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CHAPTER 1 • MIDDLE SCHOOL

First Day, Two Flyers

Locker 114 doesn't open. And neither does his choice.

Aiden Reyes started seventh grade with a backpack that weighed more than his dog, a locker that refused to open unless you kicked it exactly once, and a dad who was more excited than he was. Jefferson Middle smelled like floor wax and old pizza. The hallways were a river of bigger kids, and Aiden was definitely not a big kid yet. In homeroom, Mr. Lee handed out two things: a hall pass and a warning that middle school would go fast, so you better know what you care about.

At lunch, the table was chaos. Jalen was already wearing his junior varsity practice jersey even though tryouts hadn't happened. Dad had slipped a bright blue flyer into Aiden's lunchbox: JEFFERSON JAGUARS FOOTBALL - TRYOUTS 4-6PM - BE A MAN, BE A JAGUAR. Under it, in Dad's handwriting: Proud of you already, mijo. But on the bulletin board outside the library, taped crooked and half-covered by a chess club ad, was another flyer. Orange paper. Hand-drawn. CONNOR'S DOJO - FREE WEEK - BEHIND THE HARDWARE STORE - 4-6PM. Same time. Same hours. Different universe.

Aiden stared at both flyers until the bell rang. His chest did that tight thing it does before a test. Football was Dad's dream. Martial arts was his. And somehow, on day one, he had to pick.
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CHAPTER 2 • MIDDLE SCHOOL

The Poster on the Wall

Every hero needs a wall to stare at.

Aiden's bedroom had one perfect thing. Not the laundry pile shaped like Mount Everest, or the desk with three dead pens, but the poster. Damien “The Danger” Dawson mid-air, leg tucked, face completely calm while everyone else in the arena was screaming. Underneath, in thick black marker, Aiden had written Damien's words from an interview: COURAGE ISN'T NOT BEING SCARED. IT'S WHAT YOU DO WHILE YOU'RE SCARED. He read it every morning while tying his shoes.

Dad knocked and came in with two Gatorades, which meant Football Talk was coming. He sat on the edge of the bed. “Your grandpa told me football builds men,” he said, like he always did. “I didn't get a lot of chances. Football gave me a scholarship. A future. I just want that for you — bigger.” He wasn't mean about it. That was the hard part. He said it like a gift.

After Dad left, Aiden did fifty invisible kicks in his socks. He didn't want to be a man built by someone else's blueprint. He wanted to be fast and balanced and calm, like Damien. He wanted to be scared and do it anyway. He looked at the clock: 3:47. Football tryouts started in thirteen minutes. So did free week at the dojo. His stomach growled louder than his courage.
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CHAPTER 3 • MIDDLE SCHOOL

Garage Dojo

The smallest dojo in town teaches the biggest lesson.

Connor's Dojo wasn't really a dojo. It was half a garage behind Reyes Hardware, with a roll-up door that stuck and a hand-painted sign that said SHOES OFF, EGO OFF, PHONES OFF. Inside, the mats didn't match. A single punching bag hung from a beam, and the air smelled like rubber and old wood and Dad's store. A man in a faded black gi was sweeping, slow, like he had nowhere to be. He had white hair in a ponytail and laugh lines that went all the way to his eyes.

“You lost?” he asked without stopping sweeping. Aiden clutched the orange flyer. “I'm... trying out?” The man — Coach Connor Hayes — finally looked up. “We don't try out here. We try.” He showed Aiden how to stand. Not how to punch. How to stand. Feet shoulder-width, knees soft, breath low in your belly. “Most people live up in their chests,” Coach said. “Scared people breathe here.” He tapped his throat. “Brave people breathe here.” He tapped Aiden's stomach. Aiden breathed. The room got quieter.

For an hour, they didn't fight once. They balanced on one foot. They bowed. They learned to fall without hurting themselves, which felt like magic. When Aiden finally landed a front kick that didn't wobble, Coach Connor nodded once. “Good. You listened to your feet.” No one had ever said Aiden was good at listening. On the walk home, his legs were shaky, his socks were filthy, and he felt — for the first time that week — exactly where he was supposed to be.
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CHAPTER 4 • MIDDLE SCHOOL

The Lie of Two Practices

One kid, two schedules, zero good excuses.

Lying is heavy. Aiden learned that fast. He told Dad he made the football team — which wasn't technically a lie, because Coach Alvarez let anyone do conditioning the first week — and he told Coach Connor his parents knew where he was. He set alarms on his phone: 3:30, change into football shorts in the bathroom; 3:45, text Mom “at practice!!”; 3:50, run behind the hardware store and change into the spare gi Coach lent him. He smelled like sweat and pine cleaner all week.

Jalen was the only one who knew the whole truth. “Dude,” he whispered during math, “you're going to get caught. You do this face when you lie.” “What face?” “This one.” Jalen made a face like he'd swallowed a bee. But at lunch, Jalen saved him a seat and at practice, when Coach Alvarez called roll, Jalen shouted “Reyes! Bathroom! Stomach bug!” Aiden felt guilty and grateful at the same time, which is a weird combo, like peanut butter and pickles.

For a few days, it worked. At football, he ran laps and thought about breathing low. At the dojo, he practiced kata and thought about not letting Dad down. He was getting good at both half-lives. At home, he checked his math homework twice and his lies three times. Mom watched him push his arroz around his plate and said nothing, but her nurse eyes missed nothing. That was the beginning of the crack — so small you could only see it if you were looking.
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CHAPTER 5 • MIDDLE SCHOOL

The Crack

When you try to be two people, both get tired.

Coach Connor tied a thin black stripe of tape around the end of Aiden's white belt. First stripe. “For consistency,” he said. “You show up.” Aiden stared at it for an hour that night. He'd never earned something that didn't have his dad's name on it. Meanwhile, Jefferson was 0-3. Dad came home quiet after games, staring at the TV without turning it on. “You boys need to want it more,” he muttered. Aiden wanted to say, I want something else more. He didn't.

Exhaustion is sneaky. It doesn't knock. It just moves in. Aiden fell asleep during pre-algebra and woke up to a C- on a test he'd usually ace. “You okay, mijo?” Mom asked in the kitchen, her hand cool on his forehead. She didn't ask about football or karate. She just asked about him. He almost told her everything. Instead he said, “Just tired.” She nodded. “Tired people make bad choices because they think they have to make them fast.”

That night, his two worlds bumped. Dad washed Aiden's football laundry and found the dojo gi folded under it, still damp with sweat. He held it up, confused. Aiden's heart hammered in his throat. “Whose is this?” Dad asked. Aiden opened his mouth. Closed it. The lie was right there, ready. “Jalen's. He — costume.” Dad frowned, but then the dryer buzzed, and Mom called them for dinner, and the
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