
“I foiled their plan.”
“Which plan is that?” Mike asked curiously.
“The Coast Guard at the Faroe Islands managed to get hold of a mission objective that’s being planned in the next two weeks.”
“Is it something I need to be concerned about,” Mike said.
Gunnar took a sip of his strong coffee and a deep breath. “They’re sending spy drones to national team training centres to gather player biodata before the World Cup tournament.’
“They are what?”
“No, it's not a science fiction movie…it's part of a well-organised plot to get as much information as possible.”
“Is there a way to stop it?”
“I’ve spent all night with my best technician simulating action plans against their designs, and we’ve found a way,” Gunnar said optimistically.
“Well, you’re the wrong man to mess around with. You’re the inventor of the Player Virtual Identification system, and they didn’t think you could decipher their designs?”
“I believe they were betting on me not finding this plan in the first place—and it’s backfired for them.”
“Well they guessed wrong,” Mike said. He changed the tone of the conversation with a more concerned projection. “So, what’s the solution?”
“We’ve developed a hi-frequency jamming device that decodes their algorithms, and the drones will stall in flight?”
“I’m not going to ask how you did that,” Mike said with a sigh.
“Their drone designs are old but effective, and I know how to navigate around their systems…let’s say they have several loopholes.”
“You never cease to amaze me Gunnar!”
“And one other thing…”
“Yes.”
“For this jamming device to be effective, you need to know when the spy drone is coming. We believe it to be in two weeks, but we don’t know for sure.” Gunnar took another sip of his coffee and paused.
“I was going to ask that question,” Mike said inquisitively.
“We have a device that will pick up the spy drones close to one kilometre away. That will inform us of their incoming whereabouts, and we can act on immediate countermeasures.”
“That sounds like a plan.” Mike had an optimistic tone in his voice.
“Oh, and by the way, Mike. Best not mention the Ninjutsu mission to anyone at your national camp.”
“You want a low profile on this?” Mike said.
“As much as possible.”
“OK my good friend. I will let our technician know you’re sending the devices this week, and to keep his mouth shut.” Mike said directly. He never minced his words.
“OK, I’ll send you an email when the devices are on their way.”
“Oh, and before you go Gunnar—this all sounds like a science fiction movie!”
“Ha-ha…you’re the third person to tell me this—that’s why I call it world football domination.”
“I couldn’t agree more—our sport has changed technologically but also from a political perspective,” Mike said.
Gunnar had a tremendous task on his hands. He had two weeks to build the devices necessary to foil the subversive plans of the Ninjutsu mission. The machines were bolt-ons or patches to the current system in place. They would be useful tools to prevent future spy drone intervention and ensure player biodata did not end up in the wrong hands. They were countermeasures needed now to deal with the threats of the Ninjutsu mission but also for the future.
Gunnar returned to the comfort of his home office, where he would spend countless hours thinking about his next designs. He opened his bar fridge and took an Icelandic beer from the refrigerator while proceeding to sit back on his recliner chair. He was lying down motionless and in a thoughtful way—he was in a reflective mood.
Why do I need to deal with countries wanting to steal our technology and player biodata—it would never have crossed my mind years ago, he thought.




5 │ Player Intelligence Attack

It was early afternoon, and Gunnar was working in his new development lab when he was jolted by an alarm on his mobile phone. The newly created device that alerted him to incoming spy drones from the Ninjutsu mission was activating, and the piercing sound resonated through his ears.
He stopped everything he was doing and accidentally spilled his cup of coffee all over his drawings. The coffee cup went crashing onto the floor, shattering into pieces on impact.
At least the drone alert is working—this will have to wait, no time to clean up, he thought.
He carefully sidestepped the broken glass, tiptoed his way to the control room and turned on his computer monitor. He wanted to determine the distance the spy drones were from the Icelandic coast. The device that tracked incoming spy drones was another smart invention, and it involved satellite tracking. Gunnar glanced at the monitor, and it clearly displayed two spy drones flying towards the Icelandic coast approximately one kilometre away.
Gunnar’s day of reckoning had come, and everything he had developed in the lead up to thwart the spy drones was coming into play. According to his satellite navigation, they would reach the coast in forty minutes. When Gunnar looked at the monitor again, he noticed a zig-zag route that was unusual. This type of defensive course was used by military drones to avoid radar detection.
As the spy drones came into view on his monitor, he was able to capture satellite imagery of their design. They were different from Gunnar’s drones, elliptical in shape and with a clunky outer shell. They had navigation lights that looked like almond-shaped eyes. The spy drones looked rudimentary and resembled a flashback to earlier prototypes he had developed. They appeared to be functional and travelling fast with a level of agility.
Gunnar had little time to act and put his carefully laid out plan into action. The first step was to send messages to alert Mike Garvey at Colorado FC and Robby Denehy in Sydney to check their alert devices. The notification system that Gunnar had implemented required that all three locations immediately alert each other of incoming spy drones, because nobody knew where the Ninjutsu mission would strike first. The intelligence that Gunnar retrieved from the Ninjutsu mission laptop computers was that spy drones would be sent simultaneously as a surprise—a one-off attempt to gather player information. It was the element of surprise that mattered the most for the Ninjutsu mission. However, he had been proven wrong before, and he did not want to take any chances—there was always an underlying surprise element with the Ninjutsu mission.
Gunnar sent the urgent message to his colleagues Robby and Mike.
Ninjutsu mission spy drones reaching Icelandic coast in forty minutes—implement action plan immediately.
The time zone difference meant that spy drones could be arriving in Sydney and Colorado at slightly different times of the day, but alerting his colleagues quickly was critical to thwarting the spy drone mission. It was close to 4pm in Reykjavik, and Los Angeles was waking up at 9am.  The timing of the covert operation by the Ninjutsu mission was no coincidence and well-executed—the Icelandic team had started their afternoon training session at 4 pm, and the US team were just commencing their morning session at 9 am. It was 3 am in Sydney and Gunnar expected the spy drones to arrive six hours later to the Australian training camp.
Mike and Robby had been prepared and briefed on executing their defensive strategy and had the equipment to assist them in their ploy to stifle the spy drones in their tracks.
Before Gunnar had time to move onto the next phase of the plan, he received a call from his leading technician.
“Hi Gunnar, it’s me… did you get the alert?”
“Yes. I got it.” Gunnar was juggling the jamming device in one hand and his phone in the other. He was trying to focus on two different things at the same time.
“Are you on your way to set up the high-frequency jamming device?”
“I’ll be there in fifteen minutes,” said the technician.
“We have around thirty-five minutes to get everything ready and lock into the signal of the spy drones.” Gunnar was feeling anxious and paced up and down his office in a restless manner.
“Sure…do we need to alert the national team training centre?” Asked the technician.
“Oh, yes. I forgot about that.” Gunnar paused for a moment. “Can you find out if they are training as scheduled today at 4 pm? The weather doesn’t look that good on my satellite screen—there’s a storm on its away.”
“Yes. Leave it with me. I’ll contact the team manager.”
“By the way—they don’t know about the Ninjutsu mission and the spy drones, so keep it discreet,” Gunnar said.
While Gunnar waited for his technician to arrive, he set up the high-frequency jamming device and connected it to his computer system. All the hours of intense work in developing the machine was going to be tested in real-time—it was no longer a simulation. Gunnar was apprehensive, and he knew very well as an engineer that all the countless number of simulations could never prepare you one hundred percent. There was always the unknown or that small miscalculation that could go wrong. This was the real test for his jamming device—it had to work correctly to thwart the spy drones.
Gunnar checked his messages and had not received confirmation from Mike or Robby whether spy drones had been alerted in their part of the world. Just to make sure, he sent the messages to his colleagues Robby and Mike again.
Ninjutsu mission spy drones imminent and mission underway.
Gunnar was aware that it was 3 am in Sydney, and he may receive a delayed response from Robby.
In the meantime, Gunnar’s technician was running late, and this made Gunnar feel more uneasy. He checked his phone and received a message alert—his car had a flat tyre and needed replacing. It could not have come at a worse time. The clock was ticking, and the spy drones were thirty minutes away. To make matters more precarious, his technician did not have a spare tyre and had to call for help. There was no way he was going to make it to Gunnar’s workshop in time and activate the jamming device.
Gunnar paced up and down his office trying to think of a solution, while perspiring from his forehead and handshaking from the frayed nerves. Although Gunnar helped build the jamming device, he left the technical aspects of its operation to his technician; and that may have proved a mistake. He was red-faced, agitated, and his blood pressure was rising. Although Gunnar had a calm disposition by nature, he did not handle stressful situations very well. He took several deep breaths to calm himself. He was aware that panic was not going to solve his problem, and he had to contain his fear of failure. A lot was at stake—the spy drones had built-in technology to steal player biodata, and the information was highly sensitive to the national football team.
Gunnar called his technician on his mobile phone in a desperate attempt to get the jamming device activated—he had an idea.
“It’s me, Gunnar. How bad is your situation?”
“Not good…I’ve called for assistance, but it could be forty-five minutes before I get help.”
“How far away were you from my workshop when your car broke down?” Gunnar said impatiently.
“Ten minutes away from you.” The technician was feeling helpless and concerned. “Sorry, Gunnar…it was out of my control.”
Gunnar paused before making his next comment. “Don’t worry, I have an idea…I’ll come to you and set up the jamming device there?”
“Yes, it can be done if you bring your laptop with the device software and power back up. I can get it working quickly,” said the technician.
“OK. Consider it done. What’s your location?”
“I’m on Reykjavik Avenue near the University entrance.”
“I know that spot…I believe you have a perfect view of the bay?”
“Yes, it’s on the hill,” the technician confirmed.
“I’m on my way.”
Gunnar gathered his jamming device, laptop computer and power bank while rushing towards the car, nearly tripping over a loose water hose in the garden.
“Damn!” He said, almost losing his jamming device on the concrete pathway. He rushed to the car and flung his door open, quickly placing his components in the front passenger seat. Gunnar had 25 minutes left to set up the jamming device before the spy drones reached the training facility. He reversed his car, almost hitting the fence post and sped off onto the main road on his way to the technician. A trail of gravel and dust followed him as his neighbours watched him accelerate down the road at high speed. Gunnar was fortunate the route he was taking was clear and not in the busy section of Reykjavik. He maneuvered the car through the narrow streets of the old suburb without looking at his satellite navigation—he knew the roads like the back of his hand.
Twenty more minutes to go, and I’m nearly there, he thought.
As he turned into Reykjavik Avenue, he could see the broken-down car of his technician with the orange hazards lights flickering. His technician waved to him with both hands in the air, eager to get his attention. Gunnar took a deep breath and felt a big sigh of relief, knowing that he was going to make it on time.
Gunnar parked the car next to the technician with a screaming halt and pushed open his door quickly.
“The equipment is in the passenger seat…can you set it up quickly?” he said.
“I’m onto it straight away Gunnar.” The technician took the equipment and started connecting it without delay.
Gunnar stood with his arms crossed, looking over the bay with piercing eyes. He estimated the spy drones would be in sight soon as they made their way towards the city.  “We have about ten minutes,” he said.
“I’m powered up now and just turning on the tracking device…here we go…I have them on screen.” The technician made some minor adjustments. “I have two spy drones on course to the national team training centre. Do they know about the Ninjutsu mission and what they are trying to achieve?”
“No. The plan was always to keep them out of it. No one from the coaching staff knows about the Ninjutsu mission.”
“I am assuming they’re training in the outdoor field?” The technician asked.
“Yes. All the afternoon sessions are outdoors to simulate real match plays.”
The technician realised if they did not stop the spy drone, they would move to the training field and commence gathering player biodata. “I’ve connected the high-frequency jamming device…we should have a visual now, and then they will be within range.”
Gunnar looked out into the bay with his binoculars as two dots appeared in the horizon, shining from the reflection of the intermittent sun. The cloud cover was thin, so they had a good view as they came into sight.
“Are you ready to start the jamming signal?” Gunnar said.
“Ready at any time.”
“Ok. Let’s do it.” Gunnar said with a grin on his face.
The spy drones were about 100 meters from shore and becoming more visible to the human eye. People walking casually along the central pier pointed to the sky as the spy drones passed them above. It had turned into a spectacle to the unsuspecting people below.
As Gunnar had previously acknowledged on satellite imagery, the drones were much smaller than the Player Virtual Identification drones that he had developed. They looked clunkier with a retrofit design rather than the slimline look of Gunnar’s futuristic models.
The technician turned on the jamming frequency, and they waited for a reaction. After about thirty seconds, the first drone started tilting nose downwards and vibrating erratically. This continued for another thirty seconds until it nosedived into the bay with a high pitch whistling sound. The second drone appeared not to be affected—the technician and Gunnar looked at each other bewildered. The whistling sound of the descending drone attracted the attention of more people and cars stopped in the street to watch the whole event take place in front of them.
“The jamming signal isn’t affecting the second drone?” Gunnar said.
“I think I know why…I’ll change the frequency and see if that works.”
“It’s possible they anticipated a jamming signal and adjusted the frequency of the second drone?” Gunnar asked.
“I think that’s most likely.” He frantically typed the new commands on his keyboard, setting the new frequency. A spot of perspiration started to form on his forehead, and his face looked stressed as wrinkles formed around his eyes. He was under pressure as the advancing drone made it to the shoreline and turned thirty degrees towards the playing field.
“I think I have the new frequency set…let’s try jamming it again,” said the technician.
He applied the high-frequency jamming signal once more, and the drone started to wobble in mid-air losing its flight trajectory. It was only fifty meters from the shoreline and close to a shallow entrance to the bay. It began to tremble in mid-flight, shaking and nosedived into the water, narrowly missing a small fishing vessel on its way back to the pier.
“Great job,” Gunnar said while he punched his fist into the air in celebration.
“We got them!” Said the technician ecstatically.
“I wonder what Wang Shu is thinking now,” said Gunnar.
Gunnar and the technician looked at each other with big cheeky smiles and patted each other on the back. They had thwarted the Ninjutsu mission.
Before Gunnar could celebrate too much, he received a call from Aron at the Coast Guard. He momentarily paused his celebration and grabbed his phone from his side pocket.
“Hi Gunnar, it’s Aron. We’ve just seen two drones nosedive into the bay.” There was a crackle of interference in his voice. “I’m assuming you might know something about it?”
“Yes Aron, it is the Ninjutsu mission, and we’ve thwarted a spy drone plot to steal our national team player biodata.”
“Well, I have some good news for you. The second drone that came down was in a shallow part of the bay and near the entrance—it was floating for some time…”
“So, you go to it?” Gunnar drilled with excitement.
“Yes, we salvaged it before it started taking on water—and yes…before you ask me…you can have it.”
Gunnar did not know what to say and was momentarily silenced “Thank you Aron, for letting me know.”
“I would do anything to help the chances of our national football team, so no bother.” The crackling interference became louder, and Aron was getting harder to hear. “By the way—come and pick up the drone this evening when we get back, around 7 pm.
“Sure, Aron will do and thanks again!” Gunnar said ecstatically. He had a prototype spy drone in his possession that would allow him to study the technology. He was aware this could lead to the development of an improved and advanced jamming device for future spy drone attacks. These countermeasures were vital for the national team to prevent future spy drone attacks.
Before Gunnar could celebrate too much, he received a message on his phone from Mike Garvey from Colorado FC. He was informing Gunnar that two spy drones were about one kilometre away from the training field. The high-frequency jamming device was ready to be activated. Gunnar’s prediction that it would be a simultaneous mission was correct and only minutes separated the two spy drone missions. He was going to remain steadfast and wait for Mike to send him an update on their progress.
While Gunnar was travelling back to his workshop, he received his anticipated phone call from Mike. As usual, he always likes to use the video conferencing app when talking to Gunnar—preferring a visual conversation. Gunnar pulled his car to the side of the road as he didn’t want to drive while looking at the live stream call.
“Hi Gunnar, its Mike. Can you see me OK?”
“I can see you clearly…so how did you go with the spy drones?”
“Gunnar…you look tired…have you had a rough day?”
“This is why I don’t like talking on live stream on my phone,” Gunnar laughed while patting his hair with his hand. “Yes, we managed to jam the frequency of the spy drones and prevent the Ninjutsu mission from stealing our biodata, but it was a close call, and they nearly pulled it off.”
“It happens all the time, my good friend. Just when you think everything is planned in detail, something unexpected pops up.” The live stream was interrupted momentarily and the resumed.
“There was an interruption in our call, and I couldn’t hear what you said…something about thwarting the drones.” Gunnar said.
“Oh yes, I wanted to say that the jamming device worked perfectly at our end and the spy drones crashed. Unfortunately, I couldn’t retrieve any of the parts as they were splattered all over the place in hundreds of pieces.”
“That’s OK. I managed to retrieve one from our Coast Guard, and I’m going to pick it up later today.”
“You’ll be curious about the technology they used no doubt?” Mike said.
Gunnar sighed and said, “You know me very well. I’m the examining type and like to scrutinise the technology.”
“I wanted to say that the drones came from an inland direction that we did not anticipate.”
“That’s very interesting because it means they have operatives on the ground.”
“They’re also using smaller drones than the ones you have developed.”
Gunnar paused for a moment. “They could be designed that way to avoid detection, but smaller also means they don’t have the long-range either.”
“Do you expect the Ninjutsu mission to send more spy drones?” Mike asked.
“I don’t think they have the resources to launch another mission considering their latest attempt has been unsuccessful.”
“That makes a lot of sense, my friend. Well, I better go and clean up this mess with the drones.”
“Yes, and now we can get back to our original task and prepare our national teams for the World Cup tournament,” Gunnar said with a sense of comfort.
It had a been an arduous day for Gunnar and his technician. The spy drones got within a whisker of achieving their mission, and it required quick thinking on the part of Gunnar to avoid an embarrassing situation. Nevertheless, the spy drones had failed to reach their target, and the Ninjutsu mission was unable to achieve their objectives. On a positive note, Gunnar would soon have a working spy drone—he would waste no time analysing its technology.
As he was making his way home, driving more calmly than before, he thought about Robby Denehy. He wanted to hear whether a spy drone attack was underway in Sydney considering the time zone difference. Gunnar was going to get some rest for an hour before contacting Robby. If all went according to his prediction, the spy drones would be launching their mission in Sydney in three hours.
Three hours later, Gunnar received a message from Robby Denehy informing him that the spy drones were making their way to the morning training session of the Australian national team. They had been spotted on the tracking device coming inland towards Sydney. Gunnar was feeling groggy as he had fallen asleep watching a movie in his home entertainment room. He loved watching movies when time permitted, and it was his only form of relaxation. Being an enthusiast for all technologies, he had set up a home entertainment cinema room that boasted the latest sound system and cinematic experience. He incorporated cinema-style lounges so he could feel comfortable and this often made him doze off during movies.
He switched off his movie and took a sip of water while on his cinema style recliner—he needed to call Robby quickly.
“Hi Robby…its Gunnar—I got your message about the spy drones.”
“Hello, Gunnar…how are you today.”
“I’m terrific,” Gunnar said and then paused for a moment. “Sorry about my bad manners…I was supposed to ask you how you are first—I have a lot happening here.”
“There’s no need to say sorry, and I completely understand. I wanted to let you know we intercepted one of the spy drones with the jamming device…”
“And did you stop them?” Gunnar was anxious to know more and got straight to the point.
“We got them alright, and your technician invented a great device—it’s been very effective. However, there’s been a slight problem.” Robby said hesitantly.
Gunnar’s curiosity turned to concern and said, “Tell me? What is it?”
“The jamming frequency didn’t stop the second spy drone, and it’s hovering above the training pitch as we speak—I-didn’t think they were sending two spy drones?”
“I should have warned you, Robby…I had a rough day with the spy drone attack in Reykjavik and helping out Mike Garvey at Colorado FC—I was planning to call you and crashed on my recliner.”
“I completely understand Gunnar, you can only do one thing at a time.” Robby took a deep breath. “The spy drone at the training facility—what do we do with it?”
Gunnar was silent while thinking of an action plan. He didn’t feel he had time to send the new frequency coordinates quick enough. “I have an idea…”
“What is it?” Robby asked. He was keen to stop the second spy drone from stealing the biodata of his players.
“I need you to shut down the server of the Player Virtual Intelligence system. That will stop any data transfer to the spy drones.”
“OK. My technician is with me in the control room, and I’ll get him to do it.
“The issue we have is I discovered their new technology also uses a spatial awareness system—it can gather information by monitoring player movements and decision making,” Gunnar said.
“That’s very advanced.” Robby was astonished in the leap forward in technology taken by the Ninjutsu mission.”
“The only way to stop it is to bring it down in flight. I’m going through the log of our jamming device and I’ll provide you with the new frequency settings.” Gunnar took a pen from his side table and wrote down the coordinates.
“Can my technician use those settings here?” Robby asked hesitantly.
“Yes, he can use it immediately. I’m going to message you the new frequency coordinates so there is no error. All your technician has to do is recalibrate the device with the new settings.’
“Ok. I have the coordinates now. Stay on the line as I hand them over to our technician.”
It was a race against time—even though the server was disconnected, the spy drone was gathering valuable information from its spatial awareness monitoring system. From there, it was feeding the data to the Ninjutsu mission control centre. Every minute of data meant that the Ninjutsu mission had profiles on players they could use later for team strategy during matches. Their system was so sophisticated it could determine strengths and weaknesses in every player and more importantly, how they made decisions under pressure. By knowing the decision-making tendency of each player and how they behaved during specific passages of play was crucial for opposition teams.
Robby confirmed the coordinates were entered, and the technician initiated the new jamming frequency. He looked outside the window facing the training pitch and towards the spy drone hovering above.
“I think we’ve got it Gunnar. It’s vibrating and losing control.” Robby said.
All the players on the training pitch looked up at the spectacle of a spy drone losing control and nosediving into the shrubs adjacent the training pitch. A whistling sound could be heard and then the thump of the impact as it crashed into the ground.
“Have you been successful?” Asked Gunnar inquisitively.
“Yes, we got it. I’m going to the crash site to see if I can retrieve components for you.”
“Can you send me pictures because I want to know if they used the same prototype drone?” Gunnar took a deep breath to calm his nerves. “We managed to get a prototype here in Reykjavik—comparing the drones would be helpful.”
“I’m going over there now with the technician and will keep you posted,” Robby said.
Gunnar went back to his theatre room and stretched out on the cinema-style lounge, looking straight at the screen he had previously paused. He was dazed and felt hypnotised, unable to think straight. He laid back while the events of the last twenty-four hours raced through his mind in an uncontrolled manner. Gunnar was able to reflect on his successes but also on how precarious and close the Ninjutsu mission came to complete their objectives. He picked up his remote device and pressed the play button to restart his movie, gradually closing his eyes and falling asleep. The movie relaxed him and acted like a natural sedative. Considering what he had just endured. It was going to be a well-deserved rest.
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Six months later
The 2054 World Football Cup was scheduled to commence in one month, and countries had gathered in Shanghai for a pre-cup briefing. Present at the information session were technical directors, national team managers and senior officials from the forty-five participating countries. The tournament would be the catalyst for a shift in technologies—on and off the field; that had been voted in favour by the international body. The presentation was to take place at the new Shanghai Hotel function room by the head of the organising committee.
In anticipation of the radical changes to be communicated, media outlets and sports journalists were given unprecedented access to the presentation. The rumours were also rife, with many theories circulating the football community. The media had described it as the most influential change in fifty years.
The commotion in the gala room of the New Shanghai Hotel was audacious and the mumbling reverberated across the high ceilings of this impressive venue. Gunnar Grimsson was there representing Iceland with Robby Denehy next to him from Australia. One of Gunnar’s most recent inventions revolutionising player on field safety was to be showcased to the audience. It had been years in the making and only recently received the sanction of the governing body for use as player equipment.
“Ladies and gentlemen, if you could please take your seats for the commencement of the presentation,” said the announcer.
Everyone was eagerly waiting to hear the latest news as they interrupted their conversations and shuffled to their seats. As the audience settled down, there was an uncompromising silence as the tension in the gala room could be felt by the rattling of pens and people whispering.
“Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to our presentation about the significant changes affecting our tournament. I have an important announcement to make that will change the way the sport is officiated. One of the fundamental changes involves new player equipment that will prevent serious injury. I will list these changes to you in this first slide as a summary—if you could please look at the screen in front of you. The list of changes is not in order of priority and each has equal importance.
The first slide projected onto the screen to a deafening silence around the room as everyone prepared to understand the radical changes.
-The new mechanical infrared device will replace linespersons for greater accuracy and line technology.
-An aerial drone referee will support decision making and review with behind the scenes analysis and angle review technology.
-A revolutionary nanotechnology player strip to assist in injury prevention.
-Physical nets to be removed in place of magnetic field goal scoring technology.
After the presentation, the announcer asked for questions from the people in the room, expecting an avalanche of views due to the radical changes being put forward.
A very tall man of Nordic descent stood up from the second row and kicked off with the first question.
“I’d like to ask a question about the replacement of the linesperson—what if there’s a failure with the new decision-making technology? Do you stop the game?”
“The technology has undergone a countless number of simulations and tests in real football matches. There is a backup unit that clips onto the device and can be exchanged and reset within minutes. In the worst-case scenario, we will have one linesperson on standby at every game,” said the presenter.
A woman from the front row stood to ask the next question.
“I want to ask how the aerial drone referee will be utilised to support the head referee?”
“That’s a good question, and I want to reinforce that the aerial referee cannot override the referee’s decisions. The technology is being applied to advise the referee of an incident behind the play or if the referee wants a second option.”
The woman followed up her question in more detail.
“In that case, how will the drone referee communicate those decisions to the referee on the field?”
“The match referee will be wearing a watch that is synchronised to the referee drone above. They will be able to ask the assistance of the drone for a critical decision…it’s a form of validation. Likewise, the drone can signal the referee about an incident that needs review.”
“So, the final decision remains with the match referee?”
“Yes—as always.”
A bearded man from the second row stood up and raised his hands.
“I would like to ask a question about the new player strip—I have heard not all countries will be wearing this advanced player equipment?”
“Correct. Not all countries will be wearing new equipment. The nanotechnology is specific to the Icelandic and Australian teams. The technology was built by the inventor—Gunnar Grimsson in Iceland.”
The bearded man followed up with another question.
“Can you explain how this technology actually works to protect the player—does it include the whole strip?”
“Thank you for your question—I should not assume everyone understands the technology. To summarise the technology—I would describe it as new revolutionary fibre woven into the shirt, shorts and socks that hardens on impact to remove the possibility of injury to a player.”
“Will that disadvantage nations that don’t have access to this new technology—I’m assuming that Iceland and Australia, will benefit from fewer injuries during the tournament?” There was an uncharacteristic mumble in the room as the questioning became more intense.
“It’s no different than a country deciding on a new football boot or using the Player Virtual Identification system to bolster their playing talent. The national body doesn’t get involved in the choices national associations make regarding player equipment. If they comply with our guidelines—and they do, we don’t have concerns that it’s causing an imbalance in favour of any country.”
There was a silence in the room as the attendees gathered their thoughts while coming to terms with the new technology.
A petite woman with long black hair and a slender build from the South American contingent raised her hand to ask the next question.
“I would like to clarify the new technology that is removing the nets from the goal. Does such a reliable technology really exist—that a magnetic field can stop the ball once it has crossed the goal line?”
“Thank you for your question. The new technology being adapted will remove significant issues we have had with the nets in the past such as the blocking of the camera and spectator view—not including the time required to set-up, check and remove them from the goals.”
The presenter paused to take a sip of water. “We’re enhancing the player spectator experience—the magnetic field releases a yellow glow that flashes for two seconds to register the scoring of the goal. The registration of the goal scored will become instantly acknowledgeable to all spectators no matter where they are seated in the stadium. Gone are the days of having to guess whether a goal was scored.”
There were no further questions from the attendees. The presenter called a conclusion to the information session and invited everyone along the next day to witness the technology in action. It was an exclusive preview designed to build confidence among the media, coaches and administrators.
Two local professional clubs had been chosen to play a friendly match to demonstrate the new technology. They would be wearing the new player equipment to show the positive effect it had on preventing on-field injuries. The infrared mechanical devices would be activated to demonstrate their accuracy with making offside decisions and when the ball is out of play. The demonstration of the referee drone hovering above the pitch was the main attraction—observers were keen to witness the interaction with the referee. The drone had a video camera that provided live streaming onto the stadium giant public screen. It was a marketing cue for the tournament organisers to show the live streaming from the referee drone so that spectators could get a different angle on refereeing decisions and behind play incidents. It made viewing the game more inclusive with spectators—they could spend as much time looking at the giant screen as watching the game.
After the presentation, Robby arranged to meet with Gunnar in the hotel lobby bar and catch up on events over the last twelve months. Their previous meeting together was at the Under 20 World Cup tournament. It was at this tournament that Harry Duwala hit the world stage with his outstanding performances. However, it was also their first encounter with the Ninjutsu mission and Wang Shu. It was at this tournament that Wang Shu tried to coax Robby into providing detailed information on the Player Virtual Identification system and gain access to the technology.
Robby Denehy sat patiently at a corner table in the main lobby bar tucked away from the noise. He noticed Gunnar in the distance walking into the lobby, but he looked ragged and flustered—something was on Gunnar’s mind, and Robby knew him well enough to suspect something was not right.
“Hello, Gunnar—you look like you have the world on your shoulders. What’s with the droopy face?” Robby asked.
“Would you believe me if I told you the Chinese operative stole our nanotechnology for their player equipment?”
“They what?”
“Yes, they have developed the same technology for their national team—I’ve tested their prototype and it’s an identical match.” Gunnar was in a defiant mood and red-faced from anger.
Robby had seen his reaction before when the Ninjutsu mission attempted to steal the drone technology. However, this time, Gunnar had enough and wanted to get even. “Let me get you a beer to calm you down so we can talk about it,” Robby said.
Within five minutes, Gunnar had sculled two beers, and he was well into his third. Robby watched with a cheeky grin on his face. “I know how to stop them,” Gunnar said.
Robby paused and looked at Gunnar with raised eyebrows—unclear about his motive. “What exactly do you mean?”
“No…I am not under the influence of alcohol,” Gunnar baulked. “If they’ve stolen my blueprint—they’ll be unaware that I can turn off the nanotechnology with a special frequency code.”
“You built a safeguard?” Robby was not surprised.
“Oh yes—I learned from my experience with the drone when they tried to steal it. This time I developed an anti-theft algorithm that allows me to switch it off.”
“I take it you didn’t include that in your blueprints,” Robby said.
“That’s right—they have no idea I can turn it off randomly—even during the game.”
Robby smiled and thought the idea of turning off the nanotechnology during their first match was a stroke of genius.
“So, if you’re thinking what I am thinking—their first match of the tournament is going to pose some challenges,” Robby said with an inconspicuous grin.
They both looked at each other and smiled. Gunnar had outsmarted the Ninjutsu mission operatives and was hell-bent on carrying through his plan. Turning off the nanotechnology of the player equipment would require an immediate change in strategy and tactic. Players that felt protected against strong tackles during the match would need to lower their intensity to compensate for the lack of protection. It would send a rush through the Chinese team management and players, creating an environment that was out of control. The first match of the tournament was scheduled in two days. Gunnar was gritting his teeth with the intensity of a man desperate to get even.
It was one month later, and the tournament had kicked off with a great deal of fanfare and positive publicity. The four significant changes were introduced to the delight of the spectators. Although the media had taken a level of scepticism over the new technology, the public embraced it. The most popular of the technologies was the aerial drone referee. In the beginning, the spectators spent more time watching the referee drone go about its business, until they became accustomed to it as it blended into the rest of the game. The referee drone was a quiet machine that occasionally purred when accelerating into action to check on an incident in play. During an evening match under lights, it was visible through its infrared rays and unique shape. It was a hybrid between a small helicopter and a drone with two distinct electrical impulse engines on each wing.
Despite the doomsayer’s opinion that the drone referee would ruin the flow of the game, it performed its duties without interrupting the fluency of the passages of play. To its advantage, it made an excellent and essential decision that the referee missed altogether behind the play. Quite often, these incidents behind the scenes were controversial and occurred outside the view of the referee without punishing the culprits. On this occasion, the drone referee was able to capture an incident where a player elbowed an opposition player to the head behind the play. As it was programmed to do, the drone signalled the referee to stop the game and check the video monitor for a replay of the incident. DRONE REVIEW—would appear on the giant stadium screen informing the public that an event had occurred. Despite the criticisms by the media, the audience enjoyed and embraced the technology. It was cleaning up the game and those players who thought they could engage in dirty tactics were going to be caught by the referee drone. It would stream the incident details immediately to the monitor on the pitch. The referee would review the monitor and play the incident on his watch, leading to a decision that usually involved a disciplinary outcome. In this incident, the referee issued a red card to the offending player and sent him from the field of play.
There were many calls to clean up the sport on the field. The game in some tournaments had descended into hostile and negative tactics as nations became desperate to win titles for their country. The spirit of the sport was being overtaken my negative influences, led by bad coaches and national associations hell-bent on winning at all costs. The beauty of the game that made it so popular was slowly being eroded, and spectators were leaving in their droves. Bad tackles behind the play, time-wasting and physical threats by players to referees were taking over the sport. The referee drone was designed to make these players accountable, forcing them to clean up their act or leave the game.
The aerial referee drone was supported by the infrared mechanical linespersons. They zoomed up and down the by-line on high-speed tracks keeping up with the second-last defender. Such was their accuracy due to the line infrared technology that questionable offside decisions had been eliminated from the sport. How could you argue with a machine and yell at it like most players and coaches regularly did, turning the integrity of the game into a farce? The mechanical devices where not human so the players could scream and abuse them as much as they liked—it made no difference.
The decisions of the infrared mechanical linespersons were streamed onto a large screen showing the infrared red line of the offside decision. Also, controversial decisions about whether the ball was in or out of play on the sideline were eliminated. This new technology was cleaning up the sport and taking out the time-wasting by players and coaches. Coaches and players had no choice than to focus on skill and strategy to win matches. It was a stroke of genius by the national organisation to clean up the sport. Players, coaches and spectators no longer got angry, and the emotion that spilt into anger and insults by spectators were becoming a thing of the past.
Robby and Gunnar were seated in the part of the stadium reserved for technical officials from participating nations. That meant they both had a small desk to place their laptop and write notes with an ideal viewing angle of the game. It was China’s first-round opening match against a strong European nation. Gunnar had brought along the technician who helped him develop the algorithms and system for the nanotechnology of the player equipment.
“So, Gunnar—when are you planning to shut down the nanotechnology for the player equipment,” Robby asked.
“I’m going to kill two birds with one stone. First, I’m going to analyse its performance with my technician and validate data before I do anything.”
“You want to measure the performance of the new player equipment?”
“Yes. It’s the first time the technology has been used in a major tournament—so I’ll review it courtesy of the Chinese national team.” Gunnar was curious to measure the performance of his invention, and the engineer in him had taken over the emotion he had displayed two days ago.
“That sounds like a sensible thing to do.” Robby nodded his head in agreement. “It’s my first time to see the nanotechnology in action.”
The match was about to start while Gunnar whispered instructions to his technician. He prepared the laptops to measure the effectiveness of the new player equipment by using a program.
“Let’s tap into the frequency we developed and measure the impact on every player—let's get a fix on the socks, shorts and shirt separately and see how the player equipment is performing,” Gunnar said.
By the twentieth minute of the match, Gunnar had collated enough data to establish the distribution of knocks and potential injuries.
“What are you finding in your data collation?” Robby asked.
Gunnar turned the screen toward Robby and pointed to him a summary of facts. “Forty per cent of knocks are in the ankle area and lower leg and twenty per cent to the upper body and torso.”
“You can really see all that data?”
“Yes. Each impact is a potential injury.”
“That’s incredible.”
“It gets better if I break down the data by severity.”
“What do you mean?” Robby said.
“I can tell by the impact strength and location to the body if a player avoided an injury. At this point in the game—player number twenty-two should have suffered an ankle injury.”
Robby was amazed by the significance and extent of the data. “So, the technology has prevented a serious injury today?”
“Yes, lots of minor bruises, and knocks that can cause injury in the next game.”
“It’s preventing injury occurring later on in the tournament?”
“Yes, most definitely.”
Robby paused and scratched his head while shaking it gently. “You’re a genius Gunnar—only you could come up with something like this.”
“Don’t forget the Chinese have stolen the technology and managed to adapt it.”
“I understand you're not happy about that. Are you going to turn off the algorithm through the back door of the system?”
Although Gunnar was emotional two days ago, he was also a rational and considerate man. His first thoughts were always about the sport and the players.
“If I turned off the system previously, there would have been a serious injury to player number twenty-two—he is a very talented player and has been their best performer so far.”
Robby understood that despite Gunnar’s anger about the theft of the technology, he wouldn’t risk player safety.
By half time, the Chinese teams had outperformed and were leading two goals to nil. At one stage, Gunnar and Robby had set aside their feelings and watched a stunning performance of skill by the Chinese. They played with creativity, flair and passion and several of their best performers were world-class. Player number twenty-two had a brilliant game scoring the first goal and providing an assist for the second—he was proving to be a handful.
“They’ve progressed with their talent and skill level,” Gunnar said.
“It’s certainly not the Chinese team we saw two years ago—the way they’re playing the game is totally different.”
“It’s come as a surprise to me also.”
“Are you going to switch off the nanotechnology in the second half?” Robby queried again.
Gunnar did not answer immediately as he rubbed his hands on his forehead while taking a deep breath.
“It’s a hard question Robby—I’m a soccer purist, and I never take out my feelings on the sport and the players.”
Robby stood back in his chair and did not respond. He was interested in what Gunnar had to say.
“I’m not going to destroy this game and the performance of several players,” Gunnar said.
“I think I know you well enough. I had a feeling that would be your answer, Gunnar.” Robby patted Gunnar on the back and said, “I think you’ve made the right decision.”
The Chinese teams were playing at home in Shanghai Stadium in front of a noisy patriotic crowd—the atmosphere was electric, and one could not help being immersed in the celebration. Their country was behind them and wanted the team to impress on the world stage with their skill, enthusiasm and passion for the game. It was also a dichotomy and a contradiction—in one part, the Ninjutsu mission was covert and infiltrating. On the other hand, the national team was an emerging football nation with aspirations. Gunnar was confused and could not come to terms with it. He was an inventor and a passionate football aficionado—not a politician.
“What do you know about player number twenty-two for China?” Gunnar asked inquisitively.
Robby had already anticipated the question and was searching the player profiles of the Chinese team.
“His name is Jiang Tai Man and he’s based with the Shanghai FC club.” Robby kept on reading the player bio while nodding his head silently and with raised eyebrows.
“What else do you know about him,” Gunnar asked.
“Oh. Jiang isn’t from your usual background, and his career path is different from the other players.”
“Can you explain more?”
“He was plucked out from obscurity only four years ago from a rural city deep in central China…an uncharacteristic place to find a talented player.”
Gunnar was thinking about how that could be as their best players came from city-based academies through structured career paths.
“Are there any others on the team with a similar background to Jiang?”
“There is one other—the same age and from a different rural city further north of china.” Robby paused and squinted while reading from his screen. “He also appears to have been plucked from nowhere three years ago.”
Gunnar did not comment and looked directly at Robby. “Are you thinking what I am thinking?”
“It’s very similar to our own program when we first started out.”
“Correct…”
“They’ve adopted our Player Virtual Identification system?”
“They must have developed similar technology,” Gunnar said with an oar of surprise. “I suppose it may be no different from the way they developed the nanotechnology for their player equipment?”
“Yes, it may be rudimentary but working well enough to discover new talent,” Robby said.
Gunnar and Robby looked at each other and smiled. They had stumbled onto something by accident—the Chinese team had superstars that may have been scouted by a similar drone technology built on the same principles as Gunnar’s Virtual Player Identification system. Both Chinese players came from non-traditional career paths like Harry Duwala and Icelandic sensation—Viktor Sturluson. The similarities were uncanny and reminiscent of Gunnar’s early days when he implemented the program.
“It never dawned on me that the Ninjutsu mission isn’t after our prototypes but our enhanced technology instead,” Gunnar said.
“You mean they’re in the early stages of development and looking for enhancements to improve their system for talent identification?”
“Yes precisely—they’re playing catchup.”
The second half commenced at a frantic pace, and within five minutes, Jiang Tai Man scored his second goal—it was a pure execution of class. Gunnar and Robby’s jaws dropped and smiled—it was a great goal worthy of his acrobatic celebration. Jiang performed two backflips before running towards the Chinese supporters with his hands in the air. The supporters responded by throwing streamers and glittering paper in the air. He was the darling of every football supporter in China, and they could not get enough of him. Jiang was a classy player with acceleration and instinctive movements that left defenders guessing. He played with a sharp, quick-witted style and with pinpoint accuracy to the delight of his national coach. The result—China winners; 3 goals to nil.
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First Semi-final – Australia v China
To put things into perspective, if you told football pundits around the world thirty years ago that a semi-final clash at the World Cup would consist of a team from Asia and Oceania, they would have said you were dreaming. The popular thinking was that countries with the best and most expensive leagues in the world dominated the world football landscape. This theory had recently been thrown out the door. Countries that were accelerating up the rankings in world football had harnessed talent identification technology to find and developed players in their own back yard. States that could find exceptional and emerging talent among their pool of young players and harness their potential through structured development programs were excelling at the bereft of the traditional superpowers.
To put it another way, the traditional football superpowers had been gazumped and caught off guard by people like Gunnar Grimsson, Robby Denehy and more recently Mike Garvey. They were prepared to try something different and bring equality back to football—to its original roots as a sport that belonged to everyone. It was not a quick process, and it had to be proven, but the Player Virtual Identification system (PVI) had produced players of international significance like China’s Jiang Tai Man, Australia’s Harry Duwala and Icelandic superstar Freyr Helgason. Upcoming players like Colorado FC’s Lucas Stodd and James Fitzgerald were also making their mark on team USA at the World Cup tournament.
The semi-final matchup between Australia and China was billed as the clash of the confederations with eyes on Harry Duwala and Jiang Tai Man. Jiang had surprised the bookkeepers coming from obscurity to be the leading goal scorer in the tournament. His exploits on the field were phenomenal, and football commentators were already claiming him as the find of a generation.
Harry, who had stepped up from the Under 20 tournament one year ago, was also creating waves as the third leading goal scorer. Scouts were keenly in attendance at this match and carefully watching the performances of both players. One thing was for sure—that China had probably seen Jiang for the last time playing in the Chinese Super League and a big-money move was a certainty. As for Harry, speculation was mounting that he would move from Colorado FC prematurely to join Jiang at a powerhouse club in Europe.
Robby was at the national team section of Shanghai stadium with Gunnar to watch this much-anticipated match. They both had a beer in hand, and it had been a while since their last get together.
“I’ve been reviewing the injury statistics of all the countries with the nanotechnology player’s uniform—the Chinese and Australian teams have seen a rapid decline in injuries by eighty per cent,” Robby said.
“Yes, and the nanotechnology playing strip is working as designed and preventing injuries.” Gunnar took a sip of his beer and smiled. “And isn’t it good they can list their best team for every game?”
“That was the whole purpose—to field the best team and prevent players from missing opportunities to perform in these tournaments through injury,” Robby said.
Gunnar nodded in agreement and retrieved a document from his satchel. “Have a look at this...”
“It looks like a whole lot of data on the nanotechnology player uniform…but I can’t make any sense of it.” Robby said.
“If you read below in the summary section, it shows that the Chinese nanotechnology was down forty per cent of the time during matches.” Gunnar pointed out the numbers to Robby on the report.
“So, their system is unstable?”
“Precisely.” Gunnar took another sip of his beer and adjusted his seat. “When the nanotechnology uniforms are inactive, the players are unaware and continue playing as though they have the full protection.”
“They’re risking injury?”
“Yes.”
“In contrast, if you have a look at our data, our nanotechnology uniforms have remained operational throughout.”
Robby continued looking at the summary table of the report and verified Gunnar’s comments. “You’re absolutely correct.”
“It took me many years to perfect the technology through a series of trials and tests until I could get it right.” Gunnar stood up from his chair and stretched his back. “Their technology has been implemented in a rush for this tournament; it is unstable and prone to error.”
“That’s an interesting observation, and I tend to agree it may backfire on them if they don’t inform their players,” Robby said.
“Looks like the game is ready to start,” Gunnar said.
The game kicked off at a frantic pace and Jiang Tai Man was already causing havoc amongst the Australian defence early in the match. He was hard to control and quickly broke through the defensive lines with several attempts on goal. At the other end, Harry Duwala’s pace was frightening and causing anxiety on the faces of the Chinese coaching staff. The game stood up to its billing as a game between two upcoming superstars of the sport.
In the fortieth minute, Robby jumped up into the air as the roar around the stadium became deafening.  It was a breakthrough for Australia as Harry latched onto a wayward pass by the Chinese defender and straight into the eighteen-yard box with a low drive to the corner of the goal. The magnetic goal-scoring technology was terrific as the glow of green fluorescent light signalled with purpose. Everyone in the stadium could see a goal was registered, and there was no confusion.  The new technology that had replaced the traditional nets was a big win with spectators taking to it instantaneously.
It was half time, and the Australians had a narrow one-goal lead thanks to Harry Duwala’s prowess. Robby offered Gunnar another beer during the break as they waited in anticipation for the second half. The second half started, and the game resumed with the same ferocity—some of the Chinese players were limping around having succumbed to injuries in strong defensive tackles.
“I’ve just received a message from my technician that the nanotechnology player strip is not functional for the Chinese team,” Gunnar said.
Robby pointed to a Chinese player on the right-wing. “I can see that some of their players are injured…look at their number seven, he can barely run anymore.”
“Yes. If you look at number five and eight—two of their best players, they’re also carrying injuries.”
“They’re going to have to substitute them if they want to win this match,” Robby said.
Gunnar took another sip of his beer and said, “And Jiang isn’t getting the support he needs upfront, and it’s stifling his performance.”
As the injuries started to take effect on the fluency of the Chinese players, there was commotion on the Chinese bench as their coaches were in a furious debate about match tactics. With only fifteen minutes remaining, the Chinese coaching staff needed to decide quickly and substitute their injured and most experienced players. It was a big call that could change the course of the game.
With ten minutes to go before the conclusion of the game, the Australians began to dominate possession and were controlling the play. A Chinese player slipped to the ground, clutching his ankle, causing him to make a wayward pass. The Australian player latched onto the ball and executed a perfect pass to Harry Duwala. He had broken through the defensive line at an incredible pace, dodging two defenders successfully on his way towards goal. Harry was one on one with the goalkeeper who had moved forward and off his goal line, anticipating Harry and forcing him under pressure. In a stroke of genius, Harry planned the move and lobbed the goalkeeper for Australia’s second goal.
Robby jumped into the air, splashing his beer all over Gunnar’s bag.”
“He's done it again!” Robby said.
Gunnar was all smiles and ignored the fact that his bag was splashed with beer. Harry was as much his protégé as he was for Robby, and they both enjoyed the delight of Harry’s success.
“There’s a delay in play?” Gunnar said.
Robby paused for a moment and then noticed the infrared signal of the new mechanical linesperson.
“It has signalled for offside,” Robby said as his initial excitement became deflated. He placed both hands on his head and looked directly at Gunnar, who was also bewildered by the decision.
After one minute, the referee conferred that Harry was offside, and the goal was disallowed. The crowd was restless and not convinced of the decision as they reviewed the passage of play on the giant stadium screen. The game was still heading for a one to nil victory for the Australians, and the Chinese players were on the ropes. With five minutes to go, all the Australians had to do was keep applying the pressure.
As the clock ticked down the minutes, Robby was clutching his beer firmly and could barely sit still.
“You better watch you don’t crush that glass,” Gunnar said.
Robby could barely control his emotions and was starting to fidget and shake his legs.
“It will be the first time that a country from the Oceania confederation makes the World Cup Final,” he said.
“It will make sporting history,” Gunnar said.
The match was coming to an end with only minutes to play. The substitutions finally came for China—three of their best players had to be replaced due to injury. There was a commotion in the coach’s dugout as news came to hand that the nanotechnology uniforms had failed to protect the players in the second half. The Chinese team was at a disadvantage as the Australian team mounted the pressure and dominated possession in the final stages. The tension was rising, with only two minutes left to play.
There was a final push by the Chinese team in a desperate attempt to find the equalising goal. It was acknowledged by the Chinese supporters that were in full voice and raucous to the point you could barely hear yourself speak. Jiang was their hero and referred to as the sword because of the way he cut defences apart as though they were just pieces on a chessboard. Jiang had taken possession of the ball at the halfway line and dribbled past three defenders as he made his way towards goal. His mastery of the ball was so beautiful to watch it was the equivalent of poetry in motion. It was China’s last chance to find the equalising goal before the referee blew the final whistle to end the game.
The Australians had retreated to a defensive formation and pressured Jiang deliberately as defenders surrounded him. Jiang was outnumbered and without support from his teammates when he decided to take matters into his own hand, like any champion player with the self-belief that he carried. In a moment of unimaginable genius, he unleashed a ferocious curling shot on goal from the eighteen-yard line. The whole stadium stood up and watched as the curling trajectory of his shot turned slow motion, and everything became quiet for those few seconds. The ball appeared to be going outside the goal when a ferocious spin bent the ball towards the corner of the goal. The six-foot five-inch goalkeeper was out of sorts and decided to leap any way he could to smother the shot. The goalkeeper looked like he was beaten and would not reach the ball in time when it clipped the crossbar and out of play.
Robby’s heart was racing, and Gunnar stood upright and frozen in time as they both watched the end of the Chinese team’s participation in the tournament. The Australian squad were ecstatic and couldn’t believe their luck—another two inches to the right and the shot by Jiang would have been a goal for China, sending the game into overtime
The reaction from the reporters was astonishment and bewilderment as they ran in full flight towards the celebrating Australian team, taking camera shots from all viewing angles of the player's celebrations. Robby was so delighted that he gave Gunnar a big hug while he fisted the air in happiness. It would become news around the world, and Harry’s would become a household name. His number eight shirt would soon become a marketer's Godsend as kids would pay money to put on his replica shirt with his name printed on the back.
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It was a World Cup final tournament that broke all records. For the first time since the first tournament was held in 1930, a country from outside Europe and South America was crowned as world champions. Many commentators said it would never happen—it was unthinkable that a nation without the pedigree could match it with the reputation of such countries with a track record of being champions.
The final match in Shanghai Stadium between the USA and Australia brought together two countries that had embraced the revolution taking place in sport—the Player Virtual Identification system (PVI). Football was back with the rank and file—the masses of people who enjoyed it every day. Robby Denehy and Gunnar Grimsson had taken the sport to its grassroots level and given it back to the people. The winner of these tournaments in the future would be nations that harnessed the new philosophy and embraced leading methods of talent identification. It was out with the old and in with the new. A new mantra based upon identifying talented players in their respective countries and harnessing the player resources that always existed—you just had to go looking for them.
The philosophy was simple—so simple that no one bothered to look, and Gunnar Grimsson stuck his neck out to find a new way. He was documented saying many times during his public speaking engagements—you harness the technology to build your system, and then you are looking for talent in the most unlikely places. When you find your desert rose, you nurture it with care. It was like digging for a gold nugget in the most unusual places.
The World Cup tournament broke other records also—a Chinese superstar, Jiang Tai Man received the golden boot for the most goals scored in the competition for the first time. Harry Duwala received the coveted award for the rising star player of the tournament—it was the first time a player from the Oceania confederation won this prestigious trophy. The final and most critical statistic was that all semi-finalists were utilising drones and other technologies to identify talent as part of the player identification system. These countries, China, Australia, USA and Iceland, had dismantled the old system of talent identification entirely and embraced the new technology and methods for finding talented players. Players like Freyr Helgason from Iceland, Harry Duwala from Australia, Jiang Tai Man from China and Lucas Todd from the USA would never have been discovered, let alone graced the tournament if it wasn’t for the Player Virtual Identification system (PVI).
Robby arranged to meet Harry Duwala after the tournament to discuss potential offers from leading clubs in Europe. His performances impressed several talent scouts, and they were lining up for his signature. Harry did not have a player-manager because he did not trust anyone to manage his career. All offers would be filtered through Robby and discussed together. They would meet for dinner at the hotel restaurant, and Robby was looking forward to his catch up with Harry. There was so much he wanted to congratulate him on his performances and winning the rising star award.
Robby waited patiently in the hotel restaurant for Harry to make his way to the dining table. He could see him in the main foyer being followed by fans and reporters wanting to get the scoop on his next move. Robby sipped on his favourite beer and just soaked in the excitement. He had a smile on his face as he watched reporters jostle Harry for his attention.
You would have never believed that an indigenous boy from Alice Springs would give rise to become such a prodigy, he thought.
Harry managed to politely navigate his way around the crowded foyer and make his way to the restaurant entrance. He was always a shy person and never one to get upset with the jostling reporters.
Robby waved towards him to get his attention and steer him towards the table. As Harry made his way through the restaurant, one of the waiters stopped him impromptu for a photo. Harry smiled at the camera while holding the waiter, unperturbed by all the attention. People on the other tables looked at Harry and nodded their heads in confirmation—however, they remained more restrained and didn’t bother him. As Harry made his way to the table the restaurant broke out into a round of applause. Harry was chuffed and broke out into a shy pose and red cheeks.
“I think that’s for you, Harry,” Robby said.
Harry blushed and waved to the restaurant patrons in acknowledgement—he had really become a star. He gave Robby a big hug and patted him on the back.
“It's terrific to see you again Robby and it’s been a while,” Harry said.
Robby was quiet and did not know what to say. It was not often he was lost for words and caught in the emotion.
“You’ve changed so much since I first met you. You were Harry, the young teenager in Sydney…look at you now—you’re on top of the world.”
“Thank you, Robby…it’s been an amazing journey since you discovered me.” Despite all the fame Harry had achieved, he always had enormous respect for the man who put him on the road to success.
“It sure has been….and I’m so happy for you!”
“I do want to talk to you about an offer today if that’s alright,” Harry said, as he took his seat and poured himself a glass of water from the decanter.
“We can talk about anything you like. You know I’m always here to help you make career decisions—important decisions about your future. I made that promise to your parents when you were a teenager.” Robby took a sip of his beer and called over the waiter.
“I’ve been approached by a representative of Celtic FC, and he offered me a contract—if I want one.”
“And what did you say?”
“I told him I need to talk to you first and consider it.”
“They’re a great club Harry…do you know much about them?”
“Not a lot…all I know is they’re based in Glasgow, Scotland.”
Robby leaned forward and looked directly at Harry. “The Celtic Football Club is a Scottish professional football club playing in the English Premiership. They were founded in the late eighteen hundreds to alleviate poverty in the Irish immigrant population…in the east end of Glasgow.”
“That’s a very old club,” Harry said.
“Yes, very old…do you mind me asking how much money they offered you?”
“It was more than I could have imagined, and at least double what I am on at Colorado FC.”
“You’ve been at Colorado FC with Mike Garvey for six months only? How are you going to break the news to him?”
“Yeah, I said to the representative that I was still under contract and he told me not to worry—they would pay it out for an early release.”
“I see.” Robby paused for a moment and topped up his beer. “Do you want me to speak to Mike first and let him know your plans? He’s been very good to you, and I think he deserves to know what’s going on.”
“I never thought about that—and yes, he’s been very good to me since I joined—offered me many opportunities to play at a competitive level.”
“I guess you wouldn’t have been here if it wasn’t for those chances to play as a professional in the USA.”
“Yes…I’d like for you to speak to Mike first.” Harry sat back on his chair and pondered. “I hope he doesn’t get angry?”
“I might not be able to stop him getting upset, but at least he will appreciate us having spoken to him directly—and to be frank, it’s not the first time he has lost players to bigger clubs.”
“So, what do you think, Robby? Will you be my agent?”
He sat back on his chair, crossed his arms over his chest and sighed. “It’s really hard for me Harry because I’ve never negotiated contracts for a player at this level.”
“You mean you can’t help me?”
“No. I want to do what is right for you, and we need someone good at negotiating these contracts.”
“You don’t think you can negotiate the contract for me?”
“I’m not sure if I’m experienced enough.”
“It will be fine, Robby…I am sure you’ll know what to do.” Harry turned in his chair and crossed his legs as a young girl tapped him on the shoulder and asked for his photo. They both smiled, and Harry welcomed the young girl while he engaged in a quick picture. The people on the other tables looked on as Harry became the focus of attention.
“Will, you ever get used to the attention?” Robby said.
“That I’m not sure about, but I’m getting better at dealing with it.”
They both laughed and sipped on another beer while they continued talking about his potential move to Celtic FC.
“So, will you be my agent Robby?”
Robby was quiet for a minute as he thought about the proposal and his response. He was twitching and kept his hand firmly on the glass as a token of security.
“OK, I will do it, Harry, but I might get some advice from Gunnar and learn what he did. He has a couple of players in the English Premier League and has been through this before with his younger talent.”
“Well Robby, just like you’ve told me many times before—if you don’t try it you will never learn it.”
Robby smiled, acknowledging some of his own words of advice to younger players.
“Did I really tell you that?” Robby said jokingly.
“Oh yes, you did, and more than once.” Harry laughed at catching Robby out with his own words.
“When am I meeting the representative from Celtic FC?”
“Tomorrow?”
“That was quick. Looks like it’s going to be a fast learning curve.” Robby said.
“Nothing you can’t handle.”
Robby picked up his glass of beer and sculled the whole glass while Harry watched enthusiastically. “I don’t know how you do that—scull a beer so quickly?”
“Ha-ha. I only do it when I’m feeling unsure about something,” Robby said as he wiped the froth of the beer from his mouth with the tablecloth.
“Oh, and one thing and I nearly forgot.”
“What is it, Harry.”
“I was approached outside our dressing room in the stadium by a Chinese man inquiring about whether I wanted to play in the Chinese Super League.”
“You’re kidding…who was it?”
“He said his name was Wang…can’t recall his surname.” Harry put his hands in his back pocket and found the business card.
“It wasn’t Wang Shu by any chance?”
Harry looked at the initials on the business card. “Yes it is—how do you know Wang Shu?”
“Let's say he has approached us many times in the past to purchase our player identification system, and not always in the most ethical ways. Having said that, last year at the Under 20 tournament he did ask me about you.”
“Really, and what did he say about me?”
“About how talented you are and that there were clubs in China interested in you.”
“How come no one told me?” Harry asked.
“Because he wanted a trade-off and we don’t trade our players’ futures for the Virtual Player Identification system.” Robby was keen for Harry to understand that there are boundaries in everything they do.
“It’s OK, Robby—I’m in a better situation now. Who knows what would have happened playing in their country?”
“Well, I’m glad you understand because it was an awkward situation at the time.”
“I get it Robby—I’m not the shy sixteen-year-old you first met in ‘The Alice.’”
As the night continued, more fans approached Harry, and the word got out he was at the restaurant. But neither Robby nor Harry minded too much—it was all part of being a football celebrity.
Harry had entrusted Robby to manage a lucrative move to Celtic FC, and he did not want to let him down—although deep down he felt out of his depth when it came to negotiating football contracts.
After a pleasant evening reminiscing on old stories and taking photos with the endless number of supporters that graced Harry at every opportunity, they said goodbye to each other and made their way back to the hotel room. Harry had an early start as the Australian team was preparing a debrief with players before releasing them to go home.
Robby had to plan for a negotiation with the Celtic FC representative. To help him with the talks, he arranged to meet Gunnar for breakfast to guide him on negotiating contracts with the biggest competition in the world—the English Premier League. Any player who was at the top of their profession played in the English championship. Mike Garvey had lost several players from Colorado FC to the English Premier League, and Harry was going to become the next one to go.
Celtic FC was a breakaway club from the Scottish Premier League and was invited to join the English Premiership when the rules on club eligibility were relaxed. This opened the pathway for the best clubs from Scotland and Wales to apply and participate in the much stronger competition. This made the English Premiership a much better competition boasting the best clubs in Great Britain.
As Robby made his way into the main foyer towards the escalator leading to his room, he received a pat on the shoulder. To his surprise it was a small Chinese man wearing a baseball cap and the Chinese national team shirt. Robby blinked twice and shook his head in disbelief.
“That’s not you…Wang Shu?”
“Hello Robby, it’s great to see you again,” Wang said. He put out his hand to great Robby and said, “You thought after our encounter on the Under 20 World Cup you would never see me again?”
“Well, it did cross my mind.”
“No need to worry…I’m not upset about what happened. I was just doing my job.”
Robby looked around nervously to see if Wang had anyone else with him watching. “Are we alone, Wang?”
“Don’t worry, I don’t work for the Ninjutsu mission anymore. After our botched attempt to get the Player Virtual Identification system, I was fired and given a new role.”
“So, what do you do now,” Robby asked.
“I discover players in the most remote areas of China using our own drone technology…Oh, and don’t worry it’s nowhere near as advanced as your technology—but it works, and I have found some remarkable talent.”
“I think it’s good you have given all that espionage and covert stuff away for something more meaningful,” Robby looked directly at Wang and said, “Have you found any talented players to boast about?”
“Oh, yes. I discovered Jiang Tai Man.” Wang stood there, motionless with a big smile on his face.
“You did what?”
“I found him in a remote part of China during a drone mission to discover new talent. Our system identified him as an amazingly talented player.”
Robby could not believe that one of the finds of this generation had come from China through the exploits of Wang Shu.
“He is really a fantastic player, and I admire his talents.”
“You’re not the first one to say that…everyone is talking about him. But I am going to lose him to the English Premier League—the same as your Harry.”
“All the best players seem to end up in the English Premiership,” Robby said.
“Well, I won’t hold you up any longer and good to see you again, Robby.”
“Likewise, and it's good to see you’ve left the dark side to take on a more gratifying role in Chinese football.”
Both men shook hands and moved on. For his part, Robby would have never thought of a chance encounter with a senior operative from the Ninjutsu mission. The puzzle of how Jiang Tai Man came to grace football on the world stage started to make sense. He also understood that the Chinese had given up on stealing Gunnar’s technology and built their own—although rudimentary in design, it was effective. Robby could not wait to tell Gunnar about his encounter with Wang. In the meantime, he was tired and just a little tipsy from drinking beer with Harry and wanted to call it a night. Robby caught the lift to the fifth floor and straight to his hotel room to get a good night’s sleep
Like they had done many times before, Gunnar and Robby had breakfast together to reminisce how the tournament had altered the course of world football altogether. Records were broken and new technologies introduced that graced the football pitch as audiences were treated to a new beginning—a-reinvented sport set to dominate the entertainment landscape for years to come.
“So, my good friend…it looks like this is our last get together before we leave tomorrow…back to our usual existence,” Gunnar said.
Robby adjusted his posture on the shaky chair and crossed his legs. He did not respond straight away preferring to reflect on Gunnar’s comments.
“The last time you and I met was at the Under 20 World Cup six months ago, and the next major tournament is four years away.”
“Yes Robby, it’s going to be a long time between beers, and I will miss our chats—and your company, of course.”
“Well you never know on the spur of the moment—I might surprise you and turn up at your doorstep in Reykjavik; to check on your next top-secret project.”
“Ha-ha. I wouldn’t put that past you, “Gunnar said while sipping on his strong South American blend coffee. He paused for a moment and then cheekily looked at Robby.
Robby had seen that smirk on his face before, and new he was up to something.
“So, what’s next in pipeline Gunnar…come on…tell me. I’ve seen that look in your eyes before like a glittering prize.”
Gunnar knew he had been caught red-handed—but strangely, it was almost like he wanted to tell Robby about his next invention.
“It’s something quite revolutionary and it’s the next major step in talent identification,” Gunnar said.
“I’m sensing it’s not a drone this time and something entirely different.”
“Yes, it is very different, and it’s too early to talk about it in detail. But guess what? You will be the first to know when I get it working.”
Robby smiled, knowing he had pushed his friend as far as he could.
“I’m sure when the time is right, you’ll tell me all about it.”
“So, let me change the topic…I want to talk to you about Harry. It’s why you asked me to be here in the first place Robby?”
“Yes, I completely forgot.” Robby paused and took a bite from his toasted bread. “I’ve never negotiated a professional contract with a premier league club before, and I’m worried I may not get Harry the best deal.”
“Let me give you some tips…first of all it’s just negotiation and no different than negotiating any contract…their first offer won’t be the best one and you will need to stay calm knowing that it may take a couple of meetings to close the deal.”
“I see,” Robby said.
“Also, make sure you get a guarantee he won’t spend all his time playing in the reserve team—they do that sometimes with players who are not tested in their competition.”
“Even after Harry’s World Cup performance,” Robby said.
“Yes, even after that performance.” Gunner laid back in the chair, rocking it a little without realising. “It happened with Freyr Helgason, and we learned from his experience when he was transferred to the English Premier League.”
“That really is helpful Gunnar, and I’m confident in getting Harry the best deal.”
“And who knows, maybe you and I will be seated at Celtic’s stadium watching Harry do his stuff in six months,” Gunnar said enthusiastically.
“Yes, that’s a great thought.” Robby looked straight at Gunnar and said, “I will hold you to that promise.”
“Ok. Consider it done.”
“Oh, and one other thing…guess who I bumped into last night?” Robby was keen to let Gunnar know that one of the foes from the Ninjutsu mission had left the dark side.
“I don’t know.”
“It was Wang Shu...he doesn’t work for the Ninjutsu mission anymore.
“Courtesy of us, I hope.”
“Yes, he lost his job after that doomed covert operation, but he now discovers new talent in China.”
Gunnar looked up in disbelief. “You’re kidding me?”
“Nope, he discovered Jiang Tai Man.”
“No way?”
“Yep, he discovered him in central China in a remote village using a talent identification drone.” Robby paused and took a deep breath.
“So, he developed something similar to our Player Virtual Identification system?”
“Yes, but a more original version…I think they’ve just started using it.”
“That man never stops surprising me,” Gunnar said.
“Anyway, time to go and say goodbye,”
They both stood up, shook hands and smiled. The future was looking interesting whether on or off the field and several challenges awaited them. They both agreed to catch up before four years and the next tournament.
The End




The Next Instalment

The journey continues in the next instalment—World Football Domination—Volume Three. Harry Duwala rises to become a football prodigy for his country as he battles adversity in the English Premier League. He joins Celtic F.C. from Colorado F.C. on a lucrative offer.
In the meantime, Gunnar moves into an ambitious project with an advanced proprietary technology that becomes controversial--genetic tests to assess athletic performance characteristics and risk factors for potential talented football players. He develops an indicator to predict an athlete's ability to excel in a football based on tracking genetic markers associated with speed, power and endurance.
Volume three is scheduled to be released in June 2020.
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