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Ricardo spun and exploded after him, stabbing a long leg in from behind and to the side, trying to poke the ball away with his toe.

That kind of challenge from the blind side was one of a defender’s dirtiest weapons. A forward’s attention stayed in front of him. It was hard to guard against.

But Ethan seemed to have eyes in the back of his head.

The instant Ricardo’s toe was about to make contact, Ethan planted his right foot on top of the ball and leaned backward just enough for his body to brace against Ricardo’s charging frame.

Dead stop. Pullback.

Ricardo’s leg swept across the space in front of the ball and got nothing.

“OHHH—!”

A wave of shocked cries burst from the players around them.

Twice now.

Ricardo had gone in hard twice, and he still hadn’t touched the ball.

His face darkened immediately. He turned sharply, breathing hard, eyes tinged red with humiliation and anger.

“What, is that all you do? Run away? Got some guts? Then stop turning your back!”

Ethan still didn’t respond.

He just stood there, lightly nudging the ball under his right foot, not even looking at Ricardo.

That contempt stung worse than any trash talk.

Ricardo snapped.

He stopped bothering with technique altogether. Like an enraged bull, he spread his arms and simply charged in, trying to crush Ethan with pure body pressure.

No finesse. No reading angles. Just force.

And in a tight space like this, there was almost no clean way to evade that kind of full-body smother.

But this was exactly what Ethan had been waiting for.

As Ricardo’s massive frame came down on him like a wall, Ethan suddenly threw his body sharply to the left.

It was an exaggerated shoulder drop—a textbook feint, so dramatic it looked like he might actually fall over.

Ricardo bit immediately.

His weight shifted instinctively to his own right as he moved to seal off Ethan’s path to the left.

And in that fraction of a second, the instant Ricardo’s balance left center—

Ethan’s body snapped back to the right like a loaded spring recoiling.

At the same moment, his right ankle showed impossible flexibility, the outside of his boot whipping across the ball in one viciously quick touch.

Shoulder drop. Change of direction.

A rough scraping sound tore from the turf beneath Ricardo’s planted foot.

His weight transfer had been too violent. His right ankle twisted under the shift, his balance shattered, his legs tangling together—

and then he went down.

Hard.

With a heavy thud, the six-foot-one tower of muscle crashed onto the grass, spraying dirt and shredded turf.

Ricardo lay there on his front, dragging in ragged breaths, staring in disbelief at the slim figure already carrying the ball away from him.

He hadn’t even managed to catch the number on the kid’s shirt.

He’d really been beaten?

Just like that?

Not barely. Not luckily.

Cleanly. Completely. Humiliatingly.

One shoulder drop and one change of direction—and he’d been sent to the ground.

Michel blew his whistle, signaling the end of the duel.

But the players on the sideline had already fallen into dead silence.

No laughter.

No heckling.

Every academy player there—including the starters who had been whistling and shouting moments ago—was staring wide-eyed at the center of the ring, mouths open, looking at the emotionless Asian boy standing there.

Ricardo.

The strongest defender in Ajax Under-17s. The most physically imposing player in the squad. A defensive wall Michel had already singled out for promotion to the Under-19s next season.

And this trialist—this skinny kid who looked like a stiff breeze could knock him over—had dropped him onto the grass with one feint and one cut.

That wasn’t luck.

That was naked technical domination.

“Anyone else want a turn?”

Ethan finally spoke.

His voice was light, almost quiet, but it sliced through the silence on the training ground like a blade.

No one answered.

His gaze swept slowly across the ring of academy players. Every player his eyes touched looked away without meaning to.

That was football.

People worshipped strength and preyed on weakness.

And when you showed talent so overwhelming it crushed everything in front of it, all doubt and mockery turned into awe in an instant.

Ethan said nothing else.

He bent down, picked up his sports bag from the ground, and turned toward the equipment room.

Only after his back disappeared around the corner of the training complex hallway did Michel finally let out a long breath. He turned to Martin, who still looked stunned, and spoke in a voice carrying a tremor even he didn’t seem to notice.

“Martin… you really did strike gold.”

Martin pushed up his gold-rimmed glasses and kept staring in the direction Ethan had gone. The smile at the corner of his mouth kept widening.

“No, Michel. It’s not gold.”

There was a feverish excitement in his voice now, something he couldn’t suppress.

“It’s a star from the East—one that’s about to light up all of Europe.”

That evening, one office light in Ajax’s De Toekomst Academy stayed on long past dark.

Michel Smit sat behind his desk with the training-match footage running on his monitor. He had already replayed Ethan Mercer’s touches seven times—starting with the first trap and turn that took him past Ricardo Alves, then the sequence at the edge of the box where he dribbled through three defenders before laying off an almost insulting assist, and finally the last feint, that dip of the shoulder that had sent Ricardo to the turf.

Every pause, every rewind, left a cold sheen of sweat on his back.
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On the touchline, Van der Heijden frowned, but he didn’t make a change right away. He wanted to wait a little longer, to see whether the team could steady itself on its own.

It couldn’t.

Just before halftime, AZ tore through Ajax’s midfield again. On a rapid counter, their left winger blew past Ajax’s right back with pure pace, got to the byline, and whipped in a cross. The striker arriving through the middle buried the header.

2–0.

By the time the halftime whistle went, Ajax Under-19s trudged off the pitch with their heads down.

The locker room felt dead.

Van der Heijden stood in front of the tactics board in silence for a few seconds before he finally spoke.

“In the second half, we need to change the rhythm in midfield.”

Then he turned, looked past all the starters, and fixed his eyes on the thin figure in the corner.

“Ethan. Get ready. You’re going in.”

Every head in the room snapped toward him.

Ethan froze for the briefest moment, then nodded calmly.

“You’re replacing Van der Meer. Attacking midfield.” Van der Heijden drew several lines across the tactics board. “I don’t need you defending. Your engine won’t hold up for that. You have one job—get on the ball and move it forward. The front three will make their runs off you.”

He set the marker down and looked Ethan straight in the eye.

“Any problem with that?”

Ethan stood, pulled off his bib, and picked up the folded number eight shirt.

“No problem.”

Before the second half restarted, he stood by the sideline waiting for the next dead ball.

Frings passed by him and said quietly, “Don’t be nervous. Just play at the tempo you use in training.”

Ethan looked at him.

It was the first time Frings had spoken to him like that. No sarcasm. No challenge. Just a real reminder from one teammate to another.

“Yeah.”

In the fifty-third minute, the ball rolled out of play.

Dead ball.

The fourth official raised the electronic board: number 14 off, number 8 on.

Ethan stepped onto the grass at AZ Alkmaar Under-19s’ home ground.

This was his first official U19 league appearance since his regression.

When the AZ supporters saw Ajax sending on a thin Asian kid, a wave of jeers and laughter rolled down from the stands.

“Ajax out of players already? They’re sending on a schoolboy?”

“With that frame? One of our defenders is gonna sit on him and kill him!”

Even AZ’s U19 head coach frowned. He glanced at the number on the board, then turned to his assistant.

“Find out who number eight is.”

The assistant flipped through Ajax’s squad sheet from before the match, then shook his head. “Ethan Mercer. Sixteen. Chinese. Just promoted from the U17s. First U19 league match.”

“Promoted from the U17s?” The coach gave a cold little laugh. “Van der Heijden’s panicking.”

On the field, play resumed.

Following Van der Heijden’s instructions, Ajax’s players began deliberately feeding the ball into Ethan’s feet.

At first, AZ’s defenders didn’t pay him much attention.

A kid who had just turned sixteen, fresh up from the U17s—what was he supposed to do?

They stopped laughing soon enough.

In the fifty-seventh minute, Ajax won the ball in their own half and moved it quickly forward. After one touch from Frings, it reached Ethan near the center circle.

The instant he received it, one of AZ’s central midfielders charged at him.

The man clearly didn’t think much of this skinny Asian kid. His challenge was casual, overcommitted, his balance thrown fully into the press.

Ethan didn’t use a trick.

Didn’t need one.

At the exact moment the defender closed him down, Ethan nudged the ball lightly to the right with the outside of his right foot and shifted his body one step with it.

Just one step.

The midfielder lunged straight past him, missing the ball entirely and leaving a huge gap behind.

What—

Before he could even turn around, Ethan had already driven forward two strides with the ball.

A second defender rushed over to cover. This time there was no carelessness. He dropped his center of gravity, ready to defend properly.

Ethan didn’t give him the chance.

Just before the man got close enough, Ethan flicked his right ankle and sent a low through ball stabbing between the two center backs, perfectly weighted into the striker’s run.

What a ball.

The forward’s heart leaped as he took it in stride and burst into the box, but under heavy pressure from the recovering defender, his shot was beaten away by the keeper.

It didn’t go in.

But it was Ajax Under-19s’ first real threat of the match.

And the whole sequence—from Ethan’s first touch, to beating the first man, to slipping the pass through—had taken less than three seconds.

On the touchline, Van der Heijden’s eyes lit up. He took an unconscious step forward.

AZ’s head coach lost the smug look he’d had a moment earlier. His brows tightened as he turned to his assistant.

“Stay on that number eight. Don’t let him receive the ball that easily again.”

Too late.

In the sixty-third minute, Ethan got the ball again in midfield.

This time, AZ sent two men at him immediately. One defensive midfielder pressed tight, while a central midfielder hovered beside him to trap the space.

Faced with the double team, Ethan didn’t force a dribble.

His eyes swept forward.

Then the outside of his right foot brushed across the ball, and it lifted in a smooth arc over both defenders’ heads before dropping into open space on the left for a teammate to collect.

Switch of play.

On the sideline, Van der Heijden clenched his fist hard.
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Thomas Frings sat across from Ethan, scrubbed a hand hard over his face, and muttered, "Would've been better if you'd come on earlier."

He didn't name names, but everyone in the room knew exactly who he meant.

Ethan didn't respond. He leaned back against his locker and closed his eyes.

Then the cold mechanical voice of the Ball King System rang in his head.

[Ding! Host has completed his U19 league debut!]

[Performance Rating: A-]

[Match Stats: 35 minutes played, 1 assist, 2 key passes, 91% pass completion.]

[Reward obtained: Free Stat Points +3]

Ethan opened his eyes and didn't hesitate.

[Points allocated successfully! "Stamina" increased to: 55 (You now possess the physical base to come off the bench and change a match, but you are still far from ready to start).]

Warmth surged through his limbs, spreading through every part of his body. He could feel it clearly—that burning sensation in his lungs late in the game seemed a little less severe now. He was still a long way from playing a full ninety, but at least he was no longer in a state where thirty minutes of hard football would break him completely.

By the time the team bus was heading back to Amsterdam, night had fully settled in.

Ethan sat by the window, watching streetlights and open fields blur past in the glass. Van der Heijden was in one of the front seats, speaking quietly with an assistant coach about something.

About half an hour into the ride, Van der Heijden suddenly stood, walked back, and took the empty seat beside Ethan.

After a few seconds of silence, he said, "What did you see in today's match?"

Ethan turned to him, thought for a moment, and said, "My stamina still can't hold up for a full game."

"And?"

"My physicality still isn't there. Before that last goal, if I'd had anything left, I could've tracked back and helped the fullback. But my legs were gone."

Van der Heijden gave a slight nod.

He'd half expected Ethan to be a little carried away by his own performance. A sixteen-year-old making his Under-19 league debut and immediately producing an assist—most kids would have gotten swept up in that.

Ethan hadn't.

He saw his strengths, yes, but he also laid out his weaknesses without flinching.

That kind of calm—far beyond his age—made Van der Heijden raise his assessment of him yet again.

"Your stamina is a real problem," Van der Heijden said bluntly. "At your current level, you can give me maybe thirty minutes of high-intensity football. But I'll tell you this—I don't lack players who can run for ninety minutes. What I do lack is someone who can change the course of a game in thirty."

He paused, then looked Ethan straight in the eye.

"You've already proven you belong at this level. From here on, your job isn't to prove whether you can play. Your job is to turn thirty minutes into forty-five, then forty-five into sixty. The day your stamina reaches the standard—"

"The starting spot is mine," Ethan finished.

Van der Heijden blinked, then let out the faintest smile.

"Smart."

He said nothing more after that. He got up and returned to his seat near the front.

Outside, the night deepened.

Ethan leaned back and closed his eyes.

The bus rolled steadily along the highway. The low thrum of the engine, the hiss of the tires on the road, the murmur of teammates talking under their breath—everything felt quiet.

But inside him, nothing was quiet at all.

His U19 debut had been a passing mark. A good one, even.

But it wasn't nearly enough.

The Eerste Divisie was his next battlefield. And before he stepped onto that stage, he had to sand down every weakness he still carried at U19 level—stamina, physicality, match rhythm.

He still had time.

The day after he got back to Amsterdam, Ethan Mercer dropped straight back into the same stripped-down routine: training ground, weight room, repeat.

The footage from the Ajax Under-19s' match against AZ Under-19s got played three separate times in Erik Van der Heijden's Monday morning tactics session. He barely spent any time on the two goals they'd conceded. Most of the class focused on the thirty-five minutes after Ethan had come on.

"Look here."

Van der Heijden paused the screen on Ethan's movement right before the assist.

He had dropped from midfield into the gap between the two center backs to receive the ball, then switched play with one touch and ripped open AZ's shape.

"The timing on this drop is excellent," Van der Heijden said. "You're not standing still waiting for the pass. You're reading the defensive line, spotting the space as it opens, and moving into it before anyone reacts."

Ethan sat in the last row of the meeting room, expressionless, eyes fixed on the screen.

"But there's still a problem."

Van der Heijden switched to another clip. This one showed Ethan in the eighty-third minute, bent over with his hands on his knees after a forward run, trying to catch his breath.

"See that? After this sprint, it takes him nearly ten seconds to recover. At a professional level, ten seconds is enough time for the opposition to launch a full counterattack."

A wave of muffled laughter ran through the room.

It wasn't malicious.

After two weeks together, the Under-19 squad had already gotten used to Ethan's style—quiet, hard to read, but undeniably good. The laughter was closer to friendly ribbing than mockery.

Ethan ignored it. He just filed the point away in silence.

His stamina still wasn't good enough.

After the tactics session, Thomas Frings stopped him in the hallway.
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His physicality wasn’t good enough, so he couldn’t stay on the field.
Because he couldn’t stay on the field, he couldn’t earn enough Free Stat Points.
Because he couldn’t earn enough points, his physicality would never become good enough.

There was only one way to break that cycle.

In the limited training time he had, he needed to push his body to the absolute limit.

He closed the system panel and lay down in the dark, staring up at the ceiling.

This setback was temporary.

He still had the system. He still had the sweat-drenched training sessions he put in every day. He still had a match-reading ability that was growing sharper and clearer.

As long as he had time, he would crack that physical shell around himself, bit by bit.

The week after the loss to Breda, Ethan Mercer’s life became even more monotonous.

Every morning at six, before dawn had fully broken, he was already in the weight room at the training ground.

Before official training started, he put himself through an extra block of core work and lower-body strength training. Then, after the afternoon session ended and the rest of the squad gradually headed out, he went back to the weight room and stayed another hour.

That kind of workload wasn’t easy on a sixteen-year-old body. His muscles often ached so badly that even lifting an arm felt like work. Most mornings, he had to sit on the edge of his bed for several minutes before standing, waiting for his body to accept the pain.

But he didn’t stop.

He asked the fitness coach for a training plan specifically focused on muscle gain and core strength.

At first, the coach hesitated. Too much lifting, he warned, could hurt Ethan’s agility and the touch that made him special.

Ethan insisted.

In the end, the coach gave him a moderate program and told him to track his weight and body-fat percentage once a week so he wouldn’t overdo it.

Daniel Vos was the first person to notice.

One afternoon after training, Daniel went back to the weight room to grab the water bottle he’d forgotten and found Ethan there alone, doing weighted squats.

The bar wasn’t especially heavy. For a grown professional, it would have counted as light work. But Ethan treated every rep seriously, controlling each descent and rise with deliberate care.

Daniel leaned against the doorframe and watched for a while before asking, “You do this every day?”

Ethan set the bar down, took a breath, and nodded.

Daniel was silent for a few seconds. Then he picked up his bottle and turned to leave. At the doorway, without looking back, he said, “Don’t get yourself injured. We’ve got another match next week.”

“Got it,” Ethan said.

Then he wrapped his hands around the bar again.

A week later, in Round 28 of the Eerste Divisie, Jong Ajax hosted Dordrecht, the bottom side in the table.

Ethan made the matchday squad again, but he was still on the bench.

Before the game, Peter Van der Leeuwen had a brief talk with him. The message was clear enough: the loss against Breda hadn’t happened because Ethan lacked ability. It was because the opponent’s style had matched up perfectly against his weaknesses.

The coaching staff hadn’t lost faith in him.

But if he wanted his starting place back, he would have to earn it again in training.

Ethan didn’t argue. He just nodded.

He did get on the pitch that day, but only for twenty minutes. By the time Van der Leeuwen sent him on in the seventieth minute, Jong Ajax were already 3-0 up and the result had long since been settled.

He didn’t get many chances to do anything meaningful. A few safe touches. One pass out wide. One layoff. One attempted dribble that ended with him getting fouled.

That was it.

The score stayed 3-0. Jong Ajax won comfortably.

When Ethan walked off the pitch, he would have been lying if he said he wasn’t disappointed.

Twenty minutes of dead time was worth almost nothing.

Still, he didn’t complain. Complaining wouldn’t change anything. Van der Leeuwen’s decision had been based on what Ethan had shown over the previous few matches, and the truth was, he hadn’t produced the kind of performance that demanded more minutes.

So there was only one thing left to do.

Keep training.

By mid-February, the Eerste Divisie schedule had started to tighten.

Two matches a week became the norm, and the squad’s stamina reserves were finally being tested for real.

Jong Ajax had never had overwhelming depth to begin with. As the fixtures piled up, fatigue and injuries started catching up with the regular starters, and the rotation had to widen.

This time, Ethan took the chance.

In Round 29, Jong Ajax traveled away to Helmond.

Their starting attacking midfielder had strained his hamstring in the previous match and would be out for at least two weeks, so Ethan was back in the starting lineup.

Before kickoff, Van der Leeuwen stood in front of the tactics board in the locker room and addressed the squad.

“Helmond like to collapse centrally,” he said. “Their defending on the flanks is weaker. We attack down the wings, then cut it back toward the top of the box.”

He paused, his gaze settling on Ethan for a moment.

“Ethan, operate around the edge of the area. Be available for those cutbacks from wide. That’s your zone tonight.”

Ethan nodded and said nothing.

Once the match began, Helmond defended exactly the way Van der Leeuwen had described. They packed the middle with bodies. Their three midfielders stayed extremely compact, clogging almost every central route forward.

Jong Ajax struggled early. The ball moved from one flank to the other, but they couldn’t get it into dangerous areas.

For the first twenty minutes, Ethan was almost invisible.
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Ethan ran toward the striker, leaped up, and bumped chests with him. When he landed, the right winger came flying in and hooked an arm around his neck. The three of them bunched together and punched the air toward the away end.

On the touchline, Van der Leeuwen clapped twice, then turned to Miguel Almeida and said, “The kid’s starting to look like the real thing.”

PSV’s reserve side tried to hit back after conceding. Their midfield started covering more ground, and the front three began rotating more often, trying to find gaps between Jong Ajax’s defensive lines.

For a few minutes, the adjustment actually worked. They won two corners in quick succession, and one of them very nearly turned into a goal.

But Jong Ajax’s back line was sharp today. Every key interception was clean and decisive. After clearing two balls in a row with thumping headers, Daniel Vos shouted up at the midfield, “Settle down! Don’t let them build momentum!”

When Ethan Mercer dropped back to help in midfield, he gave Daniel’s shoulder a quick pat. “Relax. Leave the front to me.”

Daniel grinned. “Get on the ball first before you start talking big.”

Ethan didn’t answer, but he filed the line away in his head.

In the twenty-second minute, Ethan received the ball on the left side of midfield.

PSV’s holding midfielder closed him down immediately, and this time he didn’t hold anything back. He drove straight through Ethan with his shoulder, slamming into his chest. A few months ago, back when Ethan had just arrived in the Eerste Divisie, that kind of hit probably would’ve sent him flying.

But all those hours sweating in the weight room hadn’t been for nothing.

The instant the contact came, Ethan tightened his core. His body tipped, but he didn’t lose balance. The moment he recovered his center of gravity, he knocked the ball forward with his right foot and forced his way past the midfielder.

The man glanced back at him in surprise. He clearly hadn’t expected this lean-looking Asian kid to absorb that collision and stay on his feet.

Ethan didn’t slow down to enjoy the win. He drove forward two more strides, drew a center back out to confront him, then used the inside of his right foot to slide the ball into open space on the left before continuing his run.

His teammate read it instantly. No touch, no hesitation—just a first-time return pass into Ethan’s path.

A one-two. Ethan met the ball on the left side of the box.

The PSV center back spun to chase him, but he was obviously slower on the turn. Ethan didn’t wait for him to recover. He hit it first time with his left foot, driving it hard toward the near post.

The ball shot across the grass like a cannon round. The keeper reacted, but it was too fast. It flashed past his fingertips and smacked into the inside netting.

Two-nil.

The moment Ethan saw it go in, his first reaction wasn’t to strike a pose. He spun and sprinted toward the touchline, punching a fist hard toward the Ajax bench.

The substitutes exploded to their feet. Some waved towels, others hammered on the dugout seats. Daniel came charging all the way from the back and grabbed Ethan in a crushing hug that nearly squeezed the air out of him.

“You’re going to tear them apart today!” Daniel shouted in his ear.

Ethan winced, still grinning, and patted Daniel’s shaved head once his feet were back on the ground. “Let go first. You’re trying to kill me.”

With a two-goal lead, PSV’s confidence took a visible hit. Their attacks stopped looking organized. Instead of combining through midfield, their players started forcing individual dribbles, and the mistakes piled up.

Jong Ajax took full advantage. Before halftime, their striker added another goal to make it three-nil.

As Ethan walked off the pitch at the break, his face no longer held that old blank calm he’d worn so often before. There was a spark in it now, a trace of the fearless lift that belonged to someone his age.

He walked beside Daniel, gesturing animatedly about something, the two of them talking and laughing on the way into the locker room.

Peter Van der Leeuwen didn’t spend much time on tactics at halftime.

His message was short and direct. “Very good first half. Don’t switch off. Stay focused in the second. Don’t relax just because you’re ahead.”

Sitting at his spot, Ethan twisted open a water bottle, took a drink, then leaned back and closed his eyes for a few seconds.

His breathing had already settled. His fitness was much better now than it had been when he first came to the Eerste Divisie. At least after one half, he still had plenty left in the tank. He wasn’t on the verge of collapsing by the break anymore.

PSV made a change at the start of the second half.

They sent on a quick young wide attacker, hoping to create something through pace on the flank.

The switch paid off in the fifty-fifth minute. PSV’s winger blew past Jong Ajax’s left back on the outside, got to the byline, and whipped in a cross. Their striker lunged in front of goal and bundled it home to make it 3-1.

The goal tightened Jong Ajax up again. From the touchline, Van der Leeuwen bellowed for the team to keep the shape compact and not give away any more chances. Ethan also dropped deeper from the front, hovering around midfield to help steady the side defensively.

In the sixty-eighth minute, he got his right foot stepped on during a challenge in midfield.
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Others poured cold water on it. The Eerste Divisie wasn't that impressive, they said. The gap between that and the Eredivisie was massive. Hype him up too hard now, and the fall would only be worse later.

Ethan read every reply, one by one, without much change in expression.

Praise didn't get to his head. Criticism didn't get under his skin either.

But he did quietly file one thing away: there were definitely some people back home who knew his name now, but not enough to call him famous. It was still more the kind of attention that lived inside a niche circle—people who followed overseas Chinese football prospects and talked about them online.

He skimmed a few more threads, found nothing especially worth noting, then set his phone on the nightstand, turned off the light, and lay back down. In the dark, he stared at the ceiling for a while. He thought briefly about his plans for next season, but not for long. Sleepiness came over him quickly after that.

The next afternoon, with nothing much to do, Ethan headed to a sporting goods store near his neighborhood—the one he used to visit often. He wanted to buy two rolls of athletic wrap and a bottle of recovery spray.

The place wasn't crowded. After picking out what he needed, he took it to the register.

Behind the counter was the owner, a man in his forties with a bit of a beer belly, looking down at his phone. Ethan set the items on the counter. The man glanced up at him, then lowered his head again and kept scrolling.

A second later, he froze.

Then he looked up again and stared at Ethan for a few beats longer.

"Wait... aren't you that kid playing for Ajax?" the owner asked, his tone half-testing, half-unsure.

Ethan hadn't expected to be recognized. He blinked, then nodded.

"Yeah. That's me."

"Oh wow, it really is you." The man lit up instantly, tossed his phone aside, and braced both hands on the counter as he looked Ethan over. "I saw your highlights on one of the football forums. That dribble move—man. You don't see many Chinese players pull something like that off."

A little embarrassed by the praise, Ethan smiled. "Thanks."

"Don't call me boss," the man said, waving a hand. "Name's Mr. Walker."

Then, without waiting, he added, "These two wraps and the spray are on me. No charge."

Ethan immediately refused and insisted on paying, but Mr. Walker was firm. He stuffed everything into a plastic bag and pushed it into Ethan's hands.

"Keep at it," he said. "Make it big, and that'll be something all of us can be proud of. Next time you're back in the country, if you need gear, come straight here. I won't charge you."

By the time Ethan walked out of the store with the free equipment in hand, he still felt a little dazed.

It was the first time he'd ever been recognized by a stranger back home because of football.

And the man's support had felt completely genuine. Not because Ethan was internet-famous. Not because he was some celebrity. Just because the guy had watched him play, thought he was good, and wanted him to know he had his support.

Ethan lowered his eyes to the plastic bag in his hand, and a faint smile rose at the corner of his mouth.

It was a strange feeling.

He'd spent his whole life in football being yelled at by coaches, looked down on by teammates, and thrown out by a club like garbage. And now a sporting goods store owner he'd never met had given him two rolls of wrap because he'd watched a few minutes of his highlights.

He weighed the plastic bag lightly in his hand, then quickened his pace toward home.

It felt good.

But it wasn't enough.

What he wanted now was for more people to know his name.

For the first few days after coming home, Ethan lived a life that felt nothing like his usual one.

No alarm clock. No training schedule. No fixed time he had to report to the academy.

Every morning, he slept until he woke naturally. By the time he got up, his mother had already left for work. Breakfast would be waiting on the table, covered in plastic wrap.

After he ate, he still didn’t feel any rush to go anywhere. He’d sit in the living room scrolling through his phone, or switch on the TV and let some random show play in the background.

He never had days this loose in the Netherlands.

During those months with Jong Ajax, he’d been out of bed by six-thirty every morning and at the training ground not long after seven. Training, extra sessions, the weight room—his entire day had been packed from start to finish.

Now that everything had suddenly gone quiet, his body almost didn’t know what to do with itself.

On the afternoon of his third day back, he finally couldn’t stand staying inside anymore. He changed into workout clothes and went for a run.

He jogged along a main road near his neighborhood, crossed a few intersections, and made his way into an open park by the street.

A rubber running track circled an artificial lake there. It wasn’t very long—maybe eight hundred yards a lap, give or take.

In the early evening, the track was busy. Young couples pushed strollers. College-age runners moved past with earbuds in. Older men power-walked shirtless in the lingering heat.

Ethan blended into the crowd and kept the pace easy. He wasn’t trying to push himself. Just a steady aerobic run to keep his heart rate up. After about forty minutes, a light sheen of sweat had broken across his skin, and his whole body felt looser.

When he finished, he didn’t head straight home. He sat down on a bench near the park.
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It was more than half empty. The braised beef and frozen dumplings his mother had stuffed into it were long gone. All that was left were a few eggs and half a bottle of milk.

He decided to go out and stock up, and while he was at it, get in a walk after spending most of the day sitting around.

On the way back from the supermarket, he got a notice from the club.

Jong Ajax’s preseason camp for the new season would begin on August seventh. All players had to report back by the afternoon of August sixth.

Ethan marked the date in his phone calendar, then did the math.

One full week to adjust.

He didn’t need to keep pushing at the same brutal level as he had during the training camp. The main goal now was recovery—let his body shake off the accumulated fatigue and get ready for the start of the new season.

On August third, Ethan moved out of the small apartment he had rented for more than a month and dragged his suitcase back to the academy dorm provided by the club.

The room was small: one bed, one desk, one wardrobe. From the window, he could see a corner of the training ground. It looked exactly the same as it had a few months ago when he left.

He unpacked his suitcase, though there wasn’t really much to sort through. Most of his things were still in the storage locker at Van Hoven’s studio.

All he really did was fold a few changes of clothes and put them into the wardrobe.

Early on the morning of August seventh, the Jong Ajax training ground came alive again.

When Ethan pushed open the locker room door, a few teammates who had arrived before him were already greeting each other. One had clearly put on a bit of weight over the summer. Another had come back with a new haircut. Someone else had barely stepped inside before laughing and smacking the first arrival on the shoulder.

Daniel Vos was sitting on a bench in the corner, lacing up his boots. When he saw Ethan walk in, he gave him a long once-over, then let out a whistle.

“What the hell were you eating this summer?” he said. “You’ve filled out.”

Ethan set his gym bag in front of his locker, pulled the zipper open, and answered without looking back, “Trained all summer.”

Daniel got to his feet and walked over. He slapped Ethan on the shoulder, then squeezed his upper arm, surprise flickering across his face.

“You actually did? I thought you were just talking.”

“When have I ever just talked?”

Ethan took his boots out of the bag, sat down, and started putting them on.

Daniel dropped onto the bench beside him. He was quiet for a moment, then said, far more seriously than usual, “Getting stronger is a good thing. Just don’t lose your speed or your agility. At this level in the Eerste Divisie, strength alone won’t do much. Whether you really break through this season depends on whether your touch is still there.”

Ethan finished tying his laces, stood, and rolled his ankles loose.

“I’m not losing that.”

He stepped out of the locker room and onto the touchline, then pressed the sole of his boot lightly into the grass.

It had been freshly cut, and the air carried that sharp green smell. The morning sun slanted across the pitch, turning the dew on the blades silver-bright.

Teammates came out one after another. Some were stretching. Some were jogging to warm up. Some were casually knocking a ball between them with the inside of a boot.

The noise around the field slowly built. A few staff members were setting out cones near the sideline.

Standing in the middle of it all, Ethan slowly rotated his arms and shoulders, loosening the joints as his gaze swept over the familiar yet somehow brand-new training ground.

He wasn’t the same skinny newcomer from last season anymore.

His body was sturdier now. His steps felt more grounded too.

Peter Van der Leeuwen came out of the office building holding a clipboard and a stack of training plans.

He stopped by the side of the pitch and took a look over the players already waiting. His eyes paused on Ethan for a brief moment.

His gaze lingered for two seconds on Ethan’s shoulders and arms, but he said nothing. Then he lowered his eyes and opened the training plan in his hands.

“Everyone, three laps to warm up first. Then split into groups for passing drills. Move. Don’t stand around.”

The order came down, short and crisp.

The players started running. Ethan lengthened his stride and settled into the middle of the pack.

The morning breeze moved past him, carrying the scent of fresh grass and the faint dampness drifting in from the canals.

As he ran, he found himself thinking back.

At this time last year, he had still been at PSV Eindhoven’s Under-15s, fighting desperately just to keep a place in the squad. Now he was about to begin his first full season with Jong Ajax.

His body was completely different from what it had been then. His contract now carried real promises in black and white. More than one media outlet had already started paying attention to his name.

He shook his head once and cut off the thoughts before they could linger.

Then he brought his focus back to the rhythm of his run.

His stride stayed steady. His breathing stayed even.

Under the brightening morning light overhead, he kept running, one lap after another.

The first three days of camp focused on fitness recovery and tactical rhythm.

Peter Van der Leeuwen didn’t throw the squad straight into heavy-contact work. Instead, he used endless passing patterns, movement drills, and tight rondos to get everyone’s bodies used to match tempo again.

Ethan’s performances in training started drawing attention almost immediately.

The most obvious change was his physicality.
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For once, Daniel didn’t answer with a joke.

He only nodded, switched legs, and kept stretching.

The next friendly came four days later. This time the opponent was a mid-table Eerste Divisie side. Jong Ajax won again, and Ethan finished with a goal and an assist.

The match after that was tougher: Groningen’s reserve side, with a clear jump in quality. Ethan played nearly sixty minutes. He didn’t score and didn’t assist, but he linked play well through midfield. Several times, his switches of play found teammates in open space and helped the team control the rhythm in the center of the pitch.

By the end of the three friendlies, Ethan’s numbers stood at one goal, two assists, one shot off the post, and no injuries.

After the final warm-up match, Van der Leeuwen stood in front of the squad during the team review and said, “I already know what my starting lineup for the new season looks like.”

He didn’t look at Ethan when he said it.

But Ethan knew there was a place for him in those words.

The new Eerste Divisie season was about to begin.

Late August brought the official start of the new Eerste Divisie season.

In the opening round, Jong Ajax were away to Almere City.

Before the match, in the locker room, Peter Van der Leeuwen read out the starting lineup. Ethan Mercer’s name was, without surprise, there in the attacking midfield spot. At this point, it didn’t need explaining. He had started both preseason matches, and now he was starting the first official game of the new season too.

From match one, he was one of this team’s core attacking pieces.

Ethan looked down, tightened his laces, then got to his feet and stamped twice on the turf to feel the grip under his boots before following the team out through the tunnel.

Almere City’s home ground wasn’t large. There were only around two thousand people in the stands.

The away supporters occupied just a small section, but in that section someone was holding up a small Chinese national flag. Ethan glanced that way a second longer as he walked out, then pulled his eyes back to the pitch.

The whistle blew, and the match began.

At home, Almere City came out aggressively. They launched several quick attacks in the opening minutes, trying to use the energy of their own ground to knock Jong Ajax out of rhythm.

For the first ten minutes or so, Jong Ajax spent most of their time defending.

Ethan didn’t rush.

He kept drifting around the area near the center circle, not forcing the ball, using constant movement instead to stretch and disturb Almere City’s defensive shape.

In the fifteenth minute, Jong Ajax’s holding midfielder won the ball in his own half and fed it into Ethan, who had dropped deep to receive. Ethan took it with his back to goal as Almere City’s defensive midfielder closed hard from behind.

He never took a settling touch.

The instant the ball reached him, he used the outside of his right foot to nudge it to the right, then spun with the movement in one fluid motion. No extra pause. No wasted touch.

That one turn shook the midfielder off by half a step. By the time the man reset his balance and tried to recover, Ethan had already released the pass—a simple push with the inside of his foot, skimming along the grass through the gap between two defenders and into the path of the overlapping right winger.

A clean turn and switch of play changed the whole angle of the attack in one touch.

The winger took the ball, looked up at the box, and whipped in a cross. The striker attacked the delivery and met it with a header, but the ball sailed just over the bar.

It wasn’t a goal, but it was a high-quality chance.

More importantly, it broke Almere City’s early pressure and gave Jong Ajax their first real foothold in the opposition half.

After the move ended, Almere City’s holding midfielder shot Ethan a look.

He had watched film before the game. He knew Ethan was a technical player. But actually facing him on the pitch, he realized this Asian teenager was harder to deal with than he had expected.

In the twenty-third minute, Ethan got the ball again through the middle.

This time he didn’t pass immediately. He carried it forward for a few strides, drawing two Almere City defenders toward him. Right as the trap was about to close, his right ankle flicked, and the ball slipped through the seam between them.

It split the entire defensive line and arrived at the feet of an unmarked teammate on the left side of the box.

The shot came first time after the touch. The keeper got a hand to it, but the ball still rolled inside the near post.

One-nil.

The small pocket of away fans erupted.

The Chinese flag waved again in the crowd. Ethan ran toward the scorer and slapped hands with his teammates, then bent to retie a lace that had come loose during the run before straightening and getting right back into the match.

Before halftime, Jong Ajax doubled the lead.

This one came from a corner. Daniel Vos rose at the back post and headed the ball into the far side of the net.

He was a center back and didn’t score often, so after the goal he sprinted to the corner flag and pulled a string of exaggerated faces and celebrations at the camera.

By the break, Jong Ajax were 2-0 up.

As Ethan walked off the pitch, his breathing was a little faster than usual, but nowhere near ragged. Over the full forty-five minutes, his fitness had looked steady. He had kept making runs in attack and had also dropped back into his own half several times to help defensively.

At the start of the second half, Almere City ramped up the fight in midfield.

Their holding midfielder began tracking Ethan much more tightly, barely giving him room to turn whenever he received the ball.
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This time, PSV’s center back didn’t rush him the way defenders in the Eerste Divisie sometimes did. He retreated while holding his ground, blocking the path inside and waiting for support to recover from the flanks and close the trap.

It was smart defending. He gave Ethan no clean route to dribble through and no real shooting angle either. He just kept squeezing the space, patient and controlled.

Under that pressure, Ethan had to slow down.

He lifted his head and scanned the box. The striker was tightly pinned by the other PSV center back, with no room to receive. A teammate on the right had a decent position, but the passing lane had already been cut out by a recovering midfielder.

There was no clear pass. No clear shot.

But Ethan didn’t force either one.

After carrying to the top of the box, he kept the ball under him and used his body to pin the center back, waiting for support to arrive. The defender, once Ethan had leaned into him, didn’t stab at the ball. He just held his position and refused to let Ethan turn.

In the end, PSV’s recovery runners got back into place. Ethan lost the angle and was forced to lay it off to a teammate arriving from deep.

The counter ended with a long-range effort sailing over the bar.

It still didn’t become a shot on target, but Ethan’s two surges in the first half had put PSV’s back line on alert.

At halftime, the score remained 1–0.

PSV led.

As Ethan walked off the pitch, his breathing was a little harsher than usual, but his steps were steady. He had spent a lot in defense during the first half. Every recovery sprint had chipped away at his energy reserves.

Still, he recovered quickly. By the time he reached the tunnel, his breathing had mostly settled.

Peter Van der Leeuwen didn’t make many tactical changes in the locker room. He mostly highlighted what the team had done well in the first half.

Especially Ethan’s decisions on those two counters.

On the tactics board, the coach drew out both sequences as positive examples.

“They’ll probably press even harder high up in the second half,” Van der Leeuwen said. “We need to move the ball quicker when we play out. If we can get through the first fifteen minutes without letting them stretch the lead, their legs will start to go. That’s when our chances will come.”

He lowered the marker, then sketched a triangle beside the board.

“Ethan, you don’t need to drop quite so deep in the second half. Save your legs. We need you able to hold the ball up higher up the pitch.”

When the second half began, PSV’s attacking intensity didn’t drop at all.

They committed numbers forward, trying to crush Jong Ajax’s defense through sheer sustained pressure. Their left winger kept causing problems out wide, and Ajax’s left back was pinned so deep he could barely breathe. Eventually he had to take a tactical foul just to stop another break and went into the book for it.

Van der Leeuwen frowned on the sideline, but he didn’t immediately change anything. His eyes drifted toward the area around midfield, then he glanced down at his watch.

By the sixtieth minute, PSV’s players were finally starting to show signs of fatigue.

Their coverage wasn’t as relentless as it had been in the first half. The ball circulation through midfield slowed a touch too.

Then, in the sixty-third minute, PSV handed them an opening.

One of their center backs underhit a square pass in his own half, and Jong Ajax’s striker got there first, stabbing it away. The loose ball fell to Ethan.

He picked it up just left of the D, facing only one PSV center back. The other defenders were spread to either side.

It was an excellent position.

And because the mistake had come so suddenly, PSV’s defensive line hadn’t fully reset. There was loose space everywhere between the recovering bodies.

Ethan took the ball forward a step.

The center back dropped his weight and set himself to block the direct route. Ethan’s right foot circled over the ball—a stepover.

The defender’s balance shifted slightly with Ethan’s shoulders, but he didn’t bite all the way.

Ethan immediately used his left foot to push the ball to the right, shaping as if he were going to carry across the box and cut inside centrally.

The center back adjusted again, stepping left.

And the instant he took that step, Ethan snapped his right ankle and knocked the ball back the other way—a reverse touch after the feint, shoulders dropping as he changed direction.

That one movement took the defender completely out of it.

He tried to twist back and recover, but the turf gave him no help. His left foot slipped during the sudden stop, and he dropped to one knee on the grass.

Ethan went straight past him and into the box.

Now there was only one PSV center back left covering the middle, while the keeper rushed out quickly to narrow the angle.

Ethan didn’t go for power.

Instead, with a compact swing of his leg, he guided a low shot with the inside of his right foot, aiming for the far corner.

The ball skimmed over the grass, slipping through that tiny strip of space in front of the onrushing keeper’s outstretched foot. Every eye in the stadium seemed to lock onto it as it rolled toward the far post—

and at last shaved the outside of it and slid wide.

For half a second, the stadium went silent.

Then the home crowd let out one huge breath of relief.
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He considered it for a moment, then put two points into Positioning, raising it from 52 to 54, and one point into Passing, bringing it from 57 to 58.

Better positioning meant getting on the ball more often. Better passing meant his assists would carry more threat.

And now that he’d had a taste of setting up goals, he had to admit—it felt pretty damn good.

Once the points were assigned, the remaining total dropped back to zero.

Ethan closed the system panel, grabbed his sports bag, and headed for the showers. Hot water ran over his body as he stood there with his eyes closed, already thinking about the next match.

Round twenty-four of the Eredivisie. At home against Utrecht.

Utrecht were a mid-table side this season. Their defense wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t impenetrable either. If he could get minutes again, he was confident he could create something.

He shut off the water, dried himself, and stepped out in his slides.

His phone lit up.

There was a message from Peter Bosz.

Come to my office tomorrow morning.

The next morning, Ethan arrived at the training ground twenty minutes earlier than usual.

He didn’t head for the locker room right away. Instead, he went straight to the head coach’s office.

At the door, he took a deep breath, then knocked.

“Come in.”

Peter Bosz’s voice came from inside.

Ethan pushed the door open and stepped in. Bosz was seated behind his desk with a cup of coffee in one hand. A laptop sat open in front of him, match footage playing across the screen.

“Sit,” Bosz said, gesturing to the chair opposite him.

Ethan sat down, a little uneasy.

He knew he’d been playing well lately, but when a head coach asked a young player to speak with him alone, it was hard not to feel nervous. Was this good news or bad? An opportunity, or a warning that he was about to be sent back down?

Bosz didn’t speak immediately. He took a sip of coffee first, then looked at him.

“Do you know why I asked you here?”

Ethan shook his head.

Bosz turned the laptop so Ethan could see the screen.

It wasn’t footage from the Eredivisie.

It was from the Europa League.

A team in red was attacking in waves, their movement smooth and sharp, the front line rotating constantly and intelligently.

“This is Manchester United,” Bosz said. “Our opponent in the Europa League Round of 32. First leg is in two weeks. Away.”

Ethan kept his eyes on the screen.

Even on video, United’s attack looked frighteningly dangerous. Ibrahimovic. Martial. Rashford. Mkhitaryan.

He had seen those names countless times on television long before he ever came to the Netherlands.

“I want to include you in the squad for that match,” Bosz said calmly, as if he were discussing something completely ordinary.

Ethan froze.

The Europa League knockout stage?

Away at Manchester United?

And Bosz wanted him in the squad?

“You heard me right,” Bosz said, seeing the shock on his face. “I’m not saying you’ll start, and I’m not guaranteeing you minutes. But I want you on the bench, ready to go in at any moment.”

Ethan parted his lips, but for a second he couldn’t find the words.

Bosz went on. “You’re probably wondering why. The reason is simple.”

He stood up and moved toward the window, speaking with his back to Ethan.

“Most of what Manchester United knows about us comes from our Eredivisie footage. They’ve studied our usual lineup. They’ve studied our standard attacking patterns. But they haven’t studied you.”

He turned back around.

“A sixteen-year-old Chinese winger with only a few dozen minutes in the league and no goals to his name. Their scouting department can be as thorough as they like—they still won’t treat you as a priority. But I know what you can do.”

His gaze fixed on Ethan.

“If the match gets stuck, if we need a different angle, if we need someone United hasn’t prepared for at all…”

He paused.

“That someone is you.”

Ethan could feel his heartbeat speeding up.

It wasn’t just nerves. It was something sharper, more complicated—a mix of excitement and pressure that made his blood run hot.

“But I need two things from you.” Bosz held up two fingers. “First, maintain your current level. Keep proving yourself in training. Second, don’t say a word about this to anyone outside this room. Until the squad list is officially announced, this stays between us.”

Ethan nodded hard. “Understood.”

“Good.” Bosz sat back down. “That’s all. Go train.”

Ethan stood and made it to the door before Bosz stopped him again.

“One more thing,” the coach said. “Do you know why the club signed you?”

Ethan thought about it. “Because of what I showed in the trial?”

“That was part of it,” Bosz said. “But the more important reason was something Martin De Vries said when he recommended you. He told us, ‘This kid will become the kind of player who decides matches.’”

Bosz paused, his expression turning serious.

“The kind of player who decides matches doesn’t prove it on the training ground. He proves it in games like this. At Old Trafford. In front of seventy thousand people.” He looked straight at Ethan. “If you can step up on a stage like that, then you’ve truly arrived.”

Even after Ethan walked out of the office, Bosz’s words kept echoing in his head.

Old Trafford.

Manchester United.

The Europa League knockout round.
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