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Milo peeked into the dojo, clutching his neatly-tied white belt. The shiny mat stretched out before him, glowing under the bright lights. Shouts and laughter bounced off the walls as kids hopped, spun, and tumbled across the mats. Their voices sounded full of confidence, like they belonged here.

Milo’s heart thumped like a drum in his chest. He swallowed hard, wishing his nerves would disappear. “Is it scary?” he whispered, almost hoping no one would hear.

Coach Kicks, with his wild spiky hair and bright orange sneakers, grinned from ear to ear. His sneakers squeaked as he walked over, crouching down so his eyes met Milo’s. “It’s okay to be nervous, Milo. Everyone gets butterflies on their first day—including me, way back when!”

Milo glanced down at his toes, wiggling them against the wooden floor that surrounded the mat. He wanted to believe Coach Kicks, but the butterflies in his stomach felt more like buzzing bees. He squeezed his belt for luck, remembering how proud he had been when he tied it that morning.

The dojo smelled faintly of clean mats and chalk, and the air was warm with energy. Milo could hear the slap of bare feet against the floor, the swish of uniforms, and the cheerful chatter of kids who seemed so much braver than him.

He took a deep breath, filling his lungs with courage. His fingers tightened around his belt one last time. Then, with a shaky step forward, Milo crossed the threshold and stepped onto the mat. His heart still pounding.
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Coach Kicks crouched down beside Milo, his eyes kind and patient. “Are you ready to join the others?” he asked softly.

Milo glanced at the group of kids stretching and laughing together. Their voices echoed across the dojo, full of confidence and energy. He hugged his belt tighter. “I don’t know,” he admitted, shaking his head. “I don’t think I’m brave like the other kids. They all look so strong and sure of themselves.”

Coach Kicks chuckled, his bright sneakers squeaking as he shifted closer. He gave Milo’s shoulder a gentle squeeze. “Oh, Milo, you are braver than you realize.”

Milo frowned, confused. “What do you mean?”

Coach Kicks leaned in, lowering his voice as if sharing a secret. “Were you scared to come here today?”

Milo nodded. “Yes.”

“Are you still scared, standing here now?”

“Yes,” Milo whispered again, his voice trembling.

Coach Kicks smiled. “But here you are, standing on the mat, ready to face your fear. That’s what real courage is, Milo—not being fearless, but doing something even though you’re scared.”

Milo’s eyes widened as he thought about that. He looked at the other kids again. One girl stumbled during her stretch and laughed at herself. Another boy’s kick was clumsy, but his grin never faded. Maybe they weren’t perfect either.

A tiny smile crept across Milo’s face. His heart still thumped like a drum, but it didn’t feel quite so heavy anymore. He took another deep breath, squeezed his belt for luck, and walked over to join the other children on the mat.
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