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Chapter 1

Lines You Don’t Cross

Leo’s day started like every other one. He heard his alarm go off, snoozed it and went back to sleep. The alarm buzzed again nine minutes later, louder this time, like it was mad he didn’t respect it the first time. Leo groaned and slapped the top of his phone until the noise died. He lay there staring at the ceiling fan as it clicked unevenly, wobbling just enough to make him think it might fall one day and crush him. Somehow, that felt fitting.

He rolled out of bed and stepped onto cold tile. The apartment was small—two bedrooms, one bathroom, and a living room that doubled as a dining room—but it had learned the shape of him. Posters leaned where they always leaned. Shoes sat by the door in a crooked line. His mom’s old plant, somehow still alive, reached toward the window like it was searching for something that wasn’t there anymore.

From the kitchen came the sound of oil sizzling and his dad humming a song that Leo recognized but couldn’t name. Bachata, probably. His dad always played bachata in the mornings, like rhythm could fix things coffee couldn’t.

“Leo,” his dad called, voice rough but warm. “You’re gonna miss the bus.”

“I never take the bus,” Leo said, pulling on a hoodie and checking himself in the mirror. Same curls. Same dark circles under his eyes. Same scar on his eyebrow from when he was eight and thought jumping off the playground slide was a good idea.

“That’s why you’re always late,” his dad replied.

Leo wandered into the kitchen. His dad stood at the stove in a faded work shirt, shoulders a little slumped, flipping eggs like they mattered. He looked older than Leo remembered him being when he was younger, or maybe Leo just noticed things now that he didn’t before. Losing someone made you notice time.

“Eat,” his dad said, sliding a plate across the counter.

Leo sat. He always did. Not because he was hungry, but because this was how his dad showed love now—through routines, through food, through being there even when he didn’t know what to say.

“Big test today?” his dad asked.

Leo shrugged. “Math.”

His dad nodded like that explained everything. “Don’t fight anyone.”

Leo smirked. “I don’t start fights.”

His dad raised an eyebrow. “You finish them.”

Leo didn’t answer.

Outside, Los Angeles was already loud. Cars honked like they were personally offended by each other’s existence. A helicopter thumped somewhere overhead. The air smelled like exhaust and sunshine and something fried from the corner stand.

Leo walked to school with his headphones in, music low. He liked hearing the city. It reminded him he wasn’t alone, even when he felt like he was.

That was when he saw Carmen.

She stood near the front steps, laughing with her friends, backpack hanging off one shoulder like it didn’t weigh anything at all. Her curls bounced when she laughed, defying gravity and rules and probably physics. She wore a yellow hoodie today, bright enough to catch Leo’s eye instantly.

His chest did that thing again.

Leo had been in love with Carmen Brown for six months, two weeks, and three days. Not that he was counting. He told himself it wasn’t love. It was just a crush. A strong one. One that made his palms sweat and his brain shut down whenever she looked at him.

He adjusted his hoodie and told himself, not for the first time, that today would be the day he talked to her like a normal human being.

“Yo,” a voice said behind him. “Sanchez.”

Leo kept walking.

“You Mexican, right?”

Something inside Leo snapped tight.

He stopped and turned slowly. The guy was taller than him, broad, wearing a grin that said he was bored and looking for entertainment.

“I’m Dominican,” Leo said, voice flat.

The guy laughed. “Same thing.”

It was always the same thing.

Years of correcting people. Years of jokes. Years of being told it didn’t matter. Years of swallowing it down until it burned.

Leo felt heat rush up his neck, into his jaw, into his fists.

“Say it again,” Leo said.

The guy leaned closer. “Mex—”

Leo punched him.

The sound echoed down the hallway like a gunshot. The guy stumbled back, shock written all over his face as he hit the lockers. Someone screamed. Someone dropped a phone. Time slowed just enough for Leo to realize what he’d done.

Teachers rushed in. Security grabbed him by the arms. Voices layered over each other, sharp and loud.

As Leo was dragged away, he looked back.

Carmen wasn’t laughing anymore.

She stood frozen, eyes wide, staring at him.

And for just a second, before Leo was pulled out of sight, he saw fear flicker across her face.

That was how everything changed. 

Security hauled Leo into the administrative office like he was some kind of criminal mastermind instead of a seventeen-year-old who let his temper get the best of him. The hallway noise faded behind him, replaced by the sterile quiet of fluorescent lights and beige walls covered in motivational posters no one believed in.

“Sit,” the campus security officer said.

Leo sat.

His knuckles stung. When he looked down, they were already swelling, skin reddening where they’d split slightly on impact. He flexed his fingers once, jaw tight. He wasn’t sorry about the punch.

But he was sorry she saw it.

Through the office window he could see students still moving between classes, life continuing like nothing had happened. A stretcher of gossip was probably already spreading across campus.

Did you hear? Leo Sanchez knocked him out. Crazy. Psycho. Don’t mess with him.

The principal walked in five minutes later with the kind of expression adults practiced in mirrors—measured disappointment.

“Leo,” she said, folding her hands on the desk. “Again?”

Leo didn’t answer.

“You’re a smart kid. You test well. Teachers say you participate when you want to. Why do you keep doing this?”

He stared at the floor tile between his shoes.

Because it matters. Because I’m tired. Because I miss my mom and I don’t know where to put that feeling. Because when someone erases who I am, it feels like they’re erasing her too.

Instead, he said nothing.

The silence stretched.

“You’ll be suspended for three days,” she continued. “We’ll call your father.”

Of course they would.

Leo nodded once.

When they finally released him to wait in the front office, he leaned back in the plastic chair and let his head hit the wall softly. He closed his eyes for just a second.

He remembered being eight years old in a hospital room that smelled like chemicals and fear. His mom’s hands had been thinner then, her smile softer but somehow stronger. She had squeezed his fingers and told him, in Spanish, “Nunca dejes que el mundo te diga quién eres.” Never let the world tell you who you are.

He swallowed hard.

The front office door opened.

Leo’s eyes snapped up automatically, expecting his dad.

It wasn’t.

It was Carmen.

She stood there awkwardly, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. Up close, Leo noticed the tiny freckles across her nose and the way her eyebrows furrowed when she was thinking too hard.

“I just wanted to make sure he didn’t, like... knock your teeth out,” she said, gesturing vaguely toward his face.

Leo blinked. “I’m good.”

There was a beat of silence.

“You didn’t have to do that,” she added quietly.

“He was wrong.”

“That doesn’t mean you have to break his jaw.”

Leo almost smiled at that. Almost.

Carmen studied him like he was a puzzle missing pieces. “You get this look,” she said. “Like you’re somewhere else. And then you explode.”

“That’s dramatic.”

“So was the punch.”

He huffed a soft laugh despite himself.

For a second, the tension eased. The world narrowed to just the two of them and the hum of the overhead lights.

“You scared me,” she admitted.

That hit harder than anything else that day.

Leo looked down at his hands again. “I didn’t mean to.”

“I know.” She hesitated. “I just... I don’t want to see you throw everything away because some idiot doesn’t know geography.”

He glanced up at her. “Geography?”

She shrugged. “Dominican Republic. Caribbean. Whole different country. It’s not that hard.”

Something in Leo’s chest loosened.

“You know that?” he asked.

“I pay attention,” she said.

The front office phone rang, slicing through the moment. Carmen stepped back toward the door.

“My class starts in two minutes,” she said. “Try not to punch anyone else this week.”

“No promises.”

She rolled her eyes, but she was smiling when she turned to leave.

Leo watched her walk down the hallway until she disappeared around the corner.

For the first time since the punch, his heart wasn’t racing from anger.

It was racing for a different reason.

A few minutes later, the front doors opened again.

This time it was his dad.

And judging by the look on his face, the real consequences were just getting started.
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​Chapter Two
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Hallway Heat

Leo didn’t speak during the drive home.

He stared out the passenger window while Los Angeles blurred past in streaks of sunlight and brake lights. The city looked the same as it always did—palm trees swaying lazily, street vendors setting up carts, people arguing at intersections like it was part of the daily schedule.

But everything felt louder.

His dad’s truck rattled over a pothole, and the glove compartment popped open slightly before snapping shut again.

“You going to tell me what happened?” his dad finally asked.

Leo kept his eyes forward. “He called me Mexican.”

His dad didn’t respond right away. Just nodded once, slow and controlled.

“And?”

“I told him I’m Dominican.”

“And then?”

Leo flexed his swollen hand. The skin across his knuckles was tight and red. “He said it’s the same thing.”

Silence.

Not the angry kind.

The heavy kind.

His dad’s jaw shifted slightly. “And you decided it was your responsibility to correct him.”

“With my fist,” Leo muttered.

Another pothole.

Another rattle.

His dad exhaled through his nose. “You think that helps?”

Leo turned toward him. “He won’t say it again.”

“That’s not the point.”

“Then what is the point?” Leo snapped.

His dad’s eyes flicked toward him briefly before returning to the road. “The point is you can’t let people control you like that. The second you swing, they win.”

“How do they win?” Leo shot back. “He was wrong.”
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