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            "Forget the worksheets and the limitations. This lesson is real, and the stakes are higher than ever!" 
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​Chapter 1: The Weight of History
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The tip of Vittorio’s pencil snapped with a sharp, clean

crack.

He didn't bother looking for a pencil sharpener. Instead, he just slumped back against the hard, cold wood of the gym bleachers, staring down at the crisp white history worksheet resting on his binder. It was completely blank.

The white page seemed to glare up at him, a barren wasteland of empty lines, waiting for answers that refused to form in his mind.

Most kids at Fig Grove Elementary got to study history in a normal, quiet classroom with nice, flat desks, surrounded by colorful maps of the world and motivational posters of

historical figures, like Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., Betsy Ross, Frida Kahlo, and Shakespeare. But Vittorio had Mr. Aloysius Netanel Henderson, and he was a little unconventional. Since Mr. Henderson was the school's strict, whistle-wearing gym teacher, coach of most sports, and Vittorio's homeroom teacher that year, his history

exam preparation class always met right here inside the school gymnasium. It was a cavernous room, a massive vault of grey and lightly colored concrete and steel that

amplified every single noise. Right now, it echoed with the

distant, rhythmic thud-thud-thud of stray basketballs rolling near the equipment cage and smelled heavily of old

rubber, floor wax, and decades of gym socks.

Rows of blue vinyl gym mats had been dragged out and laid flat across the polished floorboards, right in front of the giant, tiered wooden bleachers where the kids sat hunched over their papers. Looking down from his seat on the third tier, Vittorio thought those heavy, stacked vinyl mats resembled more the giant blocks of Egypt that built the pyramids in a way than anything you'd find in a school, especially Fig Grove Elementary. They were square, thick, dark blue, and looked utterly immovable, anchoring the

center of the basketball court like a strange, modern monument to...P.E.?

For nine-year-old Vittorio Waynard Gretzky—“No relation,” he would always quickly whisper as an aside, because people asked him if he was related to the very famous hockey phenom roughly ten thousand times a week—this giant gym felt like a cage designed to trap his brain.

Vittorio was a curly-haired kid with a deep tan complexion, and honey-golden brown eyes. He loved wearing his signature purple-magenta baseball hat, turquoise-teal plain t-shirt, blue jeans, black high top sneakers, and sometimes even his cool turquoise and purple fingerless

rubber grip gloves. His gloves helped him grab and grip

better, especially when his medical conditions hurt his hands or wrists, or when he was in a flare. Vittorio had an autoimmune disorder that affected him greatly, as he was also neurodivergent, which meant standard school setups and dry, flat equations just didn't process the same way

for him. Sitting still under buzzing fluorescent lights while a teacher read from a script was practically physical torture.

His mind didn't do flat paper. He needed to be in the

center of the action, moving, touching, and seeing things unfold in three dimensions to truly understand them.

Normal classrooms bored him to tears, but give him a hands-on puzzle, and his brain would hyper-focus like a laser beam.

"Vittorio, please pay attention!," Mr. Henderson barked from the center circle of the basketball court floor.

Mr. Henderson looked wildly out of place holding a history textbook in one hand and a volleyball in the other. He used to play professional volleyball, and he absolutely

never let anyone forget it. He paced back and forth along the painted half-court line, his black athletic sneakers squeaking loudly against the wood. A silver whistle hung from a lanyard around his neck, glinting under the harsh overhead gym lights.

"The unit test is at the end of the week, Gretzky," Mr. Henderson called out, pausing to demonstrate a phantom

overhead pass in the air. "Mental discipline is exactly like tracking a deep serve. If you don't keep your eyes on the ball, bam!-it hits you square in the face. Right now, your mental platform is completely broken. I haven't seen your

pencil hustling, and I certainly haven't seen you write down a single formula for mechanical advantage."

Vittorio sighed, adjusting his signature purple-magenta

baseball cap and turning it slightly to the side so the brim wouldn't catch the glare of the lights. The fluorescents affected him. He felt a sudden, heavy tug in his chest as his eyes drifted momentarily. Sometimes he could get pensive, especially when his thoughts wandered back to his dad, who had mysteriously disappeared long ago.

Vittorio didn't talk about it much, but deep down, everything he built, every adventure he dreamed up, was fueled by a fierce desire to make his missing father proud. Thankfully, his incredible Auntie Feathers had raised him, keeping his wild, adventurous spirit alive and making sure he never felt truly alone. They would often plant in Auntie's garden together and see what they could grow. Fruit trees, succulents, herbs, flowers. Sometimes “blessing doves” would perch outside the kitchen window in the planters on the patio outback. They would watch and make a wish, praying with all their hearts it could come true. They would even talk about the hard things-but Auntie Feathers

always had an empowering way forward, and taught Vittorio to never give up!

He shook off the feeling he had, forced a breath, and adjusted his cap. He needed a spark, and fast.
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​Chapter 2: The Gearheads and the Grid
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"PSST. VITTORIO."

He glanced two steps down the wooden bleachers. Xuan Lin Chavez was already flipping her worksheet over to the back page, her pencil scratching away with practiced efficiency. Xuan was also nine years old, a brilliant girl of Asian and Latina heritage, and easily the practical,

analytical anchor of their friend group. Her thick hair was mostly a deep, glossy black, but she styled some of it into a long, magnificent braid tucked behind her ear that featured a brilliant rainbow color gradient woven strictly through the plaits. Her braid was pretty cool.

Xuan's hyper-organized mind made perfect sense when you met her family. Her mother was a brilliant doctor and pharmaceutical scientist who spent her days analyzing complex chemical bonds, while her father ran a chaotic, beloved neighborhood fusion food truck. Her dad’s truck doubled as a traditional Latino and Indigenous serape blanket and artifact repair stand, simply because he was completely in love with the vibrant, festive colors of the woven fabrics and culture. Right now, Xuan was tapping the edge of a modified digital tablet resting on her lap, her sharp eyes giving Vittorio a sympathetic look.

"Need a hint on question three?" Xuan whispered, her voice low enough to slide beneath the echoing hum of the gym. "It’s just simple physics. If you calculate the length of the lever arm and divide it by the height of the fulcrum, the resistance decreases. It’s a basic ratio."

"I don't need a hint
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