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THE JOURNEY OF COURAGE

Chapter 1: The Boys on the Playground

The cold wind swept through the trees, rustling the autumn leaves as if they were whispering secrets.
On the school playground, ten-year-old Sam sat with his back pressed against the wall of the bike
shed. His knees were drawn up to his chest, and his coat was zipped all the way to his chin. He tried
to make himself as small as possible, hoping to disappear.

But that never worked.

“There he is, Sam the Snail!” shouted Joeri, the biggest boy in school. He strutted across the
playground with a group of friends trailing behind him, laughing and pointing. Sam avoided looking at
them, but he could feel their eyes drilling into his back.

“What are you doing over there, Snail-boy?” Joeri kicked an empty soda can against the wall, the
clang making Sam flinch. “Waiting to crawl back into your shell?”

The boys burst out laughing, and Sam felt his cheeks burn. He wanted to say something back, but the
words got stuck in his throat. What was the point? They wouldn’t stop anyway. When the bell rang,
Sam hurried inside, his head down, hoping no one would notice him anymore. But the words of Joeri
and his gang lingered in his mind. It felt like they weren’t just bullying him on the playground—they
followed him everywhere, even into his thoughts.

That afternoon, when Sam got home, his grandfather was sitting at the kitchen table with a steaming
mug of tea in front of him. Grandpa had been living with them for a few months now, ever since
Grandma passed away. Sam lost his parents in a terible trafficaccident 2 years ago. Grandpa was
quiet, almost invisible in the house, but his eyes always seemed to notice everything.

“Hello, Sam,” Grandpa said without looking up from his newspaper. “How was school today?”
Sam shrugged and muttered, “Fine.”

But Grandpa looked up. His sharp eyes seemed to pierce right through Sam. “Fine, huh?” He put his
mug down and folded the newspaper. “Come here for a moment, boy.” Sam hesitated but shuffled
over to the table and sat across from his grandfather. “What’s wrong, Grandpa?”

Grandpa studied him for a moment, then spoke softly. “Il imagine you've been having a hard time at
school. Are some boys bothering you?”

Sam’s stomach tightened. He wanted to deny it, to say it wasn’t a big deal, but the lump in his throat
stopped him. He just nodded.

“I thought as much,” Grandpa said. He leaned back in his chair, stroking his white beard. “You know,
when | was your age, | wasn’t the biggest or the strongest either. But my father, your great-
grandfather, took me to a place where | learned to become stronger. Not just here, ” he tapped his
arm, “but here too.” He pointed to his head.

Sam looked at him curiously. “Where was that?”Grandpa
smiled. “A dojang. It's a place where | learned Taekwon-Do, a
Korean martial art. And maybe it’s time | took you there too.”

“Taekwon-Do?” Sam frowned. “But... I'm not strong. And | don’t
- ﬂ ! E know how to fight back.”
‘ Grandpa leaned forward, his eyes twinkling. “You don’t need to
be a muscleman to be strong, Sam. And Taekwon-Do isn’t
Taekwondo about fighting. It's about discipline, respect, and learning to

stand up for yourself. So, what do you think? Do you want to
give ita try?”



Sam didn’t know what to say. The idea sounded exciting, but also a little scary. Yet deep down, there
was a small spark inside him—a feeling that maybe this was his chance to change things.

“Okay,” he said quietly.

Grandpa clapped his hands together. “Good! Get your coat, boy. We’re going to check out the dojang
right now. Today marks the start of a new chapter for you.”

Chapter 2: The Dojang

The car rumbled down a narrow street lined with small shops and old houses. Sam sat quietly in the
passenger seat, clutching his backpack. His grandfather whistled softly as he steered the car,
completely at ease, but Sam’s stomach felt like it was tied in knots.

“Are we almost there?” Sam finally asked, his voice small. “Almost,” Grandpa said with a wink. “You’ll
like it, | promise.”

They turned a corner, and there it was: a simple building with large windows. Through the glass, Sam
saw kids dressed in crisp white uniforms, their belts tied neatly around their waists. They stood in
rows, moving in unison as a man in a black belt called out commands.

“This is it,” Grandpa said, pulling into a parking space. “The dojang.” Sam stared at the building. His
heart pounded. “What if I'm no good at it?” Grandpa placed a reassuring hand on his shoulder.
“Nobody starts out good, Sam. That’'s why we learn. Now come on.”

Reluctantly, Sam followed his grandfather inside. The air smelled of sweat and something clean, like
freshly polished floors. The walls were lined with pictures and certificates, and a large Korean flag
hung proudly at the front of the room.

“Mr. Park!” Grandpa called out, waving to the man with the black belt.

The instructor turned and smiled warmly. He was tall and lean, with sharp eyes but a kind expression.
“Ah, Mr. Lee! It's been too long,” he said, bowing deeply.

Grandpa bowed back, and Sam hurried to mimic the gesture. “This is my grandson, Sam,” Grandpa
said. “He’s been having a bit of a tough time lately, and | thought you might be able to help.”

Mr. Park crouched down to Sam’s level. “Hello, Sam. Welcome to the dojang. Have you ever practiced
Taekwon-Do before?”

Sam shook his head. “No, sir.”

“That’s all right,” Mr. Park said, smiling. “Everyone starts somewhere. Here, we don’t just learn kicks
and punches. We learn how to be strong in here.” He tapped his chest.

Sam wasn’t sure what to say, so he just nodded. “Why don’t you join today’s class and see how you
like it?” Mr. Park suggested.

Before Sam could think of an excuse, Grandpa was already helping him put on a borrowed uniform.
The sleeves were too long, and the pants bunched up at his ankles, but something about wearing it
made him feel... different.

“‘Ready?” Grandpa asked, patting his shoulder.
“No,” Sam mumbled, but he stepped onto the mat anyway.

The other kids paused their movements to glance at him. Sam felt their eyes like a spotlight, and he
wished he could shrink away.

“This is Sam,” Mr. Park announced. “It’s his first day, so let’s help him feel welcome.” “Welcome, Sam!”
the kids said in unison, bowing to him.



Sam’s cheeks burned, but he bowed back.

The class resumed, and Sam was placed in the back row. Mr. Park led them through warm-ups,
stretching, jumping jacks, and basic movements called stances. Sam stumbled more than once, and
his arms and legs never seemed to go where they were supposed to, but no one laughed at him. In
fact, one of the older kids whispered, “You're doing great,” as they passed him during an exercise.

By the end of the hour, Sam was exhausted. His legs ached, and sweat dripped down his forehead,
but for the first time in ages, he felt... good.

As the class bowed to end the session, Mr. Park approached him. “How do you feel, Sam?”

“Tired,” Sam admitted, “but... it was kind of fun.” Mr. Park smiled. “Good. You showed great effort
today. That's what matters most.”

In the car ride home, Grandpa glanced at him. “So? What do you think?” Sam thought for a moment.
“Can | come back tomorrow?” Grandpa’s smile widened. “That’s the spirit, boy.”

Sam leaned back in his seat, staring out the window as the car rolled through the dark streets. For the
first time in a long time, he felt a tiny spark of hope flickering inside him.

Chapter 3: The First Lesson

The next evening, Sam stood outside the dojang with his grandfather. The streetlights flickered on as
the sun dipped below the rooftops. Sam clutched his borrowed uniform tightly, his nerves buzzing.

“You'll do fine,” Grandpa said, giving him a reassuring nudge toward the door. Inside, the dojang was
alive with energy. Kids were chatting as they adjusted their belts, and others were practicing kicks
against padded targets. The rhythmic thud of strikes echoed through the room.

“Ah, Sam! Back already!” Mr. Park greeted him warmly. “Good to see you. Are you ready for your first
real lesson?”

“l guess so,” Sam said, his voice barely above a whisper.

“Good. Let’s start with something simple.” Mr. Park led him to a corner where a small group of
beginners was gathered.

The other kids were a mix of ages. Some looked as nervous as Sam felt, while others were smiling
and chatting like they’d been there forever. One boy with messy blond hair waved at him. “Hey, I'm
Liam,” he said. “It's your first day, right?” Sam nodded, managing a small smile. “Don’t worry, it's easier
than it looks,” Liam added.

Mr. Park clapped his hands. “All right, everyone, attention!”

The room fell silent, and all the kids lined up, standing tall and straight. Sam hurried to find a spot at
the end of the line.

“We'll start with the basics,” Mr. Park said. “Taekwon-Do begins with respect. Bowing is how we show
respect to each other and to the art itself. Watch me.”

Mr. Park brought his feet together, his toes pointing a little outside, placed his hands at his sides, and
bowed deeply. The class followed, and Sam copied them, feeling a bit awkward but determined to get
it right.

“Good,” Mr. Park said. “Now, let’s learn the first stance: charyot sogi, or attention stance.”

He demonstrated, standing straight with his heels touching and toes slightly apart. Sam tried to mimic
the stance, but his feet didn’t quite cooperate.



“Not bad,” Mr. Park said, adjusting Sam’s posture. “Keep your back straight. There you go.” The class
moved on to learning a simple punch, called a jirugi. Mr. Park showed them how to form a proper fist
and punch straight forward, keeping their other hand close to their side.

“Remember,” Mr. Park said, “power comes from focus, not from strength. Even the smallest person
can have a strong punch with proper technique.” Sam practiced over and over, his arms starting to
ache. At first, his punches were weak and unsteady, but as he focused on each movement, they
began to feel more natural.

“You’re doing great,” Liam said from beside him. “Just don’t forget to breathe.” Sam nodded, a small
grin creeping onto his face. After practicing punches, the class moved on to learning their first kick: the
front kick, or ap chagi. Mr. Park demonstrated, lifting his knee high and snapping his foot forward with
precision.

“Start slow,” he said. “Balance is the key.”

Sam tried, but his kicks were wobbly, and he nearly toppled over more than once. He heard a few
giggles from the back of the room and felt his cheeks flush. “Don’t worry about them,” Mr. Park said
quietly, placing a hand on Sam’s shoulder. “Every black belt was a beginner once.” Sam nodded and
tried again. This time, he managed to keep his balance.

By the end of the lesson, Sam was exhausted. His arms and legs felt like jelly, and his uniform was
damp with sweat. But as he bowed with the rest of the class to end the session, he felt a strange
sense of pride.

“Well done, everyone,” Mr. Park said. “Remember, Taeckwon-Do is a journey. Each step you take, no
matter how small, brings you closer to becoming your best self. See you next time.”

As Sam changed back into his clothes, Liam came over and grinned. “You did pretty good for your first
day. See you tomorrow?” “Yeah,” Sam said, smiling back. “See you tomorrow.”

In the car on the way home, Sam couldn’t stop replaying the class in his mind—the way his punches
had started to feel stronger, the way Mr. Park’s words made him feel like he could actually do this.

“You look different,” Grandpa said as they pulled into the driveway. Sam glanced at his reflection in the
car window. He didn'’t look different, but he felt it—a tiny flicker of confidence glowing somewhere
inside him.

“‘Maybe | am,” he said quietly.

Chapter 4: Discipline and Respect

The next week, Sam settled into a routine. After school, he would rush home, grab a quick snack, and
head to the dojang with his grandfather. Each class was challenging, but Sam found himself looking
forward to it. One evening, as Sam tied his borrowed white belt, he noticed a new poster on the wall
near the entrance. It read:

“Discipline and Respect: The Foundations of Taekwon-Do.
reading the words aloud.

Discipline and respect,” Sam whispered,

“Exactly,” came Mr. Park’s voice behind him. Sam turned, startled. “That’'s what Taekwon-Do is built
on. Without discipline, you can’t improve. Without respect, you can’t grow as a person.” Sam nodded,
though he wasn’t sure he completely understood.

As class began, Mr. Park gathered the students into a circle. “Today, we’ll focus on something that’s
just as important as punches and kicks: respect,” he announced. He turned to Liam. “Liam, what does
respect mean to you?”

Liam thought for a moment. “I think it means treating people the way you want to be treated.”



“Good,” Mr. Park said. “Respect is the foundation of every interaction we have, not just here, but in life.
When we bow to each other, it’s not just a movement. It’s a promise to treat each other with care and
fairness.”

Sam listened closely, feeling a sense of calm wash over the room.

Mr. Park continued. “And discipline? That's what keeps us going, even when things get tough. It's
waking up early to train. It's practicing a hundred kicks until you get it right. Discipline is what turns
effort into results.” The lesson that day was harder than usual. Mr. Park led the class through
combinations of punches and kicks, each move flowing into the next. Sam struggled to keep up, his
legs wobbling with exhaustion.

“Focus, Sam!” Mr. Park called out. “Discipline means staying sharp, even when you're tired.”

Sam gritted his teeth and tried again, pouring everything he had into each movement. By the end of
the class, he was drenched in sweat, but he’d completed the drills without giving up. At the end of the
session, Mr. Park clapped his hands. “Before we finish, | want each of you to share one thing you
learned today about discipline or respect.”

When it was Sam'’s turn, he hesitated. He felt every pair of eyes in the room on him.
“l... I think | learned that discipline means not quitting, even when it's hard,” he said finally.
Mr. Park nodded approvingly. “Well said, Sam.”

That night, as Sam walked to the car, he noticed a group of kids playing in a nearby yard. Joeri was
among them, kicking a soccer ball with his usual loud confidence. For a moment, Sam froze, the
familiar feeling of dread creeping over him.

But then, he remembered Mr. Park’s words about respect. He straightened his back and kept walking,
refusing to let Joeri ruin his mood.

“Hey, Snail!” Joeri called out, spotting him.

Sam stopped but didn’t shrink away. He turned to face Joeri, his expression calm. “My name’s Sam,”
he said evenly, before walking on. Joeri stood there, momentarily stunned.

In the car, Grandpa gave Sam a sideways glance. “What happened back there?”

Sam shrugged. “I just didn’t let him get to me.” Grandpa’s smile was small but proud. “You’re learning,
boy.”

That week at school, something began to shift. Sam started to carry himself differently, and while Joeri
and his gang still teased him, it didn’t feel as overwhelming. Sam found that he could breathe easier
when he remembered what Mr. Park had said: respect is something you carry with you.

By the end of the week, Sam felt like the dojang had become a second home. The routines, the bows,
and even the soreness in his muscles were all part of something bigger.

“Grandpa,” Sam said one evening as they drove home, “I think I'm starting to get it.” “Get what?”
Grandpa asked.

“What Mr. Park said. Discipline and respect. It's not just about Taekwon-Do, is it? It's about
everything.”

Grandpa grinned. “You're catching on faster than | did. Keep at it, and you’ll see how much further it
can take you.”

Sam stared out the window, the streetlights zipping by. For the first time in a long time, he felt like he
was on the right path.



Chapter 5: A New Friend

Sam arrived at the dojang early that evening, feeling more confident than usual. He adjusted his
uniform, tying the belt carefully before stepping onto the mat. As he waited for class to start, he noticed
someone new, a girl about his age sitting cross-legged in the corner, staring at the floor. Her uniform
was clean but wrinkled, and her brown hair was tied back in a messy ponytail. She didn’t look up as
the other students filed in. “Who’s that?” Sam whispered to Liam, who was stretching nearby.

“Her name’s Ellie,” Liam said. “She just started yesterday. | think she’s pretty shy.” Sam hesitated. He
remembered how nervous he’d been on his first day and how Liam had made him feel welcome.
Taking a deep breath, he walked over to Ellie.

“Hi, 'm Sam,” he said, trying to sound friendly. Ellie glanced up, her eyes wary. “Hi.
week, right?” Sam asked. Ellie nodded.

It's your first

“It gets easier,” Sam said. “At first, | thought I'd never get the moves right, but Mr. Park is really
patient.”

Ellie gave a small smile. “Thanks.”

Before Sam could say more, Mr. Park clapped his hands. “Everyone, line up!” Sam hurried to his spot,
noticing Ellie sliding into the back row. The class began with warm-ups, and Mr. Park introduced a new
technique: low block, or najunde makgi. He demonstrated, his movements crisp and precise. “This
block is used to defend against attacks to the lower body,” he explained.

“Watch carefully,” he said, repeating the move in slow motion. “Now, your turn.”

Sam focused, trying to mimic the movement. His arm felt stiff, and his timing was off, but he kept at it.
A few rows back, Ellie struggled even more. Her block was too low, and her stance wobbled with each
attempt.

“Focus on your balance,” Mr. Park said gently as he passed by her.
Sam glanced over and saw the frustration on Ellie’s face. She looked like she wanted to disappear.

After class, as everyone packed up, Sam noticed Ellie lingering near the door. Her uniform was
rumpled, and she seemed unsure of whether to stay or leave. “Hey, Ellie,” Sam called, walking over.
“You did really well today.” Ellie shook her head. “No, | didn’t. | couldn’t get the block right.”

“It took me forever to get it too,” Sam said. “Want me to show you a trick | learned?” Ellie hesitated,
then nodded. Sam dropped his bag and got into a low stance. “The trick is to think about your legs
first. If your stance is solid, your block will feel stronger.” He demonstrated slowly, exaggerating the
motion. Ellie copied him, her movements still awkward but a little more confident this time.

“Better!” Sam said. Ellie smiled faintly. “Thanks.”

As they walked out of the dojang together, Ellie spoke up. “Do you come here every day?” “Pretty
much,” Sam said. “It's kind of my favorite place now.”

“Why?"

Sam thought about it. “Because here, | don’t feel small. You know? At school, things can get... rough.
But here, it’s different. Everyone’s learning together.” Ellie looked at him, her expression softening.
“Yeah. | get that.”

They reached the parking lot, where Ellie’s mom was waiting in a small, beat-up car. Ellie waved

awkwardly as she climbed in. “See you tomorrow, Sam.” “See you,” Sam replied, feeling a strange
sense of pride.

The next day at school, Sam spotted Ellie sitting alone at lunch. He hesitated, clutching his tray, before
walking over.



“Mind if | sit here?” he asked. Ellie looked up, surprised, then nodded. As they ate, Sam learned more
about her. She’d just moved to town, and like him, she wasn’t exactly popular. “People don’t really
notice me,” she said with a shrug. “Sometimes, that’s better,” Sam said, thinking of Joeri.

Ellie grinned. “Maybe.”

From that day on, Ellie and Sam became inseparable at the dojang. They practiced together, cheered
each other on during drills, and shared tips on techniques.

One evening, as they were packing up, Mr. Park approached them. “You two make a good team,” he
said. “In Taekwon-Do, we call this a dojang friendship. It's more than just practicing together, it's about
supporting each other, even outside of class.” Sam and Ellie exchanged a glance, both smiling.

At school, their growing friendship didn’t go unnoticed. “Look at this,” Joeri sneered. “The Snail’s got a
sidekick now.” Sam felt a familiar rush of fear but stood tall. He glanced at Ellie, who felt very tensed.

“Let’'s go,” Sam said, keeping his voice steady.

Joeri stepped in front of them, blocking their way. “What'’s the rush, Snail? Scared?” Sam took a deep
breath. “No, I'm not scared. | just don’t have time for you.” Joeri’s grin faltered for a moment.
“Whatever,” he muttered, stepping aside. As they walked away,

Ellie whispered, “How did you do that?”

Sam shrugged, his heart still pounding. “I just remembered what Mr. Park said: confidence is your best
defense.”

Ellie smiled. “I think it worked.”

That night at the dojang, as Sam and Ellie practiced their blocks together, Sam realized something.
For the first time in years, he didn’t feel alone.

Chapter 6: The Turning Point

The days at the dojang turned into weeks, and before Sam knew it, he was no longer the newest
student. His movements were sharper, his stances more balanced, and even Mr. Park had started to
praise his effort during class. But Sam knew there was still so much to learn.

One evening, Mr. Park gathered the students before class. “Today, we’ll talk about something that’s
easy to forget but essential to master: perseverance. It's about pushing forward, no matter how hard
things get. Without perseverance, you’ll never reach your full potential, not in Taekwon-Do, and not in
life.”

Sam felt those words sink in. He thought about the times he’d wanted to give up—on school, on
himself. But things were changing now.

As the lesson began, Mr. Park introduced a new move: the side kick, or yop chagi. “This kick is
powerful, but only if you focus on balance and precision,” he explained, demonstrating the technique
with a sharp snap of his foot. Sam gave it a try, but his kicks were awkward and unsteady. His foot
barely reached above his waist, and each attempt felt weaker than the last.

“Higher, Sam!” Mr. Park called.

Sam gritted his teeth and tried again, his leg trembling as he pushed himself harder. But his foot
slipped, and he fell backward with a loud thud. Laughter rippled through the room, and Sam'’s face
burned. He glanced at Ellie, who gave him an encouraging nod, but it didn’t help much.

“Quiet,” Mr. Park said, silencing the giggles. He walked over to Sam and offered him a hand. “What did
| just say about perseverance?”
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Sam hesitated, still on the floor. “To keep going?” “Exactly,” Mr. Park said, pulling him to his feet.
“Every failure is a step closer to success. Try again.”

Sam took a deep breath and reset his stance. His legs felt like jelly, and his mind screamed at him to
stop, but he blocked out the noise and focused. He lifted his knee, pivoted, and snapped his foot out in
a clean side kick. It wasn’t perfect, but it was higher and stronger than before.

“Better,” Mr. Park said with a small smile. “Much better.”

After class, Sam stayed behind to practice. Ellie joined him, her side kicks sharper and more precise
than his.

“How do you make it look so easy?” Sam asked, panting as he reset his stance. “It's not easy,” Ellie
said, laughing. “I've just been practicing at home.”

Sam sighed, frustrated. “| feel like I'll never get it right.”

Ellie paused, then said, “You know, | used to think that too. But my dad always says, ‘If you quit now,
you’ll never know how far you could have gone.”

Sam looked at her, surprised. “That’s... good advice.” Ellie shrugged. “It helps. Come on, try again.”

The next day at school, Sam’s perseverance was put to the test in a way he hadn’t expected. During
lunch, Joeri and his friends cornered him and Ellie in the hallway.

“Practicing your little karate moves, Snail?” Joeri sneered. “It's Taekwon-Do,” Sam said firmly.

Joeri rolled his eyes. “Whatever. | bet you think you’re tough now, huh?” Sam’s heart pounded, but he
stood his ground. “| don’t have to be tough. | just have to keep trying.”

Joeri frowned, clearly unsure how to respond. Ellie stepped forward. “Come on, Sam. Let’s go.” As
they walked away, Sam felt a strange sense of victory. Joeri hadn’t backed down, but neither had he.

That evening at the dojang, Mr. Park introduced sparring for the first time. “Sparring isn’t about
fighting,” he explained. “It's about learning to adapt, to think quickly, and to respect your partner.”

The students paired up, and Sam found himself facing Liam.
“Ready?” Liam asked, grinning. “Not really,” Sam admitted, but he got into his stance anyway.
Mr. Park called out, “Begin!”

Liam moved fast, throwing light punches and quick kicks that Sam struggled to block. Sam felt clumsy,
his movements lagging as he tried to anticipate Liam’s next move.

“Stay focused, Sam!” Mr. Park called. “Watch his body, not his feet.”

Sam adjusted his focus, watching the way Liam shifted his weight before each strike. Slowly, he began
to see patterns and react faster. He didn’t land any hits, but by the end of the round, he wasn’t getting
hit as often either.

“Good work, both of you,” Mr. Park said. “Sparring is about learning, not winning. And Sam, you
showed perseverance tonight. Well done.”

As Sam left the dojang that night, he felt a flicker of pride. He still had a long way to go, but he was
learning to trust the process.

In the car, Grandpa glanced at him. “You’re quiet tonight. Everything all right?” Sam nodded. “I think |
finally get it. It's not about being the best—it’s about not giving up.” Grandpa smiled. “That’s the spirit,
boy. Keep that up, and you'll be unstoppable.”

Sam stared out the window, the streetlights streaking by. He didn’t feel unstoppable—not yet—but he
felt stronger. And for now, that was enough.
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Chapter 7: Testing Day

The weeks flew by, and the dojang was buzzing with excitement. Mr. Park had announced that in a
few days, there would be a testing day for students who were ready to move up to the next rank. Sam
had heard the older students talking about it in the locker room, and though he wasn’t sure if he was
ready, something in him stirred at the thought of earning his next belt.

Grandpa had been particularly quiet about the whole thing. Every evening, as Sam worked through his
kicks and blocks, his grandfather watched from the doorway of the dojang. Sam couldn't tell if
Grandpa was proud or if he was waiting for something more from him.

On the day of the test, Sam’s stomach twisted into knots. The dojang was filled with nervous energy,
and the students who were testing lined up, their white belts now slightly worn from weeks of training.

Ellie stood beside him, her face tight with concentration. “You ready?” she whispered. Sam shook his
head. “No. I'm really not.” Ellie laughed quietly. “Same here.”

Mr. Park stepped forward, his presence commanding silence. “Today is not about perfection,” he
began, his voice calm but strong. “It's about showing how far you’ve come, how much you’'ve learned.
Don’t worry about making mistakes. Worry about doing your best.”

The words seemed to ease some of Sam’s tension. He nodded and took a deep breath.

Mr. Park continued, “Today, you’ll demonstrate your forms, your kicks, your blocks, and your stances.
But most importantly, you’ll show your perseverance. That's what we’re looking for. Now, let’s begin.”

The first test was the form, a series of precise movements that combined blocks, kicks, and strikes into
a single, fluid sequence. Sam had practiced his form countless times, but the pressure of the testing
hall made his mind race. When his name was called, Sam stepped forward, his legs feeling shaky
beneath him. He bowed to Mr. Park and began.

His movements were jerky at first, as though his body wasn’t used to the weight of the moment. His
hands were too stiff, and his balance faltered a few times, but he kept going. He remembered Mr.
Park’s advice: don’t focus on the mistakes, just keep moving forward.

Halfway through the form, he felt the old nervousness trying to rise up. The tightness in his chest, the
voice in his head telling him to stop. But then he thought of his grandfather’s quiet encouragement, of
Ellie’s perseverance, and of how much he had worked for this.

Sam pushed past the fear and finished his form with a deep bow. His breathing was heavy, but his
heart felt lighter.

The next part of the test was the side kick. Sam’s legs were sore, but he threw himself into the
movement. This time, his kick was higher, and his stance was steadier. It wasn'’t perfect, but it was
progress. He could hear Mr. Park’s encouraging voice as he moved down the line of students, making
small adjustments to their form.

When it was Ellie’s turn, Sam cheered her on silently, watching her execute her side kick with
precision and control. The final part of the test was sparring. Sam’s stomach dropped when he saw
that his partner was Liam.

“Ready, Sam?” Liam grinned, but there was no playfulness in his eyes. This was serious.

Sam nodded, his pulse quickening. The two faced off in the center of the mat, each waiting for the
other to make a move.

Liam lunged first, throwing a quick punch that Sam barely managed to dodge. His heart raced as Liam
came at him again, faster this time. Sam blocked, then countered with a weak punch that Liam easily
avoided. But Sam wasn'’t thinking about winning. He was thinking about persevering. About keeping
his balance. About doing his best.
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Slowly, he started to find his rhythm. His moves weren’t as fast as Liam’s, but they were more
controlled. He blocked a punch, then stepped back, breathing hard.

“Good,” Mr. Park called from the sidelines. “Keep moving, Sam. Stay focused.”

Sam nodded and took a deep breath, ready for the next move. Liam came in with a quick jab, and this
time, Sam anticipated it. He dodged to the side, then used a side kick to push Liam back. Liam
stumbled, and Sam seized the opportunity, landing a light tap to his chest. It wasn’t a knockout, but it
was enough.

The sparring match ended, and both boys bowed to each other, their breathing heavy. Sam wiped the
sweat from his forehead and stood tall, even though his legs were shaking. He had done his best.

When the testing was over, Mr. Park gathered everyone in a circle. “You all did well today,” he said, his
voice firm but kind. “You showed respect, perseverance, and effort. That's what matters most.”

Sam’s heart was still pounding in his chest as Mr. Park began to announce the results. One by one,
the students were called up and awarded their new belts. Sam stood, his hands sweaty, his stomach a
tight knot. He wasn’t sure if he had done enough to pass.

Finally, Mr. Park called his name.

“Sam,” he said, looking him in the eye, “you have shown incredible growth in both your techniques and
your spirit. For that, I’'m proud to award you your yellow belt.”

Sam felt a rush of relief and pride. He had done it. He had earned it.

As Mr. Park tied the yellow belt around his waist, Sam looked up and saw Grandpa standing at the
edge of the mat, a proud smile on his face.

That evening, as Sam walked out of the dojang with his new belt, he felt a sense of accomplishment
that went beyond the color of the fabric around his waist. It wasn’t about the belt—it was about
everything he had learned to get there.

“l did it,” Sam said quietly to himself.

Grandpa nodded. “You sure did, Sam. You sure did.”

Chapter 8: A New Challenge

Sam walked into school the morning after his testing with a new sense of confidence. His yellow belt,
carefully tucked in his backpack, felt like a small treasure. He had worked hard for it, and now, it was
his.

But as he approached the school gates, the familiar knot of anxiety twisted in his stomach. He saw
Joeri and his gang hanging out near the entrance, laughing and joking around. Sam had gotten better
at ignoring them, but it still made him feel uneasy.

As he walked past them, Joeri looked up and sneered. “Well, well, if it isn’t the karate kid.” Sam kept
his head down, not stopping. He wasn’t going to let Joeri’s words get to him. Not today. But just as he
passed by, Joeri’s voice rang out. “Hey, Snail, you think you're tough now that you’ve got a yellow
belt?”

Sam froze, his breath catching in his throat. It was the first time Joeri had ever acknowledged his
Taekwon-Do training. He kept walking, determined not to engage.

“Hey, I'm talking to you!” Joeri called.

Sam turned around slowly, his heart pounding. This was the moment. He could either let Joeri push
him around, or he could stand his ground.
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“I don’t want any trouble, Joeri,” Sam said, his voice surprisingly steady. Joeri stepped forward, his
eyes narrowing. “You think you can take me on with your little kicks? You'’re just a loser with a yellow
belt.”

Sam felt the familiar rush of fear creeping in, but he pushed it away. He remembered everything he
had learned in Taekwon-Do, about focus, about balance, about staying calm.

He straightened his back. “| don’t have to fight you, Joeri. | don’t want to. But if you keep pushing me,
you’ll have to deal with me.”

Joeri stared at him, as if searching for weakness. For a moment, there was silence. Then, Joeri
scoffed. “Whatever. You're still a loser.”

Sam didn’t say anything more. He turned and walked away, his chest pounding but his head held high.
The rest of the day passed in a blur. Sam’s mind kept returning to the confrontation with Joeri. He
hadn’t fought, but he had stood up for himself in a way he never had before. It felt... different.

At lunch, Ellie sat down beside him. “You're quiet today. What's going on?”

Sam smiled faintly. “Joeri. He tried to start something this morning, but | didn’t let him get to me.” Ellie
raised an eyebrow. “That's awesome, Sam. You didn’t fight him?” Sam shook his head. “No. | just told
him | didn’t want trouble. He kind of backed off.” “Good for you,” Ellie said, her eyes shining with
respect.

The next day, as Sam walked into the dojang, he felt a new energy in the air. It was Wednesday, the
night of the advanced training class, and everyone who had earned their yellow belts was now
preparing for the next level. He'd been working hard, but he knew the road ahead would be just as
challenging.

Mr. Park gathered the students before class. “Tonight, we’re going to focus on speed and precision.
You've all earned your yellow belts, but the real test begins now. Are you ready to take your training to
the next level?”

“Yes, Sir!” the students chorused, their voices full of enthusiasm.

“Good,” Mr. Park said, smiling. “Because what comes next is going to push you even harder than
before. You'll need more than just physical strength. You'll need mental strength. You'll need
perseverance.” Sam felt a thrill of excitement in his chest. He was ready.

During class, Mr. Park worked with each student on their form, making adjustments to their
movements. Sam’s form had come a long way, but there was always room for improvement. He
practiced the same techniques over and over, pushing himself to focus more on precision and fluidity.
Afterward, Mr. Park called for a new challenge: One-step sparring. In this exercise, one student would
throw a controlled attack, and the other would defend, using the appropriate block or counterattack. It
wasn't about fighting, it was about reacting to a situation.

Sam was paired with Liam again, who smiled at him. “Ready for round two?” Sam nodded. He knew
Liam was faster and more experienced, but he was determined to keep up.

The first attack came quickly—Liam lunged with a fast punch. Sam blocked it with a low block, then
countered with a light tap to Liam’s chest. “Not bad, Sam,” Liam said.

They switched positions, and Sam had to be the attacker. He stepped forward, throwing a controlled
punch, just like Mr. Park had taught him. Liam blocked it smoothly, then stepped to the side and
tapped Sam’s shoulder.

“Good,” Mr. Park said. “This is the kind of reaction we're looking for. Not force, not speed, but control.”

After class, Sam felt a sense of accomplishment. He had pushed himself harder today than he ever
had before. But more than that, he felt like he was starting to understand what Taekwon-Do was really
about. It wasn’t just about the physical skills—it was about how he carried himself, how he stood up to
challenges, and how he responded to the world around him.
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That evening, as he walked out of the dojang, Grandpa was waiting for him in the car.

“How was class?” Grandpa asked.

” o«

“It was awesome,” Sam said, grinning. “I think I'm getting better.” “I can see that,” Grandpa said, his
eyes twinkling. “You’ve got the spirit, Sam. And that’s the most important part.” Sam leaned back in his
seat, thinking about the day. He had faced Joeri at school and stood his ground. He had pushed
himself in class and improved. It wasn’t easy, but he was learning.

The next day at school, Sam saw Joeri again. This time, Joeri didn’t say anything. He just looked at
Sam and walked away. Sam felt a rush of relief. It wasn’t that Joeri had changed—it was that Sam had
changed. He had learned that standing up for himself didn’t always require a fight. Sometimes, just
being calm and confident was enough.

Chapter 9: A New Perspective

It had been a month since Sam earned his yellow belt, and with every class, he felt like he was
learning more than just martial arts. It wasn’t about the kicks or the punches anymore—it was about
how Taekwon-Do was slowly becoming part of who he was, how it was shaping his thoughts and
actions both inside the dojang and outside of it.

One evening after class, Sam and Grandpa were walking home when Grandpa turned to him. “You've
been a lot more focused lately, Sam. Not just at Taekwon-Do, but in everything you do. What's going
on?”

Sam thought for a moment. “I think... Taekwon-Do is teaching me more than just how to fight. It's
teaching me how to handle stuff. Like how to stay calm when things get hard. Or how to just keep
going when | feel like giving up.”

Grandpa smiled, clearly proud. “Sounds like you're learning something important.” Sam nodded, a
sense of quiet pride swelling in his chest. He hadn’t realized how much he had changed until now.

The next day at school, Sam had a chance to put his new mindset into practice. The morning started
off the same as any other: Joeri was there with his friends, making rude comments as Sam passed.
But this time, something was different. Sam didn’t flinch or feel that familiar knot in his stomach. He
didn’t need to stand up to Joeri with words or threats. Instead, he simply smiled to himself and walked
on.

He remembered what Mr. Park had said in class: You can’t control what others do, but you can control
how you react.

As Sam sat down at his desk, he realized he wasn’t bothered by Joeri’s presence anymore. In fact, the
more he thought about it, the more he understood that Joeri’s words didn’t hold power over him unless
he allowed them to. Ellie slid into the seat beside him, noticing his calm expression. “What’s up with
you? You seem different today.”

“I don’'t know,” Sam said with a small grin. “I just feel... stronger. I'm not letting things get to me
anymore.” Ellie raised an eyebrow. “You mean, like Joeri?” Sam nodded. “Exactly. | think | finally get it.
I’m not going to let him or anyone else make me feel bad about myself.” Ellie smiled. “Good for you,
Sam. You're really changing, huh?”

After school, Sam went straight to the dojang for his evening class. There was something comforting
about the routine now, the sound of feet tapping on the mat, the rhythmic thud of punches landing on
pads, the steady hum of focus in the air.

When he arrived, Mr. Park was waiting by the door, as if expecting him. “Ah, Sam. You're early today.
I've been thinking about you and your progress.” Sam smiled. “I've been thinking about it too.”

Mr. Park nodded. ‘| see it. You're learning not just to defend your body, but to defend your spirit as
well. That’s the heart of Taekwon-Do. It's about balance, not just in our movements, but in our lives.”
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Sam looked down at his yellow belt, feeling a new sense of pride. “It’s like... it's not just about fighting
anymore. It's about being in control of myself.”

“That’s exactly right,” Mr. Park said with a smile. “Taekwon-Do teaches us to act with intention, not just
reflex. We don't strike because we’re angry. We strike because we know it's the right thing to do. And
when we face challenges, we don’t panic. We take a breath and move forward with purpose.”

That evening, during class, Mr. Park asked the students to partner up for a challenge: a series of quick
attacks and counters, where both students had to anticipate each other’s movements. Sam was paired
with Liam again, who was faster and more experienced, but Sam felt different today.

Liam threw a punch, fast and sharp. Sam blocked it without thinking, moving into a defensive stance
he hadn’t realized he knew so well. Liam quickly followed with a spinning kick, but Sam saw it coming
and dodged, countering with a quick tap to Liam’s chest.

Liam stopped for a second, clearly surprised. “Nice one, Sam. You're getting good at this.” Sam
smiled, feeling the weight of the moment settle in. It wasn’t just about the physical moves anymore—it
was about trusting himself and staying calm in the face of pressure.

The next day at school, things felt different. Joeri wasn’t there at the entrance to make fun of him.
Instead, Sam saw him standing by his locker, his head down. He looked almost... vulnerable.

Sam hesitated, the old instincts telling him to avoid Joeri. But then he remembered something: he
wasn't afraid anymore. He walked up to Joeri, who looked up in surprise. “What do you want, Snail?”

Sam stood tall, but this time, his voice was calm. “Are you okay, Joeri?” Joeri blinked, taken aback.
“What?” “| don’t know,” Sam continued, “I just thought maybe you looked like you were having a tough
day. I've been there.”

Joeri scowled, clearly uncomfortable. “I don’t need your pity.”

Sam didn’t back down. “I'm not offering pity. I'm offering understanding. | know what it’s like to feel like
no one’s on your side. But that doesn’t mean you have to treat other people like that.”

For a moment, Joeri didn’t say anything. He just looked at Sam, then at the floor, and without another
word, walked away.

Sam watched him go, not feeling triumphant, but strangely at peace. He hadn’t gotten Joeri to
apologize or change, but he had done something more important—he had faced the situation with
respect and calm, not letting the past affect how he acted in the present.

That evening, Grandpa gave Sam a thoughtful look over dinner. “I've noticed something different about
you lately, Sam. You’re not as tense as you used to be. You seem... at peace.” Sam smiled, realizing
how true that was. “Taekwon-Do has helped me with more than just my kicks and blocks. It's helped
me find peace with myself.”

Grandpa’s eyes sparkled. “That’s the most important lesson of all.”

Sam nodded, feeling a sense of deep contentment settle inside him. He knew his journey wasn’t over.
There were still many challenges ahead, but for the first time, he didn’t feel afraid.

He felt ready.
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Chapter 10: A Test of Character

The following week brought an unexpected challenge. Sam was sitting in the cafeteria, chatting with
Ellie, when he noticed Joeri and his friends huddled around a table near the back. Joeri was laughing
loudly, and there was something about the way the group looked at a classmate, Jason, that made
Sam feel uneasy.

Jason was a quiet kid, the kind who always kept to himself, his head down, his backpack full of books.
Sam had never really spoken to him, but he knew Jason wasn’t one of the popular kids.

“Do you think they’re going to bother Jason again?” Sam asked Ellie quietly, his eyes still on Joeri.

Ellie followed his gaze and nodded. “Probably. They’'ve been picking on him for a while now. | don’t
know why Joeri does it—he just likes making people feel small.” Sam’s stomach tightened. He had
faced Joeri’s teasing himself, and although it hadn’t been easy, he had learned to handle it. But
watching Jason shrink into himself as Joeri and his friends pointed and laughed—it made Sam’s blood
boil.

Suddenly, one of Joeri’s friends, Kyle, stood up and pushed Jason’s tray of food off the table. The
noise echoed through the cafeteria.

“Oops! Sorry, Jason. Did | do that?” Kyle said, smirking.

Sam’s hands balled into fists under the table. He could hear Mr. Park’s voice in his head: It's not about
reacting to anger, Sam. It's about showing strength through patience. But Sam’s patience was wearing
thin. He couldn’t just sit here and let this happen. He knew what he had to do, but it wasn’t going to be
easy.

“Sam, don't,” Ellie whispered, her voice full of concern. “Don’t get involved. You don’t want to make it
worse.”

Sam hesitated. He remembered everything Mr. Park had taught him. He remembered how he had
learned to stand tall and respond with control, not violence. But this felt different. This wasn’t just about
him—it was about doing what was right. Without thinking too much, Sam stood up from the table. His
heart was pounding in his chest. Sam walked over to Joeri and his friends, his hands still trembling,
but his mind clear. Jason was sitting there, his face red with embarrassment, the food spilled all over
the floor. Joeri and his group were laughing, but when they saw Sam approach, the laughter died
down.

“Sam, what’s up? You want a piece of this too?” Joeri said with a mocking grin.
“No,” Sam said firmly, his voice steady. “l want you to stop.”
Joeri raised an eyebrow. “Stop what? It’s just a joke, Sam.”

“No, it's not. You're bullying him.” Sam’s voice grew stronger, and for a moment, he saw Joeri’'s smirk
falter. “You don’t have to make someone feel bad to get a laugh. It's not funny.” Joeri’s face darkened,
his usual bravado slipping away. “Oh yeah? What are you gonna do about it, Snail?”

Sam took a deep breath. He knew this was a test. He had learned to control his impulses, to think
before acting. But this moment felt bigger. It wasn’t about fighting, it was about standing up for what
was right.

“I'm not going to fight you, Joeri,” Sam said calmly, his eyes meeting Joeri’s. “But I’'m not going to let
you treat people like this anymore.”

For a moment, there was silence. Joeri looked around at his friends, who seemed uncertain, then back
at Sam. The tension in the air thickened. Sam held his ground, not backing down.
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Then Joeri did something Sam didn’t expect. He turned away, muttering something under his breath,
and walked back to his seat. His friends followed, their eyes lingering on Sam, unsure what to make of
the situation.

Jason sat frozen, still staring at the mess on the floor. Sam turned to him, offering a hand. “Hey, let me
help you clean that up.” Jason looked up, surprised, but nodded. “Thanks, Sam.” Sam smiled, feeling
a weight lift from his shoulders. He had done the right thing.

Later that afternoon, Sam found himself in the principal’s office. Joeri had gone to complain about Sam
“ruining his fun,” but Sam didn’t feel nervous. He knew what he had done was right.

The principal, Mrs. Collins, sat behind her desk with a stern expression. “Sam, | understand you stood
up to Joeri today. What happened exactly?” Sam sat up straight, meeting her gaze. “Joeri and his
friends were picking on Jason, and | couldn’t just let it happen. | asked him to stop.”

Mrs. Collins raised an eyebrow. “And Joeri didn’t take kindly to that?” “No, but | didn’t fight him. | just
told him it wasn’t funny.”

She seemed to consider this for a moment. “Well, Sam, you did the right thing by standing up for
someone who needed help. But next time, if something like that happens again, you need to come to
me or a teacher right away.” Sam nodded. “I will, Mrs. Collins. | just wanted to help.”

“Just make sure you’re careful,” she said, her voice softening. “It's always good to help others, but you
need to make sure you’re doing it in the right way.”

Sam left the principal’s office feeling a mix of relief and pride. He hadn’t backed down, but he also
hadn’t let the situation escalate into violence. He had acted with the strength and control that
Taekwon-Do had taught him, and it had made all the difference.

Later that evening, Grandpa asked how Sam’s day had gone. “It was a little intense,” Sam said with a
small grin. “But | stood up to Joeri today.” Grandpa raised an eyebrow. “You did?” “Yeah,” Sam said. “I
didn’t fight him. | just told him to stop picking on Jason. And you know what? It worked. He walked
away.”

Grandpa smiled, his eyes filled with pride. “That's my boy. I’'m proud of you, Sam. You didn’t let your
emotions take control. You used your head, and that’'s what real strength is.”

Sam felt a deep sense of satisfaction, knowing that he had made a choice that aligned with everything
he had learned so far. It wasn’t about fighting. It was about showing strength through courage and
kindness.

Chapter 11: A Growing Confidence

The weeks passed quickly, and Sam continued to feel the positive changes in himself. His confidence
was growing, not just at Taekwon-Do but in every aspect of his life. He stood taller in the halls at
school, spoke up in class, and was no longer the boy who cowered when someone looked at him the
wrong way. He was still the same Sam, but somehow, he was different.

One Tuesday evening, after a long day at school, Grandpa surprised Sam with something special. As
they sat down for dinner, Grandpa put down his fork and looked at Sam with a grin.

“How would you like to test for your next belt this weekend?” Grandpa asked. Sam’s eyes widened.
“‘Really? A test? | didn’t think | was ready for that yet.”

Grandpa chuckled. “You might be surprised. You’ve come a long way in the past few months, Sam. |
can see it. You've been practicing hard, and you’re more focused than I've ever seen you. This could
be your chance to earn your green belt.”

Sam’s heart raced at the thought. The idea of testing for a new belt was exciting, but also a little nerve-
wracking. He had only just earned his yellow belt, and now he was going to test for green? Was he
really ready?

18



“I don’t know,” Sam said, his doubts creeping in. “| still feel like there’s so much | need to learn.”

Grandpa nodded thoughtfully. “Taekwon-Do is a journey, not a race, Sam. It's okay to have doubts.
The important thing is that you keep going. You’ve learned more than you realize.”

That night, Sam couldn’t stop thinking about the upcoming test. What if he messed up? What if he
wasn’'t good enough? He lay awake, his mind racing through the forms he had practiced, the
techniques he had learned. He knew he had worked hard, but there was always that nagging voice in
the back of his head telling him he wasn’t ready.

The day of the test arrived, and Sam found himself standing in front of the dojang, feeling both excited
and nervous. He could hear the sounds of students practicing inside, the thud of kicks landing on
pads, the steady rhythm of feet shuffling across the mat. Grandpa had come with him, as always,
offering quiet encouragement as Sam stepped through the door.

Mr. Park was already there, waiting at the front of the room. He smiled when he saw Sam. “Ah, Sam.
Ready for your test?”

Sam nodded, swallowing his nerves. I think so. But I'm a little nervous.”

“That’s normal,” Mr. Park said with a reassuring grin. “Nervous energy can help you focus. Just do
your best, Sam. That’s all anyone can ask for.”

Sam took a deep breath and stepped onto the mat. He felt the familiar sense of calm wash over him
as he stood in his starting position. The other students were there, ready to test for their belts as well,
each of them focused and determined. Sam could feel the weight of the moment, but instead of letting
it overwhelm him, he used it to fuel his determination.

The test began with basic techniques, punches, blocks, and kicks. Sam moved through them with
confidence, remembering all the lessons Mr. Park had taught him. His body flowed through the
movements, and even though his heart was still racing, his mind stayed clear. He focused on each
movement, making sure to perform it with precision and control.

As the test continued, Sam’s nerves slowly faded. He had practiced these techniques a hundred
times, and now it was time to show what he had learned. When it was time to perform his forms, Sam
stood tall, reciting the movements with the fluidity and grace that he had worked so hard to perfect.
The forms felt almost natural, like his body knew what to do without thinking.

Mr. Park watched intently, nodding as Sam completed the final movements. “Well done, Sam. Now,
let’s see your sparring.”

Sam had been dreading the sparring part of the test. He wasn’t sure if he was ready to face someone
else in a real match. But now, standing at the edge of the mat, he felt strangely calm. It wasn’t about
winning or losing. It was about doing his best, controlling his reactions, and staying focused.

He was paired with Liam, his sparring partner from class. Liam was faster, and a bit more experienced,
but Sam didn’t let that intimidate him. When the match began, Sam focused on his breathing,
remembering all the techniques he had practiced. He didn’t rush. He didn’t panic. He moved with
purpose, blocking Liam’s attacks and responding with controlled strikes.

Liam came at him with a quick roundhouse kick, but Sam was ready. He blocked it with his arm,
stepping to the side and using the momentum to counter with a quick punch. The blow landed softly on
Liam’s chest, and Liam took a step back, clearly impressed.

“You're getting better,” Liam said with a grin, and Sam couldn’t help but smile back.

The sparring continued, each of them testing their limits, but Sam felt stronger than ever. He wasn't
fighting to win, he was fighting to improve, to be better than he was yesterday. He moved with
confidence, staying calm and focused, and by the end of the match, he felt a sense of
accomplishment.
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The test finally came to an end, and Mr. Park called the students together to announce the results.
Sam stood with the others, his heart still pounding, but his mind clear. He had done his best, and that
was enough.

“Sam,” Mr. Park said, looking at him with a proud smile. “I'm happy to say that you’ve passed your
green belt test. Congratulations!”

Sam’s heart soared. He had done it! He had earned his next belt. It wasn’t just a victory in Taekwon-
Do, it was a victory in life. He had learned to trust himself, to face his doubts, and to push past his
fears.

Grandpa clapped him on the back. “I knew you could do it, Sam. You’ve come so far.”

Sam beamed, feeling a sense of pride that he had never known before. He wasn't just stronger in
body—he was stronger in spirit, too.

That evening, as Sam reflected on his journey, he realized how much Taekwon-Do had shaped him. It
wasn’t just about earning belts or learning techniques. It was about the strength of character, the
focus, and the discipline that came with each lesson. He wasn’t the same boy who had walked into the
dojang months ago. He was stronger, more confident, and more in control of his life.

Grandpa sat next to him, looking at him with a proud smile. “What do you think, Sam? Ready for the
next challenge?”

Sam looked down at his new green belt, a symbol of his progress. “I'm ready,” he said, a newfound
determination in his voice. And with that, Sam knew his journey was far from over. There would always
be new challenges, new tests, but with each one, he would grow stronger—inside and out.

Chapter 12: The Path Ahead

As the months passed, Sam found himself more and more confident in his Taekwon-Do practice, but
also in his life. He was no longer the quiet, shy boy who hid from his problems. He had learned the
value of hard work, patience, and self-respect, and it had changed everything. But as his skills grew,
so did the challenges that awaited him.

It was a cold Friday evening when Grandpa asked, “Sam, do you know what the next step in your
Taekwon-Do journey is?”

Sam was sitting at the kitchen table, going through his homework, but Grandpa’s words made him
stop and look up. “What do you mean? | just got my green belt. Isn’t that enough for now?”

Grandpa smiled, his eyes twinkling with excitement. “You've come a long way, Sam, but Taekwon-Do
isn’t just about belts. It's about growing as a person. The next step is learning how to teach.”

“Teach?” Sam echoed, a little confused. “But I'm not ready to be a teacher.”

Grandpa chuckled. “No one ever feels ready at first. But teaching isn’t just about knowing everything.
It's about sharing what you’ve learned and helping others grow. It will make you an even better
student.”

Sam felt a little nervous at the thought. He had just started feeling confident in his own skills, and now
he was being asked to help others? But there was something exciting about the idea too. Helping
others would push him to become even better, and maybe, just maybe, it was the next step in his
journey.

The next day, Sam went to the dojang for his regular class, but something was different. Mr. Park
stood at the front, addressing the class. “Today, we have a special task. Sam, | want you to lead the
warm-up for the class. Can you do that?”

Sam’s heart skipped a beat. “Me? Lead the warm-up?”
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“Yes,” Mr. Park said with a nod. “You’ve been practicing for a long time, Sam. Now it’s your turn to
show others what you’ve learned.”

Sam took a deep breath and walked to the front. He wasn’t sure if he was ready, but he knew that this
was his chance to prove to himself that he could handle more responsibility. He stood in front of the
class, took another breath, and began leading the warm-up.

At first, his movements were a little stiff. His nerves were getting the best of him, and he could see the
other students looking at him expectantly. But then, he remembered the breathing exercises Mr. Park
had taught him. He focused on his movements, staying calm, and soon the rhythm came naturally. He
guided the class through the stretches and warm-up exercises, and to his surprise, it wasn’t as hard as
he thought.

When the warm-up was over, Mr. Park gave him a nod of approval. “Well done, Sam. You did a great
job.”

Sam felt a wave of relief wash over him. He had done it. He had led the class, and not only had he
survived, but he had done it well. Over the next few weeks, Sam found himself taking on more
responsibilities in the class. He helped Mr. Park demonstrate techniques, assisted younger students
with their forms, and even led a few drills. Each time, he grew more confident, more comfortable in his
new role.

One evening, after class, Mr. Park pulled Sam aside. “I'm impressed with how you’ve been handling
yourself, Sam. You’'ve come a long way, and | think you’re ready for the next challenge.”

Sam’s heart raced. “What challenge?”

“l want you to help me at the upcoming seminar,” Mr. Park said. “It's a big event, and | need an
assistant. You'll be helping me teach and guide the students, and you’ll be working with other black
belts from different dojangs. It's a great opportunity for you to grow even more.”

Sam couldn’t believe it. A seminar? With black belts? He had never imagined he would be trusted with
something like that. But the more he thought about it, the more excited he became. This was his
chance to prove how far he had come, not just to Mr. Park or Grandpa, but to himself.

The day of the seminar arrived, and Sam felt a mixture of nerves and excitement. He was standing
alongside Mr. Park, surrounded by students of all ages and levels. The atmosphere was charged with
energy, and Sam could feel the weight of the responsibility on his shoulders. But as soon as he
stepped onto the mat, something clicked. He wasn’t just a student anymore. He was a part of
something bigger.

Throughout the seminar, Sam helped with demonstrations, guided students through drills, and even
got a chance to spar with a few of the black belts. At first, he felt nervous, but soon he realized he
wasn't just participating, he was leading. He had worked hard to get here, and now it was time to show
what he was capable of.

By the end of the seminar, Sam was exhausted but exhilarated. He had learned so much in just one
day, not only about Taekwon-Do but about himself. He wasn’t the same boy who had walked into the
dojang months ago. He was stronger, more focused, and more confident in every area of his life.

As the seminar ended, Mr. Park came over to Sam with a proud smile. “You did a fantastic job today,
Sam. You’ve grown so much. I'm proud to have you as my student.”

Sam smiled, feeling a sense of pride he had never known before. “Thank you, Mr. Park. | couldn’t have
done it without you.”

“You’re ready for whatever comes next,” Mr. Park said. “Taekwon-Do is a lifelong journey. There will
always be new challenges, but you're learning to face them with strength, patience, and a strong
heart. That's what matters most.” Sam nodded, a sense of peace filling him. He didn’t know what the
future would hold, but he knew one thing for sure: he was ready for whatever came next. He had
learned to face his fears, overcome his doubts, and become the person he always wanted to be.
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As Sam walked home with Grandpa that evening, he felt the weight of his belt around his waist. It
wasn’t just a symbol of his progress in Taeckwon-Do—it was a reminder of everything he had learned
about strength, courage, and determination. And with each step, he realized that the path ahead was
full of possibilities. The journey had only just begun.

Chapter 13: Standing Tall

Sam couldn’t believe how quickly time had flown. Since earning his green belt, he had been working
harder than ever in class. The techniques were becoming more complex, and the expectations from
Mr. Park were higher. But Sam welcomed the challenge. Each day at the dojang brought him closer to
his next goal: the blue belt.

“Focus, Sam,” Mr. Park said one evening during class as Sam practiced a new combination of blocks
and strikes. “This belt test will push you. It's not just about techniques anymore—it’s about mental
strength. Can you stay calm under pressure? Can you control your emotions when things get tough?”
Sam nodded, wiping the sweat from his brow. “I'll do my best, sir.”

As the belt test approached, Sam spent more and more time practicing, not just in class but at home
too. Grandpa often watched him from the living room, offering encouragement as Sam perfected his
forms in the garden.

“You'’re getting sharper,” Grandpa said one evening, nodding approvingly. “But remember, Sam,
Taekwon-Do isn’t just about how well you can perform in the dojang. It's about who you are when no
one’s watching.” Sam wasn’t quite sure what Grandpa meant by that, but he nodded. “I'll keep that in
mind.”

One chilly afternoon, as Sam was walking home from school, he heard something that made him stop
in his tracks.

“Hey, give it back!”

The voice was faint but familiar. Sam turned toward a narrow alley between two houses and saw a
group of older boys surrounding someone. As he got closer, his stomach sank. It was Joeri, his former
bully.

Joeri looked small and scared, his backpack clutched tightly in his arms as one of the older boys tried
to snatch it away. Another boy was laughing, shoving Joeri against the wall. Sam’s first instinct was to
walk away. Joeri had been mean to him for years. Why should he care? But then he thought about
everything he had learned in Taekwon-Do: about standing up for what was right, about using his
strength to protect, not to hurt.

Before he even realized it, Sam had stepped into the alley.
“Hey!” he called out, his voice steady and firm. “Leave him alone.”

The older boys turned to look at him, surprised. Sam’s heart was pounding, but he didn'’t let it show.
He planted his feet firmly on the ground, just like Mr. Park had taught him.

“What are you gonna do about it, kid?” one of the boys sneered, stepping toward Sam. He was taller
and broader, but Sam didn’t back down.

“Walk away,” Sam said, his voice calm but commanding. “Now.”

The boy hesitated, clearly taken aback by Sam’s confidence. For a moment, it looked like he might
laugh and brush him off. But Sam didn’t flinch. He stood his ground, his eyes locked on the group.

One of the boys muttered something under his breath and pulled the others back. “Whatever. Let's
go.” As they walked away, Sam felt the tension in his chest release. He turned to Joeri, who was still
clutching his backpack, his face pale.
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“Are you okay?” Sam asked. Joeri nodded slowly, his eyes wide. “Yeah... | think so.”

For a moment, they stood in awkward silence. Then Joeri mumbled, “Thanks.” Sam nodded. “Don’t let
them push you around, Joeri. You're better than that.” Joeri looked at him, surprised. He opened his
mouth to say something, but Sam was already walking away.

That evening, as Sam told Grandpa what had happened, Grandpa smiled proudly. “Now you
understand,” he said.

“Understand what?” Sam asked.

“What it means to use your strength for the right reasons,” Grandpa said. “Today, you didn’t just pass a
test in the dojang. You passed one in life.”

Sam thought about that as he lay in bed that night. He hadn’t fought anyone. He hadn’t thrown a
single punch. But he had stood up for Joeri, and that felt like a bigger victory than anything he had
done in Taekwon-Do.

The day of the next belt test arrived, and Sam stood in the dojang, ready to give it his all. The
techniques were challenging, the sparring intense, but Sam stayed calm and focused. He moved with
precision, his mind clear and steady. When the test was over, Mr. Park called him forward. “Sam,” he
said, handing him his new belt, “you’ve proven yourself today. Not just as a martial artist, but as a
person. Well done.”

As Sam tied the belt around his waist, he felt a sense of pride that went deeper than before. Taekwon-
Do wasn't just changing him on the mat, it was shaping who he was in the world.

That evening, as he walked home with Grandpa, Sam spotted Joeri in the distance. Joeri gave him a
small nod, a silent acknowledgment of what Sam had done for him. Sam smiled to himself. The path
ahead was still long, but he knew he was ready for whatever came next.

Chapter 14: A New Understanding

Joeri wasn’t used to feeling grateful. The alley incident had left him shaken, not just by the bullies, but
by Sam’s unexpected bravery. For days, Joeri replayed the moment in his mind: Sam stepping in,
standing firm, and refusing to back down. It was a strength Joeri hadn’t seen before, one he didn’t
understand but deeply admired.

At school, Joeri started showing up in places he normally avoided—near Sam’s desk in the classroom,
at the edge of the lunch table where Sam sat, even lingering in the hallways between classes. He
never said much, just a few awkward greetings or a quick “Hey,” but it was enough for Sam to notice.

At first, Sam wasn’t sure how to react. Joeri’s sudden presence felt strange. After years of being
tormented, it was hard to believe Joeri’s intentions could be genuine. But something in the boy’s
cautious demeanor—the way he avoided eye contact, the way he hesitated before sitting near Sam—
made Sam pause. Maybe Joeri wasn’t the same bully he used to be.

One day after lunch, Joeri walked alongside Sam on their way to class. The silence between them felt
heavy until Joeri finally spoke. “Hey, uh... thanks. You know, for that day in the alley.”

Sam glanced at him, surprised. “You don’t have to”

“I do,” Joeri interrupted, his voice firm but shaky. “I didn’t deserve it, but you stood up for me anyway.
So... thanks.”

For the first time, Sam saw Joeri as something other than a bully. He saw someone who was
struggling, someone who didn’t know how to express gratitude but was trying.
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Their conversations started small, just bits of chatter about school or the weather. But over time, Joeri
began opening up. He talked about his home life, about how hard it was to keep up the tough-guy act
at school when everything at home was falling apart.

Sam listened, his respect for Joeri growing with each story. He realized that strength wasn’t just about
physical power or standing up to bullies—it was about understanding others, about seeing the person
behind the actions.

That night, as Sam trained at the dojang, he couldn’t stop thinking about Joeri’'s words. Strength, he
realized, wasn'’t just something you showed on the outside. It was something you carried in your heart.

Chapter 15: Shared Challenges

Word spread quickly through the school: Joeri, the once-feared bully, was now walking side by side
with Sam, the quiet boy he used to torment. The whispers started in the hallways, followed by smirks
and snickers.

“Hey, Joeri,” one of the older boys called out during lunch. “You need Sam to protect you now? Big
tough guy can’t fight his own battles?” The words stung. Joeri clenched his fists under the table, his
face red with humiliation. He avoided Sam for the rest of the day, keeping his distance even when
Sam tried to catch his eye.

That afternoon, Sam found Joeri sitting alone behind the gym. “You're letting them win,” Sam said,
sitting beside him. Joeri didn’t respond.

“They want you to feel small,” Sam continued. “But you're stronger than that.” Joeri finally looked at
him. “What do you know about it? You've never been the one everyone laughs at.” Sam shook his
head. “You’re wrong. I've been there. But | learned something from Taekwon-Do: strength isn’t about
fighting back. It's about standing tall, no matter what they throw at you.”

Joeri didn’t reply, but his shoulders relaxed slightly. He didn’t say it out loud, but he knew Sam was
right.

Meanwhile, at the dojang, Sam faced his own challenges. During a sparring match, he was paired with
a stronger, more aggressive opponent. The boy’s strikes were relentless, and Sam strug