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			To my brother, who’s a better chess player (and sibling) than I am
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			Chapter 1

			Opening

			
				The start of a chess game, with White making the first move

			

			The queen charges forward. The king cowers. But in a flash, the knight jumps onto the scene to His Majesty’s defense.

			I let out a big breath once I’ve played my move. Frowning, my opponent, Eric Malik, leans his head over the chessboard.

			My mom once let me use her stethoscope, and her heartbeat sounded like the stampede from The Lion King, but I think my heart’s beating even faster now.

			This is the final round at the California Middle School State Chess Championship, and Eric is my toughest opponent by far. He was a medalist last year, and this is the first time I’ve ever qualified for State. Right now, it’s hard to tell who has the upper hand in our game. But one wrong move and my position could collapse like a Jenga tower.

			A familiar voice from two tables down makes me look up. “I resign,” Ralph Morris sighs, knocking his king over. The slump of his shoulders makes my chest tighten. Ralph is my chess teammate at Lingard Middle School. Like my opponent, Eric, he’s also playing at State for the second time. I know he’s hoping to improve on his fifth-place finish last year and win Lingard’s first-ever medal at the tournament.

			When he catches me looking, Ralph gives a small shake of his head, misery all over his face. With this loss, he’s ending the tournament with six points out of a maximum of eight, so the best place he can hope for now is fourth. That’s got to hurt. I offer him a sympathetic smile before he trudges off into the crowd.

			My eyes open wide. There’s a crowd? At least twenty people are clustered around my table, staring straight at my chessboard. It’s a mix of my fellow competitors—mostly boys who have already finished their games—their parents and coaches, and a couple of competition officials.

			I recognize almost all of them because the competitive chess community in Northern California is pretty small. But there’s a man at the front I don’t think I’ve seen before. He’s wearing a serious-looking lanyard around his neck and scribbling away in a notebook. I squint to make out the two words on his badge:

			
				ChessChamps

				Media

			

			ChessChamps is the biggest chess magazine in the country. Last month, they did an exclusive interview with Ding Liren, the world chess champion. A middle school chess competition is nothing compared to the world championship, so what’s a reporter from ChessChamps doing here? And why is he, and everyone else, looking at my game?

			“Draw?”

			My eyes snap to Eric’s face at the sound of his voice. If I accept his draw offer, the game ends now with a half point for each of us. So we would both finish the tournament with six and a half points. But because Eric has a slightly better tiebreaker score, he’d clinch at least third place. Meanwhile, a draw would put me anywhere between third and fifth depending on how the other players’ final games go.

			Without hesitation, I shake my head. No way I’m accepting his draw offer, not when I’m so close to a medal I can basically feel its weight around my neck. I can already imagine the proud smiles on my parents’ faces when they see me up on stage accepting my medal from the president of the California Schools Chess Association. I’ll be the first State medalist my school has ever had—and on my debut at State too!

			Eric shrugs and moves his queen to the left side of the board. She’s now pointed right at my knight.

			The gears in my head whir into action. My knight is currently protected by a pawn, but what if…I move that pawn away? Eric will think the knight is defenseless and capture it with his queen, not realizing it’s a poisoned bait. Once his queen is deep in my territory, I can trap her with my rook and two bishops.

			The moment I move my pawn, the crowd bursts into whispers. Someone even gasps. I squash down the urge to giggle. It’s just a chess move, but they make it seem really dramatic, like they’re watching a bullfight. How will they react once I play my surprise winning move?

			I sit up straighter and flex my fingers. The moment Eric captures my knight, I’m ready to swing my light-squared bishop out and set the queen trap.

			But Eric’s hand drifts past his queen and reaches for his rook instead. Grasping the rook firmly between his fingers, he moves it two squares to the right and attacks my king.

			My eyes widen as the crowd falls silent. This isn’t how it’s supposed to go. What’s Eric trying to—

			Oh. My blood runs cold as Eric’s plan hits me. He’s played a zwischenzug, a word I’ve always struggled to pronounce that basically means delaying his most obvious move (capture my knight) to first deliver a threat. His attack on my king can easily be blocked by my rook. But with my rook occupied, I won’t have all the pieces I need to set up the trap. He’ll be able to capture my knight on his next turn without losing anything.

			My stomach sinks all the way to my Converse, and there’s a loud pounding in my head. This can’t be happening. There must still be a way around this.

			Biting my lip, I lean forward and cup my hands around my eyes as though narrowing my field of vision will allow me to catch something I’ve missed, something that might help me rescue the game. Beads of sweat roll down my temples despite the air-conditioning being on full blast, making my bangs stick to my forehead even as goose bumps sprout all over my skin. Why did I play that knight sacrifice? If I had gone with a safer move, I wouldn’t be stuck in the position I am now—about to lose.

			After what feels like an eternity, I finally force myself to accept the truth: I’m so screwed. I have no choice but to defend my king with my rook.

			Sure enough, Eric’s queen immediately swoops down on my knight. One whole piece down, I play on for a few more moves and try to set another trap for Eric, but he’s too good to fall for my desperate tricks.

			Finally, on move forty-seven, I knock my king over. I swallow hard and say over the lump in my throat, “I resign.”
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			My parents are waiting for me right outside the playing hall, both wearing hopeful smiles on their faces. I probably look like the balloon that I kept for way too long after my birthday—sad and deflated—because their smiles slip as soon as they see me.

			My mom opens her arms. “It’s okay, baobei,” she murmurs as I rush into her embrace. “It’s okay.”

			Dad bends until he’s eye level with me. “May, losses happen to everyone. And as the saying goes—”

			“Dad, please,” I sigh. He’s a philosophy professor and always has some motivational quote for every situation. But right now, I don’t want to hear any wise words from some man who has been dead for a thousand years.

			“As the saying goes, ‘Our greatest glory is not in never failing, but in rising every time we fall,’ ” Dad continues, undeterred. “There will always be other competitions, May. Other medals you can win.”

			I cast my eyes down on my sneakers. “Yeah, I guess.” But as much as it hurts to miss out on a state championship medal, what bothers me the most is that I misjudged the game so badly. I thought I was playing well, that I was about to outplay last year’s runner-up. But in the end, I didn’t understand chess as well as Eric did.

			At least I have a lesson with my chess coach coming up soon. I can’t wait to review this game with Mr. Wang and see where I went wrong. The next time I’m up against Eric Malik, I’ll be ready to play a better game.

			Mom wraps an arm around my shoulders, gently guiding me toward the exit and away from the hall where the award ceremony will be held. “Baobei, let’s head home.”

			I nod, too tired to speak. All I want to do now is climb under my covers, hope my parents feel sorry enough to let me eat matcha ice cream in bed, and call Becca. She’s my best friend and the only other girl in chess club, but only Ralph and I qualified for State this year. If she were here, she would have known how to cheer me up.

			Footsteps tip-tap behind me. “May, congratulations!”

			I turn around to find the ChessChamps reporter beaming at me, his dark hair gleaming beneath the overhead lights.

			“I’m Chad, a reporter at ChessChamps. We’re a—”

			“I know you guys!” I exclaim. I mean, who doesn’t? Every chess player I know reads their magazine. “I loved the Ding Liren interview in the last issue.”

			My mom’s hand tightens on my shoulder. “Sir, I think you may have the wrong person.”

			“Oh, I’m sure I got the right person,” Chad says, still smiling. “May, you’re not leaving before the prize ceremony, are you? Because with a performance rating of 1746, you’ve just won the inaugural ChessChamps−Judit Polgár Award!”

			I freeze, my mouth falling open. I’m sure I look the opposite of cool right now, but—“I just won what?”

			Chad chuckles at my exclamation. “You’ve heard of Judit Polgár, right?”

			“Of course! She’s only the greatest female chess player of all time.” The Hungarian legend is one of the few women who have ever made it into the world’s top one hundred players.

			“That’s right! And ChessChamps wants to help discover the next Judit Polgár, so we are giving a special award to girls who perform exceptionally. And as the only girl who finished in the top ten today, you were the clear winner!”

			It takes a few moments for Chad’s words to sink in. “Oh my god, I won a medal?” I screech, hearing my voice echo down the long, empty hallway.

			“A trophy, technically,” he says with a grin. “And you said this is only your first year participating in the state championship?” He lets out a low whistle when I nod. “Dang, I don’t think anyone saw you coming. You’re a dark horse, aren’t you?”

			“A dark knight, you mean,” I joke. Thankfully, Chad laughs at my pun. It’s not my best, but oh-my-god-who-cares. When I found out that I had qualified for State, the biggest competition of my life so far, my goal was to hold my own against far more experienced players. But now I’m walking away with an entire trophy of my own!

			“Baobei, well done!” Mom exclaims, ruffling my hair. I’m too happy to even care about my bangs getting messed up.

			“Very, very well done,” Dad agrees with the biggest smile ever on his face. Even bigger than the one he had when he got a teaching award two years ago.

			“I would love to interview you for ChessChamps as part of our Bright Young Talents column,” Chad says. “How does that sound?”

			“That sounds great!” I can’t wait to tell Mr. Wang and Becca and everyone else at chess club that I’m going to appear in a magazine. And not just any magazine but the publication for chess players.

			Just then, a voice blares out over the loudspeakers. “Competitors and visitors, please make your way to the playing hall for the prize ceremony.”

			“I’ll find you after the ceremony, May,” Chad says. “And congratulations once again on your amazing achievement.” He waggles his finger at me. “I’ll be keeping my eye on you from now on. You’re no longer a dark horse—I mean, dark knight—and this is only the beginning of what I’m sure will be an incredible chess career for you.”

			The moment Chad disappears around the corner, my mom stoops down and hugs me so tightly that I can barely breathe. “Oh, I can’t believe my daughter has won a trophy at her very first state championship! You are our biggest prize, May.”

			“After the ceremony, let’s go out to celebrate,” Dad says, taking out his phone. “I’ll call Din Tai Fung now and make a reservation.”

			My eyes go wide. “But tomorrow is Monday.” My parents never let me go out on a school night. And we rarely eat out, especially not at Din Tai Fung because it’s a half-hour drive away and expensive.

			Mom smooths my hair back. “This is a special occasion, and you deserve a treat!”

			I clasp my hands together. “Can I order the chocolate xiaolongbao?” The only thing better than soup dumplings is when the “soup” is made of piping-hot chocolate that oozes out like the most delicious lava. But Mom, being a doctor, is really strict about how many sweets I eat.

			To my surprise, she merely laughs. “Sure, sure. I’ll even buy you as many Chessmen cookies as you want after dinner.”

			Wow, my parents must be really happy if they are willing to let me eat so much sugar this late at night. And all it took was me winning a chess award. My mouth is already salivating at the thought of the chocolate xiaolongbao, but just seeing Mom and Dad this happy makes me feel full.
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			Chapter 2

			Gambit

			
				A risky opening tactic of sacrificing a piece, which may or may not pay off

			

			My chair makes a sharp creaking sound as I shift in my seat, trying to find a more comfortable spot where the hard plastic isn’t digging into my back. Ugh. I bet these chairs are older than I am. And it’s way too early to subject anyone to a school assembly, which we have every Monday. Even though assembly starts at eight, Principal Peters always says, If you’re not ten minutes early, you’re late. Which makes no sense if you ask me. But no one has.

			“Bishop to e5,” Ralph whispers from beside me. The two of us usually spend assembly playing blindfold chess. No blindfolds are actually involved, of course. It just means we’re playing chess without a physical chess set, so we have to keep track of the moves and picture the positions in our heads.

			Even though I’m not actually looking at any chess pieces, I narrow my eyes as I try to think of the best response to Ralph’s bishop attack. If I’m not careful, he might carry out a sneaky pin. “E4,” I say, moving an imaginary pawn up to block his bishop.

			Now it’s Ralph’s turn to think. On my other side, Becca is secretly reading a cookbook half hidden beneath the cardigan in her lap. She does this at chess club too, so Ralph always sits in front of her and uses his bigger body to hide her from Mr. Karlsen, our school coach. In return, Becca sometimes bakes him dairy-free cupcakes, which taste a little funny to me, but they’re great for Ralph since he’s lactose intolerant.

			Becca got her love for cooking from her mom, who runs a popular taqueria downtown. She only joined chess club because Lingard doesn’t have a cooking club—awesome for me because, if not for chess club, I would have never met Becca, and we would never have become best friends.

			Ralph opens his mouth just as Principal P walks onstage. “Continue this at chess club this afternoon?” I whisper, and he nods. It’s hard to play a blindfold chess game when Principal P starts droning on and on about the dress code or whatever.

			Becca doesn’t look up as Principal P picks up the microphone, but she does adjust her cardigan slightly so that it covers up even more of her book. Principal P’s bald, egg-shaped head is so shiny that the stage light bounces off his scalp while he exclaims—way too cheerfully for eight in the morning—“Hiya, folks! Hope everyone had a good weekend. Today I’m happy to kickstart the week with some good news from our Lingardians! First up, we have Mario Cruz.”

			Rows of half-asleep students suddenly burst into cheers as a tan, lanky boy runs onto the stage. I hang out mostly with Becca, Ralph, and other people from the chess club, but even I know who Mario Cruz is. Known as Super Mario (his nickname makes him easier to remember in my mind), he’s the goalkeeper on the Lingard Lions, our soccer team. He made a save in last year’s state championship that was “miraculous,” according to Ralph, who attended the game. It was all the guys in chess club could talk about for weeks. No wonder he became the only seventh grader ever to become team captain (word in the hallways is that the eighth graders on the team aren’t very happy about that).

			Principal P’s beaming as though everyone’s cheering for him. “Mario was recently awarded the district’s Rising Sports Star Award. Last year, the Lingard Lions made it to the quarterfinals of the state soccer championship. But with Mario leading the team this year, our Lions look like they can win the whole thing!”

			Principal P does this corny fist pump that makes me want to giggle. But then he continues, “Next up, we have Ralph Morris and May Li!”

			Wait, what?! Did Principal P just call my name?

			I turn to Ralph, seeing my own shock mirrored on his face. But there’s no time for me to ask him what’s going on, because Becca is giving me a sharp nudge in the ribs. “He’s asking you two to go up,” she says under her breath.

			Somehow I manage to stand up and walk onto the stage, my legs shaking the whole time. Although it helps to have Ralph right beside me, my stomach still feels as gooey as Mom’s tofu pudding. We stand next to Mario, who seems even taller up close. He’s looking at the both of us with a slightly confused expression. Chances are he didn’t even know we existed. Unlike soccer, which is the most popular activity at Lingard, the chess club isn’t something most people are aware of.

			The spotlight is so bright that I can’t see anyone’s expressions, but I’m sure they must be just as confused as Mario about why Principal P just called Ralph and me up on stage. Because I’m wondering the same thing.

			“Ralph and May did our school proud with their wonderful results at the California Middle School State Chess Championship this weekend,” Principal P booms out, his microphone-amplified voice making my eardrums vibrate. “Thanks to their performance, Lingard has qualified for the National Middle School Team Chess Championship for the first time ever!”

			No. Way. My head immediately whips toward Ralph just as an ecstatic grin spreads across his face. He knows just as well as I do what this means. Only the country’s top twenty-four teams—determined by some complicated calculation of the school’s track record at regional tournaments—are invited to compete at Nationals. I pinch Ralph on the back of his hand and feel his excited squeeze in response. We’re going to Nationals!

			“And even better news: May Li was awarded a special trophy for being the best female player at State! This is the first time a Lingardian has ever won an award at the state chess championship. I’m sure she will lead the team to even greater success at Nationals!”

			I stand up taller, my cheeks hurting from how hard I’m grinning. Now that I have a State trophy, people like Principal P are counting on me to do well at Nationals. I have to prove that my performance at State wasn’t a fluke.

			The class bell rings, and Principal P chirps, “Off y’all go to class! Last person here has to scrape off all the gum under the chairs!” Immediately there’s a scuffle of feet as everyone starts making their way out of the auditorium.

			I turn to Ralph, ready to discuss Principal P’s announcement about the national championship. But Ralph is already jumping off the stage and disappearing through the auditorium’s exit. Huh, weird. Ralph, Becca, and I usually walk to our first class together since our classrooms are in the same hallway.

			Principal P calls out my name. “Stay back for a moment. I have some news that I think you and Mario will be very excited about.”

			Becca’s still waiting for me at the foot of the stage, so I gesture for her to go on without me. What could my school principal possibly want with both me and Mario Cruz, someone I have absolutely nothing in common with?

			Principal P claps his hands on our shoulders. “As you both know, our school’s one hundredth anniversary is coming up soon in November.”

			It’s impossible not to know. Over the summer alone, when school wasn’t even in session, my parents received three notices—one by mail and two by email—from the school board asking for donations to “celebrate the special occasion.” When Mom made steamed pomfret for dinner one night, we used the paper notice to hold the fish bones we spat out.

			“Since it’s such a big occasion, the school wants to highlight our strengths in every field: academics, arts, culture, sports, and so on. That’s why we’re rolling out a celebration campaign focusing on our students’ achievements,” Principal P continues. “And I believe the two of you are the perfect students to represent how well rounded and multitalented Lingardians are. The campaign is going to be massive. It will be everywhere: the school website, newsletters, and even on the billboard at the big intersection near Winden Street. Hah, two winners on Win-den!”

			If it were Becca or Ralph next to me, we would be catching each other’s eyes and trying not to snort at Principal P’s dad joke. Instead, Mario lets out a loud whoop. “I know that billboard. It’s super close to my house. I’m so in!” he exclaims, smiling so hard that his eyes crinkle at the corners.

			I gnaw on my lower lip. This campaign sounds like it will take up a lot of time—time I should spend on chess. Nationals will be even tougher than State, and people like Principal P are depending on me to lead the team. I have to train even harder for the next couple of months.

			Principal P beams at Mario. “How perfect! The billboard will be set up at the end of October, and you’ll get to see yourself up there on your way to school every day. Maybe this campaign will bring in enough donations to build the new gym the soccer team has been asking for.”

			I hold back a sigh. The soccer team already gets the most funding and best resources. For important soccer matches, the entire student body is “strongly encouraged” to show up to support the Lingard Lions. However, no one outside of the chess club ever shows up for our tournaments, and we’ve been using the same chipped chess sets for years. But if I’m a part of this school campaign, maybe more people would notice the chess club and we could even get some of the money raised.

			“I’m also in,” I quickly say.

			Principal P’s smile widens. “Wonderful! We’ll need you two to do an interview and photoshoot so that we can use your quotes and photos in the campaign.” He holds one fist out to each of us. “Mario and May, the dream team! Be prepared to see each other a lot over the next few weeks.”

			With a grin as big as Principal P’s, Mario gives him an enthusiastic fist bump. I do the same a moment later, hoping they can’t sense my hesitation. I hadn’t realized I would be spending so much time with a soccer jock. Hopefully I can get this done quickly and then focus all my attention and time on chess. I need to prove that Principal P and everyone else are right in trusting me.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			That afternoon at chess club, I slide onto the beanbag that Becca, Ralph, and I called dibs on. Even though I learn more from my private coach, Mr. Wang, coming to chess club is still the highlight of my week because I get to play with my friends. Plus, everything is always more fun when there are beanbags around.

			Mr. Karlsen, our club teacher, is just a few feet away, getting a bunch of sixth graders registered as new members. We only got five students who signed up this year—all boys. Meanwhile, the soccer team got so many applicants that they did an entire selection camp.

			It doesn’t seem like Mr. Karlsen is close to being done, so I turn to Ralph. “Wanna continue our game from this morning?”

			He seems distracted, rummaging through his bag. “Uh, maybe later.”

			Becca looks up from her cookbook. She’s now on a recipe for kung pao chicken. Ooh, my second-favorite dish after my mom’s braised pork belly! One of the best parts of being Becca’s best friend is that I’m always the guinea pig for her cooking experiments. And luckily for me, she became interested in Chinese cuisine after coming over to my house for dinner a few times. She especially loves my mom’s mapo tofu and my dad’s sweet and sour squirrel fish.

			“So, what did Principal P want after assembly?” she asks me.

			Before I can respond, Mr. Karlsen calls out from his desk, “It’s about the school campaign, isn’t it?”

			Out of the corner of my eye, I see Ralph’s head snap up as I say yes.

			“Congratulations, May!” Mr. Karlsen beams at me. With his dark blond hair and squarish face, he looks just like Fred Jones from Scooby-Doo. But he likes to joke that he’s the more handsome cousin of former World Chess Champion Magnus Carlsen. “When the school board asked for nominations last month, I suggested a few chess club members. And your performance at State sealed the deal.”

			Becca clasps her hands together. “May, that’s so cool! Are you going to appear on billboards?”

			When I nod, Becca puts down her cookbook and squeals. “It’s like you’re a celebrity or something. Everyone in our neighborhood is going to know who you are.”

			For some reason, Becca’s words make my stomach twist into knots. Principal P said that, on the campaign billboard, they’re going to put down our names and our biggest achievements. So for me it will be:

			
				May Li

				7th Grade

				Top female player at the California Middle School State Chess Championship

			

			If people know me, they will start expecting me to always do well. But what if I drop the ball—I mean, pawn—at the national team championship? Then everyone will think I just got lucky at State.

			Mr. Karlsen claps his hands to get our attention. “Okay, I’m just going to grab some water from the staff room, and we’ll get started when I’m back. We’ll be jumping straight into some hands-on practice, so divide into pairs and find a table.”

			As our coach disappears through the door, Becca and I make a beeline for our favorite desk in the far-right corner of the room. It’s the only one without rickety legs. The others all have uneven surfaces that cause the chess pieces to often roll onto the floor. The only problem is that’s everyone else’s favorite table too, so it’s always a race to see who gets it.

			Today Ralph and Bram Perkins plonk themselves down first. Ralph shrugs when he catches my disappointed expression. “Sorry, May. Better luck next time.”

			Bram grins at him. “Dude, maybe you should give your seat to her. Y’know, May’s the better player.”

			I giggle. Bram is the club’s residential jokester, and everyone’s been on the receiving end of his funny jabs at some point or another. He once told me I should try to marry a guy called “Can” so we can be “May and Can.”

			But my laughter dies when I catch sight of Ralph’s face, which is beginning to turn red. “What are you talking about?” he snaps at Bram. He then tries to keep his voice down, but we all hear him loud and clear because the room has gone silent. “I got the same number of points as she did at State. We were tied for fourth.”

			I bite my lower lip. Next to me, I feel Becca tense up. Technically, Ralph’s not wrong, but why would he say it like that?

			Bram shrugs. “Yeah, but May’s the one who got the trophy and a shout-out from Principal P this morning. And you heard Mr. Karlsen. She got selected for the school’s anniversary campaign because she did good at State. She’s going to be the poster girl for chess, striking one for us nerds everywhere.”

			Ralph lets out a loud snort. “Please, May just got lucky. They only gave her the trophy and the campaign because she’s a girl. Everyone knows that girls aren’t as good at chess as guys.”

			Heat rushes to my face as every head swivels in my direction. One of the new members, Steven, even lets out a loud “ooh.” My hands ball into fists by my side and I shoot Ralph my best glare. “How can you say girls are worse when I beat five guys at State?”

			Ralph rolls his eyes but looks down at the table. For a moment, it appears like that’s the end of it. But then Bram punches him playfully in the arm. “Dude, she’s got you. How does it feel to lose an argument to a girl?”

			Ralph’s head jerks back up as all the boys burst into laughter. “I didn’t lose anything,” he barks out. “It’s a well-known fact that guys are better at chess.” He looks straight at me. “Why are your favorite players Bobby Fischer and Richard Olsen but not some woman? Why’s the king more valuable than the queen in chess? Why are your favorite cookies called Chessmen and not Chesswomen?”

			“Using May’s sweet tooth against her?” Becca folds her arms and lets out a huge huff. “That’s real low, Ralph.”

			That is real low. Especially given that Ralph was the one who introduced Chessmen cookies to me. He offered me one at chess club last year, and that’s how we became friends. Some sort of friend he is right now.

			Ralph rushes on before I can respond. “And if girls are as good as you say, then why did they give a special award for girls only? It’s because everyone knows girls wouldn’t win anything otherwise.”

			I feel like someone’s dropped a bucket of cold water on me. But Ralph’s not done yet. He looks straight into my face and says, “You don’t deserve any of it.”

			I clench my fists even tighter, resisting the urge to wipe Ralph’s dumb smirk off his face. I need to make Ralph eat his words by proving that I fully deserve my trophy. But how? It has to be something just as good—no, even better—than my performance at State, a result that Ralph can’t argue with.

			In a flash, the perfect way pops into my mind. “You’re wrong,” I blurt out. “And everyone will know it when Mr. Karlsen picks me to be team captain at the national team championship.”

			There’s a sharp inhalation from around the room. Chess team competitions follow an unspoken rule: The strongest player of every team plays on board one and is usually the captain, the next best player is put on board two, and so on. Mr. Wang was China’s team captain and board-one player for five consecutive International Chess Olympiads, the world’s grandest chess competition.

			Ralph opens his mouth, but nothing comes out. Maybe I’ve shocked him into silence. A couple of feet away, Becca is gaping at me. What are you doing?! her expression seems to be asking.

			“What’s the matter, Ralph? Too scared to put your money where your mouth is?” I don’t really know what this phrase means, but I heard a bunch of my neighbors saying it last week when they were discussing the mayoral elections, and it sounds cool.

			From the way Ralph blinks back at me, I don’t think he knows what it means either. But I suspect the word scared gets to him, because he glowers at me. “I’m just scared you’ll be a crybaby when you lose. I accept your bet.”

			He jumps to his feet and stretches his hand out toward me, almost like we’re chess opponents about to start a game. Which I guess we kind of are.

			With everyone watching, I grasp his hand firmly. Ralph’s grip tightens in a silent battle. His fist is really strong, but I resist the urge to wince. Now’s not the time to reveal any weakness. This is only the beginning of our war, and there’s no turning back now.

			I make sure my words ring out loud and clear so the entire chess club can hear: “May the best player win.”

			If Ralph catches the emphasis I put on the first word, he doesn’t point it out. Instead, he levels me with a smug smile. “May the best player win,” he echoes.

			Better watch out, Ralph. There’s nothing I love more in chess than a good gambit.
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			Chapter 3

			En Prise

			
				A piece that is undefended and can be captured freely

			

			We don’t have chess club the next day, but I have chess lessons with a private coach after school on Tuesdays and Thursdays. I can’t wait to tell Mr. Wang about qualifying for Nationals. He was a three-time national champion back in China, so he’ll get what a big deal this is. And it’s really because of him that I even qualified for State in the first place. I’ve been playing chess since I was six, but it was only after I started training with Mr. Wang a year ago that I began improving so quickly.

			Now my lessons with Mr. Wang have been bumped up to three times a week. I need every bit of training I can get if I want to beat Ralph and do well at Nationals. Mr. Karlsen hasn’t said when he will announce the team lineup yet, but I bet he’s thinking really carefully about it. After all, this is the first time a Lingard team has qualified, and Principal P has high expectations for us.

			I have an hour to spare between school and Mr. Wang’s lesson, so Becca and I head to Trader Joe’s. It’s our favorite place on earth because they sell ube-flavored pretzels and they give out samples. I love free snacks, but I always feel bad about taking them. Trader Joe’s must be losing a ton of money—they give those away like en prise chess pieces. When I said that at chess club once, Ralph told me that Trader Joe’s is actually making a very smart move. He was going to explain why, but Mr. Karlsen started training then. Now that Ralph and I aren’t friends, I guess I’m never finding out why he thinks so.

			As we step into the store, I give my head a small shake to chase away all thoughts of Ralph, but Becca, being my best friend, naturally senses something’s up. “What’s wrong?” she says, stopping near the dried fruits section. She’s looking for dried apricots because, even though they weren’t in the kung pao chicken recipe, she thinks the sweetness from the apricots will balance out all the spices in the dish. She loves experimenting in the kitchen, kind of how I love trying out new tactics in chess. And I think more sugar is never a bad thing.

			“Just thinking about my bet with Ralph,” I sigh. “I don’t know what made him say such mean things. I thought we were good friends, and suddenly he’s telling everyone I don’t deserve what I’ve achieved.”

			Becca brushes her curls off her face. “He’s obviously jealous,” she says, stooping down to look at a lower shelf. “Bram was making fun of him, and everyone was watching, so he let his pride get the better of him and took it out on you.”

			“Ohhh,” I breathe out. Becca’s so smart. When she puts it like that, it all sounds so simple and obvious that I wonder how I could have missed it. “I—”

			An old woman wearing a Trader Joe’s shirt comes up to us. “Hello, girls. Are you lost?” she asks nicely. “The candy aisle is over to the left.”

			Becca straightens up. “We’re good. Thank you,” she says politely.

			Sometimes people at the store give us weird looks. I guess we may be a bit too young to be getting groceries, but Becca has gone shopping for restaurant ingredients with her mom for years. I trust her to know the way around a store as well as any adult.

			“I feel bad that Bram put him on the spot like that,” I continue once the store attendant is gone. “But it’s still not right for Ralph to say those things. I’m going to win our bet and prove him wrong.”

			Becca nods furiously. “One hundred percent! It’s not right that he thinks guys are automatically better than girls. My mom says that, when she started her restaurant, a lot of people said only men could be good chefs. Aha!” She spots a lone bag of dried apricots hidden in one corner and plucks it off the shelf triumphantly. “When you win the bet, that will show Ralph and Bram and all their cronies.”

			As we make our way toward the cashier, a hint of sugary sweetness in the air stops me in my tracks. My eyes light up when I spot the source in a corner of the store. “They’re offering butter cookie samples!”

			The lady behind the samples station today is the nice blond lady who always lets us have seconds. Becca and I get two cookies each, and we immediately bite into them. I sigh happily as I feel the buttery biscuits melt on my tongue while Becca chews them carefully with a thoughtful look on her face. She says all good chefs must take food seriously, even if it’s just simple butter cookies.

			Becca finally delivers her verdict. “Really good, but a little bit too dry. I still prefer the Chessmen cookies,” she declares, lowering her voice so the blond samples lady doesn’t overhear her.

			Dusting off the crumbs on my fingers, I nod in agreement. Chessmen cookies from Pepperidge Farm, which Ralph brings to chess club every Wednesday, are superior. Especially since the cookies have chess pieces printed on them. Last month, we even tried using them in a game. It was kind of tricky because they are all the same butter-yellow color, so the only way to tell which pieces were mine was by their orientation. But every time I won one of Ralph’s pieces, I got to eat it. I ended the game with a victory and a stomachache. I always beg my mom to buy them, but she says too much sugar isn’t good for me.

			Becca squints at the samples tray as though her eyes are an X-ray that can detect their ingredients. “I’m going to try making these this Saturday, though I don’t know if they will turn out as good since my oven is so small. Wanna come over and help?”

			“Of course—oh no,” I groan. “I have class with Mr. Wang on Saturday.” When I told my parents about Nationals, they were overjoyed. Mom immediately offered to schedule more chess training for me ahead of Nationals, which is why I’m now going to Mr. Wang’s three times a week.

			“Can’t you skip it just this once?” Becca gives me her best puppy eyes. “We’ve never baked together before.”

			Darn, it’s hard saying no when she puts it like that. But now’s the time to get more chess practice, not less. “I’m really sorry, Becs,” I say in my most apologetic voice. “But I bet you anything that Ralph is going for his private chess class this weekend. I can’t fall behind.”

			Becca lets out a big sigh. “That’s true, and I do want you to beat him. Wait, don’t you have class with Mr. Wang now?”

			I glance down at my watch, my panic spiking as I catch the time. “Yikes, I’m late! Bye, Becs,” I shout over my shoulder as I dash out of Trader Joe’s. “I’ll see you tomorrow! Let me know how your kung pao chicken turns out!”
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			I arrive at Mr. Wang’s in a bit of a food coma, but the familiar sight immediately perks me up. Mr. Wang’s chess school is a small outlet at one end of our local strip mall. The chipped letters above the entrance spell out Wang’s Chess Academy.

			The academy only has one classroom with six tables. There’s always a slightly musty smell in the air, but I like it. It makes me feel like I’ve traveled back in time to the golden age of chess and am playing against those great masters like Paul Morphy and Mikhail Tal, who were famous for their attacking styles.

			Once again, I’m the only person here today besides my coach. Ever since the fancy Kings and Queens Chess Academy opened at Valley Square Mall, I’ve noticed fewer and fewer students at Mr. Wang’s. My parents asked me a while back if I wanted to switch over to the new chess academy, which some of my teammates, like Ralph, attend, but there’s no way I’m ditching Mr. Wang.

			Not only is he the one who helped me improve my game, Mr. Wang also made me realize just how beautiful chess can be when he showed me Bobby Fischer’s Game of the Century in my very first lesson. On move seventeen, Bobby sacrificed his most powerful piece, the queen—something almost no other player would dare to do. And he was only thirteen back then! Just one year older than I am now. My biggest dream is to play a queen sacrifice as cool as Bobby Fischer’s one day, but I haven’t found the chance for it.

			“Mr. Wang, check this out!” I carefully pull my State trophy out of my backpack and pass it to my coach.

			As Mr. Wang holds my trophy up to the light to better read its inscription, the long mole hair on his chin quivers beneath the creaky ceiling fan. Mr. Wang’s face is kind of long, which makes him look a bit like a knight. I told my mom that once, and she said it was rather mean for me to say his face is horsey, but I wasn’t trying to be mean! In fact, I think Mr. Wang would enjoy the comparison. He told me once that the knight is his favorite piece. That’s something we’ve agreed to disagree on. I’ve always struggled with the knight, since it hops in a strange L-shaped formation. I like being able to move my pieces in one swoop across the board, bringing them straight from my side into enemy territory and catching my opponent off guard. That’s why I’m Team Bishop all the way.

			“Well done, May! Only twelve and you already have a state championship trophy.” The wrinkles on Mr. Wang’s forehead stretch as he breaks into a grin. “It took me until I was seventeen to win the Beijing Chess Championship.”

			I giggle as I accept my trophy back from him. Mr. Wang’s just being humble. The year after becoming Beijing’s champion, he clinched the national championship title.

			That reminds me: “Mr. Wang, my school qualified for the national team championship.”

			“No way!” He grins. “You might even become a national champion in the same year! May, you’re going to take over my job soon.”

			“I want to be team captain and play on board one, just like you did at the International Chess Olympiad,” I say. “How did your team decide the lineup?”

			“Picking the board order is always very tricky business. Everyone thinks they deserve to be captain and on board one.”

			I shift uncomfortably in my seat. Huh, that sounds kind of like Ralph and me. But Ralph’s the one who attacked me first; I only made the bet to defend myself.

			“We used to decide the board order by Elo rating points,” Mr. Wang continues, his eyes crinkled as he summons a memory. “But then some players started complaining. They argued that because only a few Chinese players were invited to international tournaments, they didn’t have as many chances to get more rating points. In the end, we held a team round-robin.”

			I tilt my head to one side. “What’s that?” I doubt Mr. Wang is talking about a fat bird.

			“Every player on the national team would play against everyone else. The player who finished first went on board one, second-best player went on board two, and then the third and fourth players went on boards three and four. The player who finished fifth ended up as the alternate. That’s the fairest way—you can’t argue you deserve to be on a certain board more than another player if you didn’t do as well as them.”

			“But isn’t it weird competing against each other when you’re all part of the same team?”

			Mr. Wang shrugs, the motion making his mole hair wriggle again. “Not really. Once the team competition started, we knew the team came first. At the end of the day, we just wanted our team to do well against the other teams, and that meant having the strongest lineup possible.”

			He shakes himself out of his trip down memory lane and begins setting up a chess set. “Come, let’s get to work.”

			I crack my knuckles. It’s time to get serious—well, even more serious—about chess training. Bets against a teammate don’t win themselves.

			We spend the next hour analyzing my games from State. The best part about having a private coach is that Mr. Wang can dive deeper into my games, unlike at chess club in school where Mr. Karlsen has to deal with two dozen students. Mr. Wang is really patient as he points out the mistakes I made against Eric Malik, but I still can’t help but cringe when we get to the decisive point where I played that knight sacrifice—I mean, knight blunder. I wish I could go back in time and just accept Eric’s draw offer. If so, I would have gone on to finish third. Even Ralph wouldn’t be able to say I only ended up on the podium because I’m a girl.

			The lesson passes by faster than you can say “Sicilian Defense.” Before I know it, we’re down to the last fifteen minutes. Mr. Wang scratches his nose. “Let’s wrap up with some knight endgame exercises.”

			I pull a face at the thought of training exercises involving my least-favorite piece. “Is it okay if we play some Chess960?” I ask hopefully.

			Chess960 is a super-fun chess variant. It was invented by Bobby Fischer, the only American ever to become chess world champion. Unlike regular chess, where every piece starts in its fixed square, Chess960 completely scrambles the piece placements, leading to 960 possible starting positions. In traditional chess, players often memorize and reuse their best openings, but there’s no way you can do that in Chess960. Because you can’t prepare for it, whoever wins is usually the better player and not just the better memorizer. And playing more freely is way more fun and exciting.

			Mr. Wang wags a finger at me. “Now, now, you know you can’t play too much informal chess.”

			Mr. Wang is always concerned that playing unofficial chess variants like Chess960 and bughouse chess will affect my regular chess play. That’s probably true: There was a period when I became obsessed with antichess (you win by losing all your pieces faster than your opponent does), and during that time, I kept blundering my pieces even when playing regular chess.

			Seeing my despondent expression, Mr. Wang chuckles. “All right, we can play one game. Just one,” he adds more sternly as my face brightens. “And you have to promise me that you will buckle down from now on. Less horsing around and more horse exercises.” He shoots me a wink.

			I cheer, and not just because of the pun. “Mr. Wang, you’re the best!”
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			Chapter 4

			Evaluation

			
				The act of judging how good or bad a chess position is

			

			I’ll say this for Principal Peters: he is one efficient man. Within a couple of days, he has arranged for the campaign interview to take place an hour before chess club. On Wednesday afternoon, I make my way to the faculty lounge, where Mrs. Gartner, Principal P’s right-hand woman, is already seated next to Mario. My campaign partner.

			Mario Cruz is as familiar to me as the Anderssen’s Opening in chess—which is to say not at all, because I could never understand the opening no matter how hard Mr. Wang tried explaining it. I don’t know much else about Mario besides his soccer stardom and the fact that he once puked in the cafeteria after his teammate Luke Fernandez dared him to chug down a mix of sriracha sauce, milk, and jalapeños. Amazingly, even though all two hundred students in the cafeteria saw the contents of his stomach, Mario remains the most popular guy at Lingard Middle School. To his credit, he cleaned up his puke himself instead of asking a janitor.

			Once I’ve sat down, Mrs. Gartner slicks back her hair, even though it’s already super neat. In fact, her bun looks so tight I wonder if it gives her headaches. She turns on the recording app on her phone just like Chad the ChessChamps reporter did at State. “I know you both have to go off to your clubs soon, so let’s jump straight into it.” She smiles at me. “May, why don’t you kick us off with this question: What do you love most about chess?”

			This is the easiest question ever, and I don’t even have to think before saying, “I think chess is the most beautiful game in the world. I love trying out new tactics. Sometimes they work; sometimes they don’t. But it’s all that risk and uncertainty that makes chess exciting. Even the world’s top players say that they can train their whole lives and still never come close to understanding everything there is to know about the game. And that’s because the chess universe is ginormous.” I spread my arms apart as far as I can to show what I mean. “After each player plays three moves, there are nine million possible positions.”

			Mario’s right eyebrow shoots up. “Whoa, that’s nuts. That sounds kind of like soccer.”

			“Uh, sure.” Chess is nothing like soccer. Chess is a battle of the brains and a war of the wits. Soccer is about who can run faster and kick a ball harder.

			“In chess, each player has sixteen pieces, right?” Mario asks.

			I blink. “Yes, how did you know that?”

			“Googled it right after assembly on Monday.”

			That was the day Principal P called Ralph and me up on stage. Does that mean Mario was curious enough about chess to look it up afterward?

			Unaware of my astonishment, Mario continues, “And in soccer, each team has eleven players on the field. Every player is always moving, so the formation keeps changing, just like in chess. As the goalkeeper, I have the best view of where everyone is on the field, so I predict what the other team is going to do and tell my teammates where they should run to.”

			“I do that too, in chess!” I exclaim. “It’s called seeing a few moves ahead. My coach always says the best way to prevent a threat is to spot it before your opponent does.”

			“That’s what my coach says too—the best defense is offense.”

			Huh, maybe my initial evaluation of Mario was wrong. Maybe he and I, and soccer and chess, have stuff in common after all.

			Mrs. Gartner cuts in with a little cough. Oops, I totally forgot she was even here.

			“That’s very fascinating,” she says, smiling even though she sounds a little confused. “But since we’re running out of time, let’s move on to the next question. May, you are our top chess player, and, Mario, you are our soccer captain. How does it feel to have so many people looking up to you?”

			I twist my fingers together in my lap as I wait for Mario to respond. A lot is riding on his shoulders as the youngest soccer captain ever in Lingard’s history. If I were in his cleats, I’d be terrified of letting down all the Lingard Lions fans.

			“It’s a big honor to be the captain,” Mario says. “But soccer is a team sport, and it takes all of us to win a match. I really believe in our team.”

			Against my will, a spike of envy shoots through me. It must be nice knowing that you can count on your teammates instead of arguing about who’s the better player.

			I give a little start as Mrs. Gartner calls my name. “And what about you, May?” she prompts.

			“Uh, I don’t think there are people looking up to me,” I squeak out.

			Mrs. Gartner leans over and gives me a little pat on my hand. “You are much too modest, May. Mr. Karlsen tells me you’re one of the most talented players of your age group, and I just know you’re going to lead Lingard to a wonderful performance at Nationals!”

			I smile weakly at her. Great, no pressure or anything—

			Wait. Mrs. Gartner just said I am “going to lead Lingard.” Did Mr. Karlsen tell her he was picking me to be the team captain at Nationals? My breath quickens as excitement surges through me. Hah, suck it, Ralph! I can’t wait to see the look on his face when Mr. Karlsen announces it to the whole club.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			Chapter 5

			Zwischenzug

			
				An unexpected move

			

			The moment the interview ends, I jump to my feet and dash off to chess club. And sure enough, I see it. A glint in Mr. Karlsen’s eyes. Every teacher has that look when they are about to drop some big announcement—you just have to know to look out for it.

			The room fills up as my teammates trickle in, though Becca almost walks right into a wall because her nose is buried in her cookbook—surprise, surprise. Once everyone is settled, Mr. Karlsen takes his spot at the front of the room. I sit up straighter, my eyes fixed on my coach’s face like a laser beam. My heart starts beating twice as quickly when Mr. Karlsen clasps his hands together and opens his mouth. Here we go.

			“I know it’s been a long day of school,” Mr. Karlsen says. “So instead of our usual drills, why don’t we play a match? I’ll divide you into pairs for a one-hour game.”

			It feels like someone has poured cold water all over me as Mr. Karlsen rattles off the pairings. I don’t want to play a game now! I want to scream. I want to know if I’m team captain and playing on board one at Nationals.

			“Uh, May?” A soft voice breaks into my thoughts. I look up to find Cody, a shy, freckled boy in my grade. “Mr. Karlsen paired us up, so shall we…”

			I muster up a smile. “Yes, let’s find a spot!”

			But, of course, Ralph is already at my favorite non-rickety table, setting up his chessboard. Hopefully the fact that he got the best table in the room isn’t some sort of omen. He’s playing against Stefan, a student who just moved here from France and proudly tells everyone that his favorite chess opening is the French Defense. Stefan’s pretty good at chess, so fingers crossed he and his French Defense give Ralph some trouble.

			I grit my teeth as I take my seat at the last available table in the room. What I have to do now—what I can do now—is focus on my own game. I’ve played against Cody several times and never had much trouble against him. All I have to do is play how I usually do, and everything will be fine.

			Soon the room is filled with the clatter of chess pieces hitting the board. All around me, everyone’s heads are bowed as they concentrate on their games. But, as though I have some sixth sense, I can feel Mr. Karlsen standing close by. And it may just be my imagination, but he seems to be focusing on my game and Ralph’s against Stefan. His gaze feels so hot that sweat starts beading on the sides of my face. I tug on my uniform collar to try to get some air flowing. Is it just me, or has this room gotten smaller in the last five minutes?

			Twenty minutes into my game, the sound of a chair scraping along the floor pierces through the quiet of the room. Then Ralph’s voice booms out: “Mr. Karlsen, my game is done!”

			I whip around. Sure enough, all the pieces on Ralph’s chessboard are already back in their starting positions. And from the glum look on Stefan’s face, it’s obvious who won.

			A cold shock darts through my body. How did Ralph win so fast, while my own game seems to be headed nowhere? And Ralph played against a more difficult opponent too. This doesn’t look good for me. At all.

			My eyes shoot back to my game as Cody plays a move, his knight jumping straight toward my queen. Instinctively I retreat my queen out of harm’s way, but alarm bells start blaring in my head.

			Right now, I’m playing extremely defensively, reacting to Cody’s threats instead of creating any of my own. But like Mr. Wang always says, The best defense is offense. I take a deep breath to try to settle my racing heart, but my brain feels mushy and sluggish, as though I’m wading through my mom’s congee.

			Little by little, more and more of my clubmates finish their games and join Mr. Karlsen in watching mine. Of course, Ralph is at the front of the crowd as though to show off how he finished his game first and got a prime viewing position. He’s so close that I can hear his breathing, but I don’t dare to look at him. What if his face is filled with glee because he thinks I might lose? What if I do lose? I swallow hard, feeling my saliva coat the back of my throat like sticky slime.

			Cody reaches for his pesky knight again. But before he touches it, his thumb brushes against his king.

			I pounce at once. “Touch-move!”

			Cody’s hand stills in midair, and he blinks at me.

			I repeat myself, louder this time, “You touched your king first, so you have to play that, according to the touch-move rule.”

			Silence roars through the room. Becca catches my eye and mouths, What are you doing? But I look away from her and stare defiantly at Cody.

			“It was an ac-accident,” Cody stammers, his cheeks pink.

			And the thing is that I know he’s telling the truth. Cody does have exceptionally big hands for a seventh grader. But this is exactly the lucky break I need to win the game. There’s only one square to which he can legally move his king, and that sets up the perfect position for me to capture his queen with a pin tactic.

			So I shrug, and say in a voice I don’t recognize, “Rules are rules.”

			Cody bites his lip, but there’s nothing he can do except move his king. And, just as I predicted, I’m able to trap his queen in a pin. With his strongest piece gone, it doesn’t take long for me to wrap up the game.

			Usually winning a game makes me feel like I’m walking on air. And technically I did win fair and square on a proper rule. But as Cody and I exchange the customary end-of-game handshake, I feel completely empty on the inside, like those Lay’s bags that are filled with more air than chips. It would have been nicer if I earned this point through pure skill and not because Cody’s thumb was a bit clumsy. And it would have been nicer if Mr. Karlsen, Ralph, and the whole club weren’t around to witness the embarrassingly long time I took to eke out a weak victory.

			Slowly I climb to my feet and put on my jacket. The sounds of backpacks being zipped up fill the air as people make their way to the door, chitchatting about social plans and groaning about unfinished homework. But Mr. Karlsen stops us with four simple words.

			“I have an announcement.”

			In a heartbeat, everyone is back in their seats. This must be it. Mr. Karlsen is going to announce the lineup; he’s going to announce who’s the captain. The room is dead silent as we all stare at the piece of folded paper in his hands. Come on; how hard can it be to remember five names? I get the urge to giggle, but my throat is so tight I don’t think I can make any sound. I wish I were sitting next to Becca so I could squeeze her hands. Instead I clutch my bag so hard that I can almost hear the straps scream for help.

			From the other end of the room, Becca shoots me a grin that says Here we go. I try to smile back at her, but my cheek muscles seem to be frozen. How can Becca still be so calm? At least Ralph looks how I feel: as if he’s one second away from puking. Ralph might have played better today, but this is just one game. I clinched the first state championship trophy in Lingard’s history, and I know I have what it takes to lead our team. All I need now is for Mr. Karlsen to make my win over Ralph official.

			Mr. Karlsen finally unfurls the piece of paper in his grip. “The National Middle School Team Chess Championship is coming up, as you know.”

			Yes, we all know! I resist the urge to blurt out.

			“And the five players who will be representing Lingard this year are: May Li, Ralph Morris, Rebecca Nelson, Troy Spencer, and Anand Suresh!”

			Oh. My. God.

			I tighten my grip around my bag strap to stop myself from shrieking in joy. I did it! Board one. And I am the captain, not Ralph. And the best part is Becca will be on the team too!

			I tune out as Mr. Karlsen starts going on about the registration details for Nationals. Instead, I glance at my best friend, my heart filled with warmth at the sight of the big smile on Becca’s face. Even though cooking is her thing, Becca is one of the hardest workers I know in chess, and she takes every game seriously. And while she might not be one of the top players in our club, it’s awesome to see her efforts pay off after she missed out on qualifying for the state championship—

			Hang on. Mr. Karlsen announced Becca third in the lineup, but there’s no way he would put her ahead of Troy and Anand, who are both objectively better and more experienced players. And there’s no way the alternate is Anand, who’s probably the third-best player in our club after Ralph and me.

			But someone else speaks up before I do. “Mr. Karlsen, is that the board order?” Ralph asks, his face paler than usual. Of course he cares about this as much as I do.

			Mr. Karlsen folds the piece of paper and slips it into his shirt pocket. “No, that was in alphabetical order. The organizers need me to submit the participant names a month in advance, but I don’t have to confirm who’s playing on which board now. To make sure I’m putting up the strongest possible lineup, I’m going to decide board order closer to the competition.” He looks around the room, his spectacles flashing beneath the overhead light. “So, over the next few weeks, all five players will play against one another in a round-robin selection tournament. The board order will be determined by the final ranking. Any questions?”

			I lean back in my seat, my mind racing. Thanks to Mr. Karlsen’s zwischenzug of an announcement, I’ll have to wait a few more weeks before knowing whether Ralph or I will win our bet. And that basically feels like forever. But, like Mr. Wang said, a round-robin would be the fairest way to see who’s better. Even Ralph won’t be able to deny my victory if we’re both playing against the exact same people.

			Unless…I don’t win. Trying to ignore the sudden tightness in my stomach, I raise my hand. “Mr. Karlsen, what happens if two players end up with the same number of points?”

			“I’ll be carefully watching the games. And if there’s a tie, I’ll pick who I think has been playing better overall,” Mr. Karlsen answers without missing a beat. “If there are no further questions, you’re all dismissed.”
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			Chapter 6

			Passed Pawn

			
				A pawn that has no obstacles in its path

			

			When I get home, I see my parents already seated for dinner. Usually we make just a few simple dishes for the three of us. But tonight the table’s groaning beneath the weight of a dozen dishes. My stomach starts grumbling right on cue.

			The star of the show is a platter of roast duck, its skin glistening with oil. There’s also a pot of my mom’s famous Cantonese fish congee that she only makes a few times a year because it takes so much time to prepare. And Dad made youtiao—crisp, golden-brown dough fritters that I love dipping into the congee. There are also bowls of steamed sweet potato, taro, and peeled pomelo. And in one corner of the crowded table is a dish that makes my eyes light up. Mooncakes!

			In a flash, it strikes me: It’s Mid-Autumn Festival. Thanks to all the hoo-ha with Ralph and Nationals, I forgot my favorite Chinese festival. It’s when we give thanks for what we have and pray for more good fortune. But I’d be lying if I said the best part wasn’t the food.

			Mom beckons me to sit down while Dad slides an empty bowl toward me. “We were just waiting for you to get home before we start,” Mom says as she ladles congee into everyone’s bowls, the steam wafting up and fogging her glasses. “I left the clinic earlier today so I could make your favorite dishes.”

			Dad scoops a big chunk of fish into my bowl. “I went to the wet market extra early today so I could get the biggest fish. We have a lot to give thanks for this year.” He beams and ruffles my hair. “We have one of the top chess players in California at our table! As Heraclitus said, ‘Big results require big ambitions.’ ”

			I shove a piping-hot spoonful of congee into my mouth so I don’t have to answer. If I lose to Ralph, there won’t be anything worth celebrating. Mr. Karlsen was so proud of my State trophy—why, he even nominated me for the school campaign. I thought I had already done enough to prove that I deserve to lead the team at Nationals. But just as I misjudged my game against Eric Malik at State, I misjudged this entire situation.

			My hand stills in the middle of spooning some taro into my bowl. What if Mr. Karlsen was going to pick me as captain and the board-one player, but my poor performance at chess club today made him second-guess my abilities? I could have played much more aggressively against Cody: Around move twenty-eight, I had a good chance of breaking through his kingside defense—it’s something I would have spotted usually, but I was too busy thinking about winning my bet against Ralph to actually focus on winning my game. Ugh. Mr. Karlsen probably set up the round-robin tournament because he’s not fully convinced that I’m the best player and wants to put me through another audition.

			“Baobei, everything okay?” Mom’s concerned voice breaks into my thoughts.

			“Did something happen at school?” Now Dad’s peering at me too. He’s sweating so much it’s almost like he just ran a marathon. I glance at his bowl to confirm my suspicions; yup, he added too much chili oil. I don’t know why he insists on dousing his food in chili oil when he has the lowest spice tolerance in our family. But he says the pain from burning his mouth off is part of the fun.

			I quickly straighten up in my seat and plaster a smile on my face. “Uh, no, nothing happened. I’m just really hungry.” I pop a taro cube into my mouth and say a little too cheerily, “Mm-hmm, Mom, this is so sweet. Your cooking’s awesome.”

			My parents exchange a look. My heart sinks as Dad puts down his chopsticks and leans toward me. “May, you know you can share anything with us, right? If something went wrong at school, we can help you. ‘The greater the difficulty, the more glory in surmounting it.’ That’s Epictetus for you.”

			“Nothing’s wrong!” The last thing I need is my parents finding out about my bet with Ralph and how poorly that’s going. “Actually, something really good happened,” I blurt out, desperately wanting to change the subject. “As you know, the chess club is heading to Nationals. And Mr. Karlsen announced today that I’m officially going to be on the team!”

			Immediately both my parents break out into ear-to-ear grins. “Baobei, that’s awesome!” Dad exclaims. His face is shining—and not just from sweat. “We thought this would be the case. I mean, I always knew my daughter is the best.”

			Mom pretends to glare at him. “You mean our daughter.” But when she turns to me, she’s beaming again. “Well done, May. The moment you told us on Monday that your school qualified for Nationals, I knew there was no way you wouldn’t be on the team. You’ve come so far over the past year, and now you’re the best player at your school! All the lessons with Mr. Wang really paid off.”

			“Uh, there are other good players on the team too,” I squeak, trying not to squirm around in my chair. “Mr. Karlsen is going to decide the board order based on how well we do in a mini tournament over the next few weeks. So there’s a chance I might not get to play on board one and be team captain,” I say casually, like this thought just occurred to me and I haven’t been dreading this exact scenario for the past week.

			“Nonsense,” Dad says without hesitation. “No one from your school has ever won anything at the state chess championship until you did this year. And Lingard wouldn’t have chosen you to star in their anniversary campaign if they didn’t think you had the most potential.” He gives me a look of such obvious pride that my heart twists. “You are a great player, baobei—don’t second-guess yourself.”

			But what if I finish behind Ralph in the chess club round-robin tournament? Then my parents and everyone else will discover I’m not actually the incredible chess player they think I am. Just like how Mr. Karlsen might have realized that after seeing my poor game against Cody today.

			I quickly look away from Dad’s proud expression, but my eyes land on a framed photo on the mantelpiece. I’m eight years old and playing at my very first chess competition. It was a small event organized by the local YMCA, and I think the top prize was a free one-year YMCA membership. Not that I even came close to winning. Actually, I came in dead last and only got one point because my last-round opponent never showed up.

			Dad’s voice jolts me back to attention. “Your performance at State is only the beginning—lots of good things are coming your way, baobei. I can just feel it.” Still beaming, he pushes the bowl of peeled pomelo toward me. “Have some! Do you know that the Mandarin word for pomelo sounds like abundance? That’s why pomelo is considered a lucky fruit.”

			“Not that you need luck, May,” Mom chimes in. “You are so talented and hardworking. You will be just fine on your own.”

			“True, true,” Dad agrees heartily. “As Seneca said, ‘Luck is what happens when preparation meets opportunity.’ And you’re definitely preparing very hard for Nationals and your school campaign.”

			“Speaking of the school campaign,” Mom says, “I got an email from Mrs. Gartner saying that the photoshoot is this Friday after you finish chess club. She asks you to bring your State trophy and club shirt.”

			I nod quickly, jumping on the subject change away from Nationals. “I’m already going to school in my chess shirt.” One of my favorite things about Lingard is that it allows us to wear our club shirts on Fridays.

			Mom spears some roast duck with her fork and wags it at me. “You should bring a backup shirt just in case.”

			I wrinkle my nose as I scoop up some congee, making sure to get a piece of my favorite century egg on the spoon. “Why would I need a backup shirt? I’ve worn the chess club shirt every Friday for almost a year, and nothing has ever happened.”

			“You might spill something on it at lunch,” Mom retorts. “Do you want to have the whole town see you on a billboard with a ketchup stain on your shirt?”

			I try not to roll my eyes. “Mom, that’s what Photoshop is for. I’m sure the school can edit out any stains.”

			Ever the peacemaker, my dad interrupts, “May, just bring an extra shirt along. It won’t take up too much space anyway. What about the white shirt you got at State?”

			“Okay, fine,” I grumble, but my heart lifts slightly as Mom puts a thick slice of roast duck on my plate—a peace offering. My parents may be naggy at times, but spending time with my family on my favorite day of the year is just what I need to take my mind off chess for a while. Ralph who?

			I bite into the tender duck meat, my tongue tingling as the spices and flavors explode in my mouth. Thank god my appetite is back. My parents are right: I just need to take things one step at a time. Like a passed pawn. They can only move one square per move, but at least they never move backward and always get to where they need to in the end.
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			Chapter 7

			Novelty

			
				A new idea not played before in chess history

			

			When I go to Mr. Wang’s chess school the day after Mid-Autumn Festival, I make sure to bring him a mooncake. It’s his favorite kind—lotus paste with a single salted duck egg yolk in the center. Mid-Autumn Festival is a time for family, but Mr. Wang doesn’t have any family here. My mom told me once that he moved to America by himself after he retired from the Chinese national team and Wang’s Chess Academy is all he has in this country. I really hope Mr. Wang gets more students soon so his school doesn’t shut down.

			As I pass him the mooncake, Mr. Wang gives me a toothy smile that makes his mole hair flutter. While he guzzles down the pastry with his black tea, I take the time to look around the classroom. Unlike the walls of the chess club room, which are full of Mr. Karlsen’s motivational posters, the walls here are mostly bare except for a few Chinese newspaper clippings. They are so old that they seem kind of yellow and blend into the wallpaper.

			The newspaper cutouts are all of Mr. Wang, and he looks so young in the photos. He still had a full head of hair in some of them! In the very first photo, he’s just a boy wearing shorts that hang over his knees and carrying a trophy bigger than his face. The caption reads China’s biggest chess hope is a village boy. In the second newspaper clipping, he’s much taller and skinny—like a bamboo—and bent over at the waist so a woman can put a medal around his neck. There are two white men standing behind him, both wearing medals too. Even though the photo is black-and-white, I can guess Mr. Wang’s medal color from the caption: Chinese player shocks world’s best at Bulgarian Invitational. A third photo shows Mr. Wang older and balding but still standing straight. The headline above the photo reads The quiet man carving out a spot for Asia in the world’s most bloodthirsty game.

			I turn from the photos to the Mr. Wang who’s in the same room as me, licking his lips as he finishes the mooncake. “Mr. Wang, you’ve been playing chess for so long,” I marvel. I sometimes forget that the old man teaching in a small chess school in my neighborhood was one of the world’s best players a few decades ago. Even if Ralph’s beloved Kings and Queens Chess Academy is fancier, how many of the students there are learning from a former national champion? Hopefully Mr. Wang’s champion vibes rub off on me.

			Mr. Wang raises his head and follows my gaze to the press clippings. His eyes widen, and he climbs slowly to his feet, his knees creaking loudly. “Look at how small I was,” he says as he puts his face close to the photo of him as a boy. “I was such a crybaby, and the older boys would laugh at me for crying every time I lost a game.” The corners of his mouth curl up. “So I stopped losing.”

			I can’t help bursting into giggles. Something about Mr. Wang’s mischievous smile makes him seem much closer to the boy in that photo than the old man sitting before me. “Seems like you won pretty much every competition,” I say, scanning the yellowed photos of Mr. Wang at different ages but always on the podium.

			Mr. Wang lets out a small huff of laughter. “I had to do well at chess because it was my rice bowl.” At my confused look, he explains, “You see, my family was very poor. But in the sixties, the government set up chess schools in all the big cities guaranteeing students free room and food. My parents sent me off when I was seven so they would have one less mouth to feed.”

			He swipes his tongue over his lips again as though remembering the taste of the mooncake, or maybe the time in his life when he didn’t have much to eat. “I knew I had to be one of the best players to remain at the school, so I always worked as hard as I could. And when I was eighteen—the last year I could stay in the chess school—I was selected for the national team. Thank goodness, because that allowed me to earn a salary for the first time in my life.”

			My heart squeezes in my chest as I watch Mr. Wang trace his finger gently around the profile of his childhood self. Suddenly, I no longer see the trophy in his hand, only how young and alone he looked. “You must love chess a lot to do it your whole life,” I say softly.

			Mr. Wang’s finger stills, and he frowns slightly. “It didn’t really matter whether I loved it. I knew I had to continue with chess because I could earn more from winning a competition than my parents could earn in an entire year. When I had to retire, I didn’t know any other job I could do because I never learned anything besides chess. In the end, I used my chess earnings to move to America and open my school here.”

			Mr. Wang’s eyes swivel around the classroom. His mouth turns down as though he’s noticing for the first time that it’s all empty except for the two of us. “Well, it’s not much, but at least it pays the bills.”

			“Mr. Wang, I love your school—it’s my favorite place,” I say loudly. Technically my favorite place is the samples station at Trader Joe’s, but it’s weird seeing Mr. Wang with this expression.

			Thankfully, Mr. Wang laughs. “I’m glad you think so, May. But sometimes I wonder what life might have been like if I didn’t do chess.”

			“But you became one of the best players in the world.” I gesture at the newspaper clippings. “You won so many trophies!”

			“But trophies aren’t the most important thing in life,” Mr. Wang says gently. “Chess was a job to me—something I had to do to make a livelihood for myself and my family. If I had the chance to try other activities, I might have found something I love more. Think of it like a chess novelty—maybe playing a different move in life could have led me to a better position.”

			A better position than being the best? I nod, trying not to show my doubt at Mr. Wang’s words. Maybe it’s easy for him to say that because he has already gotten so many trophies. But I can’t imagine anything better than that.

			Over the next two hours, Mr. Wang and I trade moves across the chessboard in a steady rhythm. It’s so nice being here, where it doesn’t matter if I lose, because I’m not expected to win against a former national champion.

			Mr. Wang glances at the clock on the wall once we’re done with our practice agenda for the day. “There’s still ten minutes left, and you’ve trained very hard today. What about a quick Chess960 game to end the day?”

			My heart leaps. Yes, my favorite! But then I catch sight of the photo of young Mr. Wang, not much older than I am now, holding a trophy bigger than his head. If I want to become a top player like him, I need to be on my A game at all times. That means I can’t afford any distractions like Chess960, which breaks all the rules of official chess—the exact rules I need to follow to do well.

			I shake my head. “It’s okay, Mr. Wang. What about doing a few tactical exercises instead? I want to get better with my knight endgames.”

			Mr. Wang gives me a look of surprise but starts arranging the board. “I never thought I would see you choosing knight endgames over Chess960, but sure. Let’s look at how you can checkmate with a knight and rook…”

			As he launches into his lecture, I sit up taller and lean forward, hoping not to miss any words from my coach. I need every piece of help I can get to finish first in the round-robin tournament and prove to Ralph that I can be just as good as he is.
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			Chapter 8

			Fork

			
				A tactic of attacking two pieces at the same time

			

			It’s finally Friday. This has felt like the longest week of my life, especially now that the round-robin tournament is officially on. Thankfully, I won my first chess club match today against Troy, another player selected for the Nationals team, so I’m off to a good start. Hopefully my game against Ralph next week will be just as smooth.

			After I pounced on a blunder Troy made on move twenty-two, it only took another twenty minutes to wrap things up. Just as well since I must leave early to make it to the campaign photoshoot.

			“Oh, wow.” My eyes widen as soon as I step into the school’s photo studio, which is usually off-limits to students. It’s my first time here, and I feel like I’ve wandered onto a professional Hollywood movie set. There’s a massive green screen at the far end and a whole bunch of camera and lighting equipment, some that are even taller than me.

			Mario rushes over to me. “Yes, you’re finally here! Mrs. Gartner has been fussing over my hair for the past fifteen minutes. Is it my fault that it won’t lie flat? She’s now threatening to put gel in it. Gel!”

			I stifle a giggle as I take in his signature shaggy hair, which once inspired Lindsay Grant from our grade to write a poem in which she rhymed “his brown locks with the above-eye curl” with “makes my heart unfurl.” “Sorry, I came over as soon as I could,” I tell him cheerfully, still riding the high from my chess victory. Mario has soccer on Friday afternoons, but unlike me, he didn’t go to training today since Mrs. Gartner didn’t want him looking sweaty in the photos.

			However, he has already changed into his soccer jersey. It’s all black, with the words Lingard Lions written on the front in this shimmery gold color and our school crest of a roaring lion on the back. “Hey, cool shirt,” I tell Mario. Becca once said that the moment you see someone in a soccer jersey, you know they are one of the popular kids. I guess it’s like how the chess king is always the tallest piece on the board to show that it’s the most valuable one.

			That erases the indignant look on Mario’s face. “Thanks! Right back at you.” I can’t help but smile as I follow Mario’s eyes toward my own chess club shirt—black, just like Mario’s, but with the words The Dark Knight Rises on the back. It used to say Lingard Chess Club, but I thought that was too basic. So, during our annual chess club summer camp, I suggested a tagline to help us stand out at competitions. To my surprise, everyone was immediately on board. Ralph even drew out the official Batman movie poster on the front of the shirt, swapping out Batman for a knight with his head dramatically rising out of the fog.

			Even though the knight’s my least favorite piece, my heart warms every time I see the shirt because it happened thanks to my idea. It sucks that Ralph and I aren’t talking anymore.

			“May, your shirt won’t work.” Devon, the school photographer, calls me over. “It’s cute, but cute isn’t going to cut it for an official school campaign that will be put on a billboard for the whole city to see. You’re going to have to change into something else, or do you have a jacket that you can wear over the shirt?”

			“I brought another shirt,” I say, quickly pulling it out of my bag. I can’t believe I’m saying this, but thank goodness for Mom’s nagging.

			“This is perfect.” Devon lights up once he sees my State shirt, eyeing the words California Middle School State Chess Championship on the front. “It really shows off your chess side.”

			“But isn’t it kind of…boring?” I ask. “Doesn’t my club shirt also show that I’m a chess player?”

			“Everyone knows you for your State trophy, May,” Mrs. Gartner pipes up. “So this shirt reminds people that you’re not just any chess player but a chess champion. Just like how we want all Lingardians to be a champion in their own way.”

			“And the white will be a perfect contrast against Mario’s black shirt,” Devon says. “Hey, this is so symbolic! White and black, just like the colors of a chess set or a soccer ball.”

			Once I’ve changed, Devon puts me in front of the green screen for my individual shots with my State trophy. I carried it around in my bag the entire day even though it’s pretty heavy. I could have put it into my homeroom cubbyhole this morning, but everyone would have seen it. I didn’t want anyone making a big deal out of it or Ralph throwing out a snarky comment in front of everyone about how I don’t deserve it.

			Devon wants the inscription on the trophy to be as obvious as possible—it’s clear which is the real star of the show here. As Devon snaps away, I strain to hold my smile while my arm muscles cry in protest. It’s also weird being the only one posing while everyone else, including Mario, watches me.

			Devon lowers his camera. “May, can you tilt your body to the right a little? I can’t see the words on your shirt.”

			Mumbling an apology, I quickly shift back into the right position. I swear no human body is meant to be contorted into the pose I’m in. But we can’t forget that my State trophy is the big highlight here.

			At last, at long last, Devon nods. “Okay, let’s move on to the pair shots.” Exhaling a deep sigh of relief, I quickly stuff my trophy back into my bag while Mario joins me in front of the green screen. As Mrs. Gartner and Devon set up the props, I stretch my arms and crack my knuckles, even though Mom always lectures me about how knuckle-cracking does more harm than good.

			Mrs. Gartner returns soon with the props: a soccer ball and chess set. I let out a tiny gasp as the chess set is laid before me. I have no idea where Mrs. Gartner got it from, but it’s clearly very expensive. It’s not at all like the plain wood sets that we use in chess club or the chipped plastic sets at Mr. Wang’s school. The dark red wood is so glossy it shimmers under the studio lighting, and every piece is so intricately carved that I can see the individual strands in the knight’s mane.

			This seems like the kind of chess set that the world’s best players would use at elite competitions. The kind you only have the right to use when you’ve reached the very top. I wipe my clammy palms against my school skirt before I touch one of the pawns lightly with a finger, feeling like I should be wearing gloves to handle something so precious. I bet Mr. Wang has played with sets as beautiful as this before.

			Devon studies the chess set and snaps his fingers. “Let’s rearrange this a little.” His hands fly over the chessboard, handling the pieces much less gently than I did, the beauty of the craftsmanship lost on him. As he slams one of the queens down on the board, I bite back the urge to shout out “Be careful!” It’s not mine after all.

			Devon steps back and gestures toward the board with a flourish. “Ta-da! This symbolizes that you’re the queen, just like how there’s a king and queen in every Lingardian, waiting to be discovered.”

			I catch Mario’s eye and try not to laugh. His lips are pressed tightly together as though he’s also fighting the urge to smirk at Devon’s corny words. But Mrs. Gartner is nodding approvingly, so I guess I’ll have to go along with Devon’s vision.

			I take a closer look at the position he has set up. The white queen is front and center on the board, with the other pieces arranged around her. A little cliché, but nothing terrib— Oh. Wait.

			“The position isn’t possible,” I say.

			Devon looks up from where he’s adjusting Mario’s hold on the soccer ball. “How can it be impossible? Aren’t there a ridiculous number of positions in chess?”

			“Over nine million after each side makes three moves,” Mario pipes up, making me grin. I can’t believe he remembers what I said.

			“Impossible as in illegal,” I clarify to Devon. “Both kings are under attack here, which is against the rules of chess.”

			“No big deal since this isn’t a real game. What’s more important is getting the most artistic shot. You’re the chess queen—that’s my vision.”

			No big deal? “But Mrs. Gartner said this would be up on a billboard. Someone who knows chess is bound to see it, and it’ll really look bad for Lingard. How can we be telling people that Lingardians are the best at what they do if they can’t even arrange a chessboard properly?” Besides, I would never live it down if Ralph and the other boys in chess club saw me posing with this position on the board. Last year, I started a chess club tradition where we would get together on the last Saturday of every month to watch movies with chess and make fun of how they get the board setups wrong.

			Heat rushes to my face as Devon raises an eyebrow, but I can’t back down when the integrity of chess is at stake.

			Mrs. Gartner interjects, “Let’s do as May says since she’s the expert here. We don’t want one of our rival schools spotting the mistake. May, can you help arrange the position into something more appropriate?”

			Hah, score one for me. Mario shoots me a thumbs-up behind Devon’s back.

			I think I enjoy the rest of the shoot more than Mario does. Devon instructs him to hold the soccer ball in different positions, like what I had to do earlier with my trophy. As the photoshoot drags on, Mario starts getting fidgety, and we have to pause a few times so Devon can fix his pose. I bet having to stand still with the ball tucked under his arm must feel strange for Mario, who’s used to staying active on the field. Meanwhile, I get to sit down at the table in front of a chess set—just how I usually do. I’m glad Mom insisted I cut my nails last night, because Devon takes many close-ups of my hands picking up the chess pieces.

			Posing with a chess set feels so much more natural than with my State trophy. After all, I was playing chess long before I won the ChessChamps−Judit Polgár Award, and it’s not like the trophy is what makes me a chess player. All you need for chess is a chessboard and the thirty-two pieces. I guess you technically need an opponent too, but as an only child, I spent many afternoons playing games with myself before I realized I could play against people online.

			Finally, after who knows how long, Devon yells, “That’s a wrap!” Mario throws the ball up dramatically, and we both burst into laughter when it lands with a loud thwack!, though Devon tuts loudly when the ball bounces too close to his precious camera.

			“See you tomorrow,” I say to Mario as I shrug on my jacket. I can’t wait to get back home, eat another mooncake, and get in some good chess practice this weekend before my next match on Monday. It’s the most important one because it’s against Ralph, by far my toughest opponent. Beating him in our individual game won’t guarantee that I’ll win the entire selection tournament, but it will put me one step closer.

			“Hang on,” Devon calls out as Mario and I get ready to leave. He has connected his camera to a laptop and is scrolling through the photos. I hold back a sigh at the sight of his pursed lips. What’s the problem now?

			Devon rakes his hand through his shaggy hair and lets out a big huff. “These photos aren’t dynamic enough. Especially the ones of Mario. Don’t get me wrong—the kids look great,” he says as Mrs. Gartner joins him in looking at the laptop. “But studio shots don’t really show how Mario is a star athlete. We need some photos of him in action.”

			I bite back a smile. Hah, that was exactly what I thought.

			“What about Mario’s soccer match on Sunday evening?” Mrs. Gartner suggests.

			Mario perks up. “That’s the opening match of the state finals!”

			“And isn’t it against Fernvale, our biggest rivals?” Mrs. Gartner smiles. “I can’t think of a better occasion than this.”

			“That’s a good idea, Tessa,” Devon says. Mario and I exchange a look, and I can tell he’s trying as hard as I am to not laugh. It’s always so weird hearing our teachers be called by their first names. Even when I’m eighty, I’ll still refer to Mrs. Gartner as Mrs. Gartner.

			“And what about getting some shots of May cheering Mario on?” Devon continues. “This way, we can also show that Lingardians are supportive of one another. It will be killing two birds with one stone.”

			I perk up. “Like a fork!” My excited smile flags as everyone else shoots me confused looks. “It’s when you attack two pieces at the same time—never mind,” I finish in a mumble as the groove between Mrs. Gartner’s brows deepens.

			“In these studio shots right now,” Devon continues, picking up smoothly from where he left off, “the kids are just focused on their own activities and not interacting with each other. They look more like models hired for the shoot instead of friends who talk every day.”

			Another grin passes between Mario and me. Before the campaign, we’ve never spoken once to each other. But now, even if we aren’t friends, we’re definitely friendly. He’s just as easy to get along with as Becca, or Ralph before we made our bet.

			“May, is that okay with you?” Mrs. Gartner turns to me. “Can you attend Mario’s match at 5:00 p.m. on Sunday?”

			Attend a school activity on a Sunday night when I should be deep in preparation for my game against Ralph the next day? And for a sports match no less?

			“Sorry, I can’t make it,” I say, trying my best to actually sound apologetic. “I have an important chess game the next day that I need to prepare for.”

			“Why don’t I go to May’s national chess championship instead, and we can get photos of us there?” Mario suggests.

			“No!” Mrs. Gartner and I say in unison, but my exclamation drowns hers out. I can’t have them watching me at Nationals. What if Devon has his camera on me when I’m about to lose a game, capturing my moment of humiliation? What if I perform badly and Principal Peters regrets not picking Ralph for the campaign instead? Maybe they’ll ask Devon to start photographing Ralph. And if—knock on wood—Ralph ends up getting picked to play on board one, Devon will definitely be confused about why I’m not the one captaining the team. I’ll go from being the poster girl for chess to the poster girl for failure.

			Everyone’s looking at me oddly after my outburst, so I rush to add, “Um, chess is just two people staring at a board. You’re not going to get any action shots.”

			“Yes, we want something more exciting,” Mrs. Gartner says, making me bristle on the inside. Maybe no one is running around in chess, but that doesn’t mean it’s unexciting. Mrs. Gartner should try playing bullet chess sometime. When there’s only a few minutes to play a game, hands are flying over the chessboard faster than your brain can think through the moves.

			“I’ll go to Mario’s game on Sunday,” I finally say, drawing an approving smile from Mrs. Gartner and an excited fist pump from Mario. Maybe I’ll invite Becca along for some company. “But can we get the photos earlier so I can leave when the game ends?” If I get home late, I’ll be too tired to focus on chess. And there’s a lot I have to do before my face-off against Ralph—I know him well enough that I can guess what kind of opening and position he might play, so I need to make sure I know all the best counters. And, on the flipside, Ralph’s got a pretty good understanding of my chess style too, so I’ll have to come up with some ways to surprise him.

			“Sure, sure,” Devon says easily. “Just make sure to wear the school colors.”
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			Chapter 9

			Decision Tree

			
				A decision-making model where every option is a “branch” that can lead to different paths in the “tree” of possibilities

			

			From the top row in the bleachers, the players on the soccer field are so tiny that they look like pieces on a chessboard. The Lingard Lions, with their dark jerseys, are Black obviously, while our rival Fernvale is playing White in their pale-yellow uniforms. Mario’s the only one I can recognize, not because I can see his face but because he’s the person standing in Lingard’s goal.

			Thankfully, Becca agreed to join me. She also baked coconut macaroons for us to snack on. Because her oven is small, the macaroons didn’t bake evenly and the edges are a little burnt. But Becca says the slight burn just gives the macaroons even more flavor and makes them yummier. Anyway, I would eat them even if they were scorched black. Posing for photos with a demanding photographer on a cold fall evening is more exhausting than gym class, so I was absolutely starving by the time we were done with the photoshoot.

			I don’t see how these photos are any less posed than the studio shots, since Devon instructed me on everything from how to stand to how much of my shirt to leave untucked. It was really embarrassing when he asked me to look like I was cheering just as a Lingard player made a big mistake that made everyone else around us groan. But at least Devon seemed satisfied with the pictures he got. He just left, and I was going to head home too, but Becca whipped out her coconut macaroons. And, well, I’m helpless in the face of sugar.

			The score is still tied at nil-nil with only five minutes to go. “Is Lingard playing well?” I ask Becca, dipping my hand into the Tupperware in her lap for another macaroon. Mario tried to give me a crash course on soccer after the photoshoot, but all his talk about offside rule and whatnot sounded even more confusing than the Anderssen’s Opening.

			She’s gnawing on her fingernail, not even taking her eyes off the field as she mumbles, “Hard to say. The Lions are defending well, but—”

			“The best defense is offense,” I finish, crumbs spewing out of my mouth. The Lingard Lions don’t seem to be doing a lot of attacking though. Two of Fernvale’s defenders are always sandwiching Felix Garrick, Lingard’s star striker—almost like a Maróczy Bind in chess, where two well-placed white pawns can cramp Black’s center.

			I rub my hands together to warm them up. How can Mario and the other players stand the cold in just their short-sleeved shirts and shorts? I can’t wait to be back home with a mug of hot chocolate next to me while I practice chess. Ralph has been playing a lot of King’s Gambit lately whenever he has white, so chances are he’ll do the same tomorrow. Yesterday, I asked Mom to schedule an emergency session with Mr. Wang so he could teach me the best defenses to the King’s Gambit. Once I’m home, I’m going to spend a few more hours practicing what Mr. Wang taught me and head to bed early so I have a clear mind for tomorrow.

			“Oh my god!”

			I jump in my seat as Becca’s shout slams against my eardrum. But she isn’t the only one who’s worked up. A loud rumble of noise is rolling through the entire stadium. One of the Lingard Lions is scrambling with a Fernvale player for the ball.

			“Lions, let’s go! Lions, let’s go!” I find myself chanting along with the other Lingard supporters in my section. Maybe this is what people mean by school spirit.

			“The two players are really close to the Fernvale net,” Becca says, chewing so hard on her nails that I’m surprised she has any left. “If our player wins the ball—”

			“He’s wide open to shoot for the goal!” I exclaim. It has to be now. The giant clock on the side of the field shows there are only eighty-four seconds left of the match.

			“Yesss!” Becca shouts, pumping her fist in the air as the other Lingard Lions run up to help their teammate win the ball. That one Fernvale player will soon be overpowered by sheer numbers.

			But alarm bells go off in my head. With most of the Lingard Lions in one section of the field, there’s now an unguarded patch down the left side. This looks just like a Boleslavsky Hole in chess—where if White could find a way to occupy the undefended d5 square, they could infiltrate Black’s half.

			The Fernvale player is now a speck of white surrounded by black. But faster than I can blink, he swings his leg back and kicks so hard that the sound of his cleat hitting the ball echoes throughout the stadium. It flies over the heads of the Lingard players and straight toward that defenseless space. With no Lions close by, another Fernvale player swoops down on the ball first and charges straight toward our goal, the ball glued to his feet like a black-and-white blur.

			Next to me, Becca is staring open-mouthed at the game, too caught up in the excitement to notice that her Tupperware has slipped out of her grip and onto the ground. Time seems to pass in slow motion as the Fernvale player sidesteps one Lingard defender, then another, and before I know it, all that remains between him and the net is Mario. My heart is in my throat, thumping so loudly that it drowns out all the stadium noise except for Becca muttering “oh no, oh no” under her breath.

			By now, everyone is up on their feet, their eyes glued on Mario. But he doesn’t even seem to notice. He’s standing with his feet shoulder width apart, holding his gloved hands in front of him, with eyes only for the Fernvale player sprinting toward him. I can’t believe this is the same boy who was trying to crack me up by pulling funny faces during my individual campaign shots just two days ago. Now all I see is a fierce fighter, his shoulder blades drawn back like an eagle about to take flight.

			The whole world stills as the ball leaves the Fernvale player’s foot and whips its way through the air in a graceful arc. I clap my hand to my mouth as it shoots toward the top right corner of the net, twisting and turning in the air as though in slow motion. With the eyes of everyone in the stadium on him, Mario leaps off the ground, pushing his body sideways with his arms stretched over his head.

			Please, please, please.

			The ball slams into the back of the goal so hard the entire net shakes.

			Mario collapses on the ground, his hands grasping nothing but air. As the referee blows out a long, sharp whistle, the scoreboard flashes the final result: one-nil to Fernvale. The game is over. Lingard has just lost our opening match of the state finals to our biggest rivals.

			Loud groans rise into the cold air all around me. “That’s so unlucky,” Becca says mournfully as she picks up her Tupperware.

			Too stunned to speak, I can only nod slowly in agreement. Poor Mario and his team. If I lost by a last-minute slipup to Ralph, I wouldn’t even know what to do with myself.

			Two blond boys, whom I vaguely recognize as eighth graders, walk past me. “I thought the goalkeeper was supposed to be good,” the taller one says, shaking his head. “So overrated. Can’t believe I stood out in the cold for ninety minutes for this.”

			I whirl around to face them. “The goalkeeper is good!” Why are these boys beating Mario down after he just lost? Mario is an amazing player, but that doesn’t mean he will always win.

			The two eighth graders exchange a glance as though to say, Who the heck is this girl?

			Even though they’re both at least a head taller than me, I look them in the eye and say, “I bet the Lions are going to win their next match. You’ll see.”

			The tall boy snorts. “Yeah, I sure hope so. I don’t want to support losers.”

			As the boys disappear through the stadium exit, Becca shoots me a surprised look. “Whoa, since when are you so into soccer?”

			I slump back into my seat, already regretting my outburst. First Ralph, now those boys. I can’t go around making bets every time I get mad. “I just don’t think it’s fair for them to put so much pressure on Mario when he’s already trying his best.”

			Becca raises her right brow. “I didn’t realize you two were such good friends. Didn’t y’all only meet last week?”

			I shrug. “I’m just defending him as a fellow Lingardian.” I think Mario would have done the same for me if our positions were switched. At least I hope he would.

			“Okayyy,” Becca says, still sounding slightly weirded out. She puts what’s left of her coconut macaroons—nothing but crumbs—back in her bag. “My dad’s coming to pick me up. Want a ride?”

			“It’s okay. The school shuttle goes near my house, so I’ll take it.”

			After Becca leaves, I lean back in my stadium seat and look up at the night sky, thinking about what the boys said. What if people also say those things about me? Or even meaner things if I lose the bet? And what’s worse, they might be right; maybe I’m just not the good chess player people thought I was.

			“May!”

			I quickly sit up straight as Mario jogs up the bleachers, his backpack bouncing in sync with his footsteps. By the time he reaches me, he’s panting slightly, bits of grass stuck to his face and gravel on his jersey.

			“Hey,” I say softly, unable to bring myself to look Mario in the eye. I can’t imagine how gutted he must feel right now after his loss. Even after I “won” against Cody, I wanted to be alone so I didn’t have to face Mr. Karlsen or my other teammates.

			“Thanks for coming! I hope Devon didn’t give you a hard time. Wanna go get Roberta’s Slushies?”

			My eyes fly up to Mario’s face. Hang on…He’s grinning.

			“Um, Mario, are you okay?” Maybe he’s gone into shock. I’ve heard that can happen sometimes to chess players after a really hard loss.

			He does a lazy stretch. “I’m super hungry. Starving. I want an extra-large cookies-and-cream milkshake, with brownie bites mixed in because I’m celebrating.”

			“Uh, what are you celebrating?” I ask carefully, not wanting to upset him further. Dad says there are seven stages of grief, and Mario must be somewhere in between shock and denial right now. I feel that way too after I lose or draw a chess game I should have won, as though I can’t believe that it was me who made the mistake.

			“Being done with the first game of State.” Mario bumps his shoulder playfully against mine. “We always knew it was going to be a close fight against Fernvale. It’s more fun playing against a good team than getting an easy win against a bad one. And now we know we’ve got to defend more tightly.” He shrugs. “We’ll get there.”

			Celebrating after a…loss? The only time I’ve ever done that was at State, and that was only because there was a shiny trophy to make up for my loss against Eric Malik. Otherwise, even all the Trader Joe’s samples in the world couldn’t have cheered me up.

			But I guess Mario has a point. The soccer team didn’t win, but they did get lessons for how to improve. Maybe that’s a win of a different kind.

			“So, milkshakes. What do ya say? My treat. You totally deserve one after staying for my whole game even when you didn’t have to. My dad can take you home after.”

			I look at Mario’s hopeful expression, my mind racing. Sometimes the best move in a chess game is obvious. But most of the time, it isn’t. So I have to think of all the possible moves I can make and decide which one makes the most sense. It’s called a decision tree, and in my head, I think of it as a real tree—tall and big like the apple tree in my backyard. At the very bottom, there are only a few branches, but as the tree grows taller, the branches start spreading everywhere, just like how every chess move can lead to a few different possible countermoves and every countermove can lead to even more possibilities.

			Branch one, I can stick to my plan of going home and doing some chess practice before going to sleep early to rest for my crucial game against Ralph tomorrow. Or Branch two, I accept Mario’s milkshake treat, and not only do I get free food (yay), I also get to spend time with someone who seems like a good friend (double yay).

			Mr. Wang’s hoarse voice fills my mind: Think of it like a chess novelty. Maybe playing something different can lead to a better position.

			Going out for milkshakes means staying up later than planned, but I’ll still have time to analyze a few chess games and do some opening preparation afterward. And maybe some (or a lot of) sugar is just what I need for all the chess practice I’m going to do tonight. To be honest, I could do with a break from chess.

			I return Mario’s grin. “Okay, I’m in!”
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			Chapter 10

			Adjournment

			
				A pause in a chess game, with the game set to resume after the break

			

			Located on the ground floor of Valley Square Mall, Roberta’s Slushies is kind of like a town institution. A secret fact that most people don’t know is the owner’s name isn’t Roberta but Jason. I only found out from Becca, who found out from her mom because apparently all the restaurant owners in our town know one another. I don’t know why the owner chose the name Roberta, but Roberta’s Slushies sounds cooler than Jason’s Slushies if you ask me.

			The store offers twenty-nine standard milkshake flavors and a monthly mystery flavor that has been anything from Biscoff (yay) to cilantro (big nay). Ralph, Bram, and the other boys in chess club like daring one another to order the liquor flavors like bourbon brownie or rum raisin, even though I’m pretty sure they contain less alcohol than a drop of the hand sanitizer in my mom’s clinic.

			I settle on a peppermint milkshake—something minty and refreshing is just what I need to stay up late for chess. Mario orders the cookies-and-cream milkshake and even asks for it to be monster-fied, which means they make it extra large. His drink is almost as big as his face and topped off with a mountain of whipped cream and a slab of Oreo cheesecake. I don’t know how he’s going to fall asleep tonight.

			“Hey, a ninety-minute soccer match is hard work. I need to refill my energy tank.” Mario shrugs when he sees my mouth fall open.

			I nod as we find two barstools at the counter. “I know just what you mean.”

			He squints at me over the top of his ginormous milkshake. “Really? But isn’t chess just…sitting down?”

			I take a large gulp of my drink to put off answering. Hanging out with Mario over milkshakes is supposed to be like an adjournment—my last break before some hardcore practice tonight and the game against Ralph tomorrow. Yet here’s Mario asking me about it within the first five minutes. But isn’t this what I’ve always wanted—for other people to be as interested in chess as I am?

			“Did you know a game of classical chess can last for almost nine hours?” I resist the urge to smirk as his jaw drops.

			“Shut up,” he breathes out, eyes wide.

			I nod gleefully. “Thinking really hard for such a long time burns a lot of energy. Besides, when you soccer guys are pumped up on adrenaline, you get to run it out. We have to sit still and try to appear calm, which also takes energy. And how often do you have a soccer match?”

			“Once every week,” Mario answers while I take a sip of my milkshake.

			I wipe away the ribbon of whipped cream clinging to my upper lip. “At the top level of chess tournaments, players have one game every day for two weeks, with only a rest day after every three to four days. Even at my level, we’ll be playing nine rounds jammed into two days at the national team championship.”

			“And I thought a ninety-minute soccer match was too long.” Mario stares at me, his milkshake forgotten. “How does a team competition in chess work? Does the whole team play one game together, like in soccer?”

			So much for not thinking about chess. I suck on the candy cane in my milkshake as I think of the best way to answer. It’s been a while since I’ve had to explain the game to a non-player.

			“There are four boards, so every round has four games going on at the same time,” I try. “At the end of the round, the number of points each team gets is tallied. So let’s say Lingard wins two games, draws one, and loses one; it means we get two and a half points while the other team gets one and a half points.”

			Mario scrunches up his face in thought. “But if everyone’s just focused on their own games, where’s the team part of a team competition?”

			“We’ll practice together ahead of a tournament. But, yeah, we don’t actually work together during the games.” Ralph and I are on the same team, but it definitely doesn’t feel like we’re on the same side. “At most, you can ask the captain if you should make or accept a draw offer.”

			Mario’s eyes light up. “So chess has captains too! Are you the captain?”

			The very topic I’ve been hoping to avoid. “My coach hasn’t decided yet,” I say in my most casual voice. But it might all be decided tomorrow. I shovel more milkshake into my mouth, feeling the cold, minty slush sliding down my throat.

			“Can I come watch you play at Nationals?”

			With my teeth still chattering, it takes me a moment to realize what Mario’s saying. “Uh, it will be hard for someone with no chess experience to understand what’s going on,” I choke out through my brain freeze. There’s no way I’m letting Mario watch my games. At least now he thinks of me as a good chess player based on whatever Principal Peters and Mrs. Gartner have said. If he sees me do badly at Nationals, he might think of me differently—as a failure.

			Mario shrugs. “That’s okay, I just want to see what a chess tournament is like. And the more supporters, the better, right? Our team usually performs better when we’re playing in our stadium. It’s called home field advantage.”

			My eyes widen in horror. Playing in front of Mr. Karlsen and my clubmates is already stressful enough. But playing in front of an entire stadium of people expecting you to win? That sounds like my worst nightmare. What if those two blond boys today say, “I thought the team captain was supposed to be good at chess. I heard lots of hype about her. Can’t believe I watched two people push tiny figures around a board for ninety minutes for this.”

			As Mario grins expectantly at me, my eyes swivel around the diner, hoping for a way out. Two words written on the black chalkboard menu jump out at me. The new seasonal flavor: Ghost Pepper.

			“Speaking of tournaments,” I say brightly. Wow, May, real smooth. “Imagine if Roberta’s Slushies held a tournament for all its flavors. Which one do you think would win? My bet’s on pumpkin spice. Everyone loves fall flavors.”

			Thankfully, Mario falls for it. “Depends on how you judge it,” he muses as he scans the menu. “If we’re talking about pure power, it’s got to be ghost pepper. Have you ever had a ghost pepper before? I tried one in Mexico two years ago, and it almost burned my mouth off.”

			I giggle as Mario mimes his mouth exploding. “I’m sure the ice cream doesn’t contain real ghost peppers. My friend Becca told me that it’s just plain vanilla with black and white pepper, but they named it Ghost Pepper because Halloween’s coming soon. The scary red color comes from food coloring.” Have I mentioned again how much I love Becca’s insider knowledge of our local eateries thanks to her mom?

			To my surprise, Mario’s shoulders slump. “Don’t even talk about Halloween. It’s been stressing me out so much. Did you know that every year the soccer captain is supposed to throw a Halloween party?”

			Oh yes, because I’m so well versed in the party schedule of Lingard’s popular crowd. But I just shake my head and bite into my milkshake’s candy cane, snapping it in two with a loud crunch.

			Mario pushes his milkshake out of the way and leans forward to look me straight in the eye. Wow, he means business—whatever this party is must be serious stuff. “It’s a Lingard Lions tradition. The captain of the soccer team throws this big bash, and it has to be the best party ever. Last year’s captain, Roland, hired a professional photo booth company. And the captain before him set up a temporary skating rink in his backyard because the party theme was ‘When Hell Freezes Over.’ ”

			What Mario is describing sounds absolutely bonkers. All I did for Halloween last year was go trick-or-treating with the chess club. I tried convincing everyone to come in costumes inspired by their favorite chess openings, but it worked out better for some than others. I came as a slice of Sicilian pizza because my favorite opening is the Sicilian, and Becca dressed up as French fries because hers is the French Opening. But Bram didn’t know how to pun on the Najdorf Opening, and Ralph’s parents got mad at him for dressing up as a liquor bottle after the Scotch Opening.

			But I guess we won’t be celebrating together this year. Nationals is just three days after Halloween, and by that point, either Ralph or I will have come out on top. Either way, someone’s going to be disappointed. I just hope it won’t be me.

			I shake my head to get Ralph and chess out of my mind. “Wow. So, what’s your party theme?”

			Mario groans out loud. “That’s the problem—I don’t have one. And Felix Garrick is talking about throwing a party at his place this year that will have a red velvet chocolate fountain. He’s totally doing it to show me up. The eighth graders already think I’m not captain material, and this is just going to confirm it.”

			“Hey, you can’t lose to Felix Garrick and his bloody fountain,” I say firmly. “Halloween is three weeks away. You still have time to think of something good.”

			“That’s not enough time to come up with a theme. Not to mention the food, the decorations, and my best friend, Luke, just reminded me that I need to have party entertainment too,” Mario says glumly as he ticks off the items on his fingers. “I know my way around a soccer field, but I don’t even know where to start with this.”

			I straighten up. Mr. Wang told me once that although a chess game is like war and I must always keep track of what’s happening on all sixty-four squares, I can also break it down into smaller battles. For instance, is my kingside defense weak? Is my knight in this corner too inactive? What are some small things I can fix to strengthen my overall position?

			“I can help,” I offer. “Let’s start with the food.” A lot goes into throwing a successful party, but it won’t seem so daunting if Mario takes it one step at a time—like a pawn.

			Mario looks up hopefully. “Could you really help me? That would be awesome! I’m sure we can do better than a bloody chocolate fountain.”

			“What about deviled eggs? Get it? Devil-ed eggs?”

			Mario’s eyes brighten. “I like that! Maybe spaghetti Al-fraid-o? And ice scream for dessert?”

			I pull a napkin toward me, whip out a pen from my backpack, and start jotting down all our ideas. “Should we do lemonster meringue pie or key slime pie? Hmm, I’ll ask my best friend, Becca, which one’s easier to make. She’s a really good baker, so she’ll know.”

			“This conversation’s got me hungry.” Grinning, Mario reaches for a paper menu on the counter. “We’re gonna need more fuel for our brainstorm session. How do you feel about cheese fries? Or do you want chili fries? Actually, let’s just get both!”

			I beam. “And maybe some chicken poppers too?”

			Forty minutes later, we have three empty plates in front of us, two empty glasses, and one absolutely fa-boo-lous party menu. I pass the napkin with our ideas to Mario. “Bone appétit! Now you’ve got the food settled.”

			Mario’s smile fades as he scans the long list. “I don’t think I know how to make any of these,” he says anxiously. “And if I spend a lot of money on the food, I’m not going to have any left for the decorations.”

			“We can make some of the food ourselves. And maybe Becca can help too.”

			“No, y’all are guests,” Mario says without hesitation. “You should just enjoy yourselves.”

			I look down at the table to hide my smile. The words came out of Mario’s mouth so easily, as though it’s obvious that I’m always welcome at his parties. I don’t think anyone from chess club has ever been invited to a party thrown by a jock. Mario’s acting like the two of us are…friends. And even though this wasn’t something I saw coming, I think I really like this.
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			Chapter 11

			Perpetual Check

			
				A relentless attack on the king

			

			When I wake up the next morning, my head feels as thick and sludgy as the peppermint milkshake I chugged down last night. My stomach flips as I push myself into an upright position in bed. I lean forward and rest my head on my knees until the nausea passes. Why oh why did I stay out so late last night? What time is it even now?

			I glance blearily at the clock on my bedroom wall. My eyes fly wide open.

			“Nine?!” I yelp, leaping out of bed before immediately hunching over. Argh. My sudden movement has made the topsy-turvy feeling in my stomach even worse. And I’m going to be late for school. How could I have let this happen? Mario and I stayed at the diner until it closed, and when I finally got home, the food coma slammed into me like an Alekhine’s Gun in chess. So I flopped straight into bed, vowing to wake up at 6:30 for some last-minute chess practice. I even set an alarm…or did I?

			I smack my hand against my forehead. It’s all coming back to me now: I was going to set an alarm, but then my phone buzzed with a message from Mario thanking me again for my help with the party planning. So I started texting him back about a new party idea I got on the way home and completely forgot about my 6:30 alarm. The last thing I remember before I slipped into dreamland was thinking that the checkered pattern on my comforter looks like a chess set.

			Someone knocks on my door. “Yeah?” I croak out as I rummage through my hamper for socks. I swear, socks always disappear just when you need them most.

			My door swings open, and Dad pokes his head in. “May, you’re up,” he says, sounding slightly surprised.

			“Duh, I have school! Why didn’t you wake me up, Dad?” I do a quick sniff test on the pair of socks I just found—good enough, I guess—and shove my feet into them. “I’m so screwed when I get to school.”

			“But you said you weren’t feeling well.”

			“What? When did I say that?” I ask, rushing around my room to find my jacket.

			“When I tried waking you up an hour ago because you didn’t come down for breakfast. You gave this funny little moan and said your stomach hurt, so I left you to sleep. But I just started making some chicken soup that will help settle your tummy. It will be ready in—”

			“I don’t have time for soup, Dad. I need to get to school!”

			Dad squints at me. “But you don’t look good, baobei. Are you sure you don’t want to lie down?” He nods at my bed. “Just sleep, and when you wake up, you can have some soup. I’ll even give you some Chessmen cookies if you don’t tell your mom,” he adds with a small wink.

			I follow Dad’s gaze to my chessboard comforter. It looks so soft and warm and cozy. Maybe I should just stay home today. I do feel kind of sick. My head’s pounding like someone has set up a construction zone inside. And just the thought of playing against Ralph is making my stomach do more twists and turns than the acrobats in the Cirque du Soleil show my family went to last summer.

			But if I don’t show up to chess club today, Ralph will get a bye, meaning Mr. Karlsen will give him a free point. That point will break our tie and put him ahead. And I know Ralph will never surrender a lead once he has it.

			I finally find my jacket in a corner. I must have flung it without thinking after I got home last night. “I have to go,” I say. “I have a game this afternoon.”

			“But it’s just one game. You can afford to miss it.” Dad grins. “Now, as the famous Herophilus once said, ‘When health is absent, wisdom cannot reveal itself, strength cannot fight—’ ”

			“I can’t miss this!” I burst out. “This is a game I have to win.”

			My dad falls silent immediately. At the expression of shock on his face, guilt wells up in me. I soften my voice. “I didn’t mean to shout, Dad. But I really, really have to play and win today if I’m going to be captain. Just trust me on this.”

			Dad gives me a long look but thankfully relents. “Okay, but if you still don’t feel well, call me and I’ll come pick you up.” He bends down and hugs me tightly. “Good luck on your chess match today. Go dazzle them.”

			I hug him back, trying to ignore the knots in my stomach. “I’ll try.”
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			In school, I barely eat anything, partly because I’m still trying to digest all the fast food I ate last night and partly because every time I think of my upcoming game against Ralph, my stomach squeezes. When I get to chess club that afternoon, the tightness in my tummy seems to have only gotten stronger.

			Ralph is already at a table with the chessboard set up. I open my mouth to say “hi” as I take the seat opposite his, but the frostiness in his expression stops me. I gulp, the sound extra loud in the silence. Even trading insults would be better than this weird stillness hanging over us.

			My eyes flit around the room in search of a friendly—or just a friendlier—face, but Becca’s not here yet. So instead, I fix my eyes on our coach. There’s a copy of this month’s ChessChamps on Mr. Karlsen’s desk. He subscribes to the magazine because he says it’s important for chess lovers to keep up with the latest discoveries and happenings in the chess world. And after he’s done reading an issue, he brings his copy to chess club so we can read it too. Our little library in the back of our training room is made up entirely of Mr. Karlsen’s ChessChamps issues, though I think Ralph and I are the only ones who flip through them. Even though I also subscribe to ChessChamps, I like reading the annotations Mr. Karlsen makes in his own copies.

			When everyone has taken their seats, Mr. Karlsen holds up the magazine. My eyes light up. The cover photo is of Ding Liren, the only Chinese player to ever become world champion and Mr. Wang’s favorite player these days. Ding rarely gives interviews, but it seems like he agreed to do one for this ChessChamps issue. I have to read it.

			“Lots of fascinating stuff in this issue,” Mr. Karlsen begins. “I highly encourage all of you to read the article on page twenty-one about a novelty in the Caro-Kann Opening. And—” He pauses, a grin unfurling over his face as he flips to the center of the magazine. “I highly encourage all of you to read this article about our very own May Li!”

			I freeze in my chair as I take in the page Mr. Karlsen is pointing at. Around me, my teammates are standing up to get a better look.

			“The Next Judit Polgár?” screams the article headline, right below a big photo of me receiving my trophy onstage at State.

			“Twelve-year-old May Li dazzled the crowd with her sharp play at the recently concluded California Middle School State Chess Championship,” Mr. Karlsen reads out. “With a robust style reminiscent of that of Judit Polgár, arguably the greatest female chess player in history, the future looks bright for this young lady, who’s currently in seventh grade at Lingard Middle School.”

			With every word that comes out of my coach’s mouth, every cell in me is praying desperately for a hole to open up beneath me. I slide down in my seat and hunch my shoulders as everyone turns to look at me.

			At long last, Mr. Karlsen stops reading the article. Just as well since my ears are burning so much that I wouldn’t be surprised if they were bright red in color.

			He snaps the magazine closed and beams around the room. “This came today, and I immediately brought it to school so I could show Principal Peters. The school board is really happy about this, especially since the article mentioned Lingard! Mrs. Gartner says she’s putting it in this month’s school newsletter and also in next month’s letter to school donors.”

			He turns to look straight at me. “Congratulations, May! Our chess club is getting a lot of attention because of you. I’m going to put this on the back shelf if anyone wants to read it.”

			I smile weakly as everyone claps. Becca even lets out a couple of loud woos. This is one issue I definitely will not be reading. And from the way Ralph is glaring down at our table, his arms crossed tightly, I don’t think he’ll be picking it up either. At least we’re on the same page about this. Just the idea of him reading about me makes my skin crawl. He’ll totally make some other snarky comment about how I don’t deserve this. And if I fail to beat him today, I will be proving him right.

			Mr. Karlsen claps his hands together. “Now, let’s get to business. This is game four of our round-robin tournament, so you all know the drill by now.” I watch as Ralph straightens up and cracks his knuckles, his expression the most serious I’ve ever seen it. “Shake hands and start.”

			But Ralph doesn’t bother shaking my hand. Without a word, he reaches for his knight and makes his first move.

			My face on fire, I drop my outstretched hand back down to my side. Ralph is sending a clear message: He doesn’t think I deserve the ChessChamps feature, and he’s determined to prove so by beating me in our game. I can’t let him.

			Just as I’d predicted, Ralph opens with the King’s Gambit. I decide to respond with the aggressive Falkbeer Countergambit that Mr. Wang taught me just a couple of days ago. After twenty-six moves, we’re now in a sharp and tight position that feels like a landmine with lots of potential for traps and mistakes—bad news given how heavy my head and stomach feel. Ugh. I should have gone for the calmer Fischer Defense instead.

			With how aggressively Ralph is playing, maybe I should tuck my king away in a safer spot by castling. But before my king has even settled into its new square, Ralph bites first.

			“That’s an illegal move,” he snaps, glaring at me over the chessboard.

			I look down at the position, then back up at him. “What are you talking about?” I ask, rubbing a hand over my eyes. I am tired, but that doesn’t mean I’ve forgotten the most basic laws of chess.

			“The rules say you can only castle by moving the king first, but I saw you touch your rook before your king. So, according to your beloved touch-move rule, you must undo your castling and move your rook instead.”

			I gape at Ralph. “I was only adjusting my rook because it was off-center! I said j’adoube.”

			Ralph purses his lips. “I didn’t hear you.”

			Is this the universe paying me back for what I did to Cody? If I undo my castling, not only will Ralph already know what I’m trying to do, but I’ll also have to play a poorer rook move that’s worse for my position.

			Hearing our commotion, Mr. Karlsen rushes over. “What’s wrong?”

			Ralph answers before I can, not letting me get a word in edgewise as he gives his version of the events. Heat rushes to my face. From the way he’s describing it, you would have thought I killed his dog or something.

			“Actually,” Becca, who’s playing at the table beside mine, pipes up, “I heard May say j’adoube before she touched her rook.”

			Ralph shakes his head with an expression of great disgust. “Of course you girls would stick up for each other.”

			“I’m not defending May because she’s a girl,” Becca retorts. “I’m defending her because you said something wrong and I’m correcting you.”

			“The only thing wrong here is—”

			“Uh, I heard it too,” interrupts Anand, Becca’s opponent.

			Mr. Karlsen pinches his nose bridge, looking kind of like Dad does whenever Mom and I squabble and he has to settle our argument. “Becca, Anand, concentrate on your own game,” he says. “And as for you two”—he turns to my table—“Ralph, since both of them heard May say j’adoube before she adjusted her rook, I’ll give her the benefit of the doubt. Resume your game.”

			With Mr. Karlsen looking, Ralph has no choice but to turn his attention back to our chessboard and move his knight to the edge. However, he makes his feelings clear by slamming his knight down harder than he has to.

			A knight on the rim is dim, Mr. Wang once said to me. Now Ralph’s knight retreat has opened up the diagonal file for my light-squared bishop. My bishop’s pointing straight at one of Ralph’s pawns—the perfect setup for a Greek Gift Sacrifice. As my mind whirls through all the possibilities in my decision tree, I take a long sip of water. I can’t have Ralph sensing my excitement now and raising his guard.

			If my bishop captures his pawn, I’ll be losing a piece worth more points. But I’ll also be weakening his kingside defense. And if my queen, knight, and remaining bishop infiltrate Ralph’s territory, they might be able to blast his position wide open. Maybe even force a checkmate.

			I reach for my light-squared bishop just as Mr. Karlsen’s voice booms out, “Only twenty minutes left. Make sure you’re giving your game everything you’ve got. I’m following your games closely.”

			My hand freezes in midair. I sneak a peek at Mr. Karlsen. Although he addressed the whole club, his eyes are on my game now. Waiting to see what I’ll play, whether I can live up to all the glowing words about me in the ChessChamps article, whether I have what it takes to be better than Ralph.

			Ticktock. Ticktock.

			The chess clock sounds so loud in the quiet room. Or maybe I’m just hearing how hard my heart is beating. All the heavy cream from last night’s milkshake is still turning around and around in my stomach like it’s a washing machine.

			I swallow hard and lower my hand back down to my lap. I can’t make the same mistake I did against Eric Malik at State. Ralph’s too good of a player to not spot the potential Greek Gift Sacrifice. In fact, I bet he moved his knight on purpose to tempt me into making a greedy blunder and giving up my three-point bishop—my favorite piece—for a one-point pawn. If I walk into Ralph’s trap, Mr. Karlsen will never trust me to lead a team.

			Ticktock. Ticktock.

			Dad always mentions this one quote by some very wise person whose name I can never remember: “Excellence is never an accident…It represents the wise choice of many alternatives.” If only I had chosen wisely last night to stay in and prepare for today’s game instead of fooling around at a diner. Then I would be able to focus so much better and come up with a good plan.

			Ticktock. Ticktock.

			I’ve already spent way too long thinking, and time’s running out. To lose on time would be embarrassing. I can’t let Mr. Karlsen think I’m indecisive, so I have to play a move. Now.

			I nudge one of my pawns forward by a square. This is a safe move, and safe is good enough for now. Ralph and I are only in the middle game, so there’s still time to try attacking later.

			Before I’ve even recorded my move on my notation sheet, Ralph’s queen swings over to his king’s side. I lean back in my chair and stifle a sigh. Great, now that his pawn is protected, I can no longer play the Greek Gift Sacrifice.

			The rest of the game flashes by in a haze of moves, with Ralph and me taking turns between attack and defense. When our pieces dwindle to just our kings, Mr. Karlsen announces, “It’s a draw. May and Ralph get half a point each. Please shake hands.”

			By now, I’m so tired that it feels like my body is moving on autopilot as I hold my hand out to Ralph. But he ignores it and stands up. “Whatever,” he mumbles. “I would have won if we followed the rules.”

			My stomach sinks as I watch Mr. Karlsen write down our scores on the whiteboard, where he’s tallying the results of the selection tournament. Right now, Ralph and I are in the lead with the same number of points. I’ve just missed my best chance to pull ahead—all because I chose party planning and hanging out over practicing chess last night.

			I bite my lip and pack up the chess set by myself. As I’m about to leave, Mr. Karlsen stops by my table. “May, around move twenty-five, why didn’t you play the bishop sacrifice? That was the strongest move in that position, and I think you suspected that too, since you were staring at your bishop for a very long time. By the way, that means you need a much better poker face.”

			“I…thought it was too risky,” I squeak out. If only I could go back in time and follow my instinct. I would have won a brilliant game that would put me ahead of Ralph not only in the selection tournament but also in Mr. Karlsen’s mind. I want to smack myself in the head. Hard. But regret won’t give me the win now. The one silver lining is that no one else is around to witness this mortifying moment.

			Mr. Karlsen slides into Ralph’s vacated chair. “How so? Tell me more.”

			“Um, I thought that maybe Ralph had a trick up his sleeve.”

			“Such as?”

			My mouth dries. “I don’t know,” I admit softly. I had run through my decision tree and considered all the possible variations. My calculations told me that the benefits of the bishop sacrifice outweighed the costs. So why didn’t I go through with it?

			Mr. Karlsen removes his glasses and looks me straight in the eye. “This is what it sounds like to me: You saw the move, you debated for a long time whether to play it, but you eventually decided not to because you didn’t trust yourself. I was very surprised when you played pawn to c4 instead. Very tame. It seemed like you were just playing for a draw at that point.”

			I cast my eyes down. Mr. Karlsen is completely right. I had a plan and should have followed it, but the moment I realized Mr. Karlsen was watching my game, my focus changed. At that point, I was no longer thinking of what the best move was, or even thinking of the game. Instead, I started planning how to not end up in the same embarrassing situation as I did at State.

			“May, I’m counting on you to be one of the team’s leading players at Nationals, so I’m hoping to see more of a fighting spirit from you in the remaining games. A sign of your ‘sharp play’ and ‘robust style,’ ” Mr. Karlsen says, offering me a small smile as he quotes the ChessChamps article. He glances at the rankings on the whiteboard. “Only two games left now.”

			All I can do is nod. It feels like I’m under perpetual check—every time I think I’m back on track, I just have another poor game that makes Mr. Karlsen doubt me again. After a few games, I’m now even further away from my goal of playing on the top board at Nationals.

			What if my State trophy was just a lucky fluke and this is the best I can do? And what if my best just isn’t good enough?

			To my surprise, Becca’s still in the hallway when I finally step out of the chess club room. She’s reading her cookbook but puts it away when she hears my footsteps. “Is everything okay?”

			As I look into my best friend’s concerned face, the heavy feeling in my stomach only grows stronger. Becca stayed back for me because she already suspected Mr. Karlsen would be saying something not good. Like him, like everyone else except Mario, who has no idea what’s going on in chess club, she thinks I’m slipping. And they’re right.

			As I tell her everything Mr. Karlsen said, Becca’s expression grows more and more sympathetic until I can barely look at her. I don’t need anyone’s sympathy; I just need myself to buck up. Fast.

			“Mr. Karlsen’s blowing things way out of proportion!” Becca exclaims when I’m done speaking. “It’s not like you’re losing to Ralph. You both have the same number of points and two games each left. You’re playing against Anand next, and then against me in your final game, right? You’ve played against way tougher opponents at State, so if you can beat them, you can definitely beat us.”

			I shrug weakly. Maybe that’s true, but I don’t feel like the May Li who won a trophy at State. My level of play has gone down since then, and I can’t stop second-guessing myself. Mr. Karlsen’s right: I’m no longer playing to win, but to not lose.

			Becca wraps her arm around my shoulders and gives a tight squeeze. “May, I’ll help you!” she declares as though we’re going to war. “I’ll help you prepare for your next game against Anand. I overheard Ralph offering to help him earlier and saying, Us dudes have to look out for each other. Isn’t that ridiculous? Ralph sure wasn’t looking out for Anand when he won their game last week in twenty-three moves.”

			My heart sinks further. Anand is a good player, and Ralph still managed to beat him so quickly. It’s really a stroke of luck that I managed to get a draw today.

			“So why don’t I come over to your house tomorrow afternoon after your training with Mr. Wang and we can analyze Anand’s style together? I played him today, and I think he really likes to use fianchetti.”

			First a three-hour session with Mr. Wang tomorrow, then even more chess afterward?

			“Uh, thanks, Becs, but you said you’re baking tomorrow, remember?” She’s volunteered to help her mom make churros for their family’s taqueria. “I’ll feel really bad if I make you miss that.”

			“No, I want to help you! I know that chess has been stressing you out lately, so I want to do whatever I can,” Becca says, eyes bright and smile wide.

			I force myself to return her grin. Just yesterday, Devon was photographing me for Lingard’s big campaign. This morning, ChessChamps said my future is bright. But right now Becca just sees me as someone in need of help, as though I can’t handle chess by myself.

			“Oh, thanks. But, um, I’m doing a longer session with Mr. Wang tomorrow,” I fib. “If I still need help, I’ll definitely call you!”

			I cross my fingers behind my back and push down twinges of guilt. Hiding the truth from Becca makes my stomach feel the same way as finishing that massive milkshake at Roberta’s Slushies. But it’s just this one time. I can’t wait for all this chess stuff to be over.
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			Chapter 12

			Battery

			
				A tactic where two or more pieces are lined up to attack a specific square

			

			After I say bye to Becca, I make my way to the school exit, only to run into Mario. There are bits of grass all over his legs, so he must have just finished soccer practice. He waves wildly when he sees me. How does Mario have so much energy today after eating as much as I did last night? Just looking at him makes me dizzy.

			Mario bounds toward me like my neighbor’s golden retriever. “I was just telling the team about the Halloween party we’re planning. They keep asking me what our theme is, but I’m not spilling. Oh, except to Luke, but only because he’s my best friend. Even Felix is intrigued, but they’ll have to wait until we send out the invitations. Which reminds me—how many do you want for your friends?”

			I feel the corners of my mouth tug up into a grin. We’ve been planning…our theme…when we send out the invitations. At least this is one team I can be a part of without worrying about whether I’m good enough.

			“You’ve got the right strategy,” I say. “Build up the suspense so that they will be itching to see what it is. And I’m not sure about the invitations yet…” I was going to ask Becca today whether she wanted to go to Mario’s party, but it completely slipped my mind after my talk with Mr. Karlsen.

			“That’s okay. Just let me know by the end of the week. And are we still on for tomorrow?”

			A faint memory creeps into my head. That’s right. At Roberta’s Slushies, I promised Mario to help him with party preparation after school on Tuesday. But I was dizzy with sugar and laughter when I said that, completely forgetting that I have class with Mr. Wang at the same time. How could that have slipped my mind when Mr. Wang’s lessons are what I look forward to all week?

			“Mario, I’m sorry, I—”

			Mario clasps his hands together in front of his chest and gives me his best puppy eyes. “May, pleeeeeease. I can’t do it without you. You’re the best at this kind of thing.”

			My mouth clamps shut. When was the last time someone called me the best at something? If I go to Mr. Wang’s class tomorrow, we’ll be reviewing my game against Ralph, and he’s going to point out all the mistakes I made, including the missed bishop sacrifice. Not that he has to tell me after the lecture from Mr. Karlsen. I don’t need another person getting on my case about chess.

			“Okay, let’s do tomorrow,” I hear myself say. I’ll just tell Mr. Wang I can’t make it to my lesson because I’m sick, and my parents will think I’m with him when I’m with Mario.
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			When Mario and I get to Valley Square Mall to shop for the party materials, the mall is less packed than usual since it’s a Tuesday afternoon. Everywhere I look, there are carved pumpkins and plastic skeletons, fake spiderwebs and paper ghosts. In the foyer, there’s a giant candy corn structure that stretches three stories tall. Pretty corny if you ask me.

			As we make our way to the Crafts Emporium, which sells every arts-and-crafts material we’d ever need, according to Mario, I stick close to his side, happy to be in the shadow of his taller frame just in case either of my parents is around. Not that Valley Square is a place they usually visit since the only Asian eatery here is Panda Express. Still, the last thing I need is for them to catch me playing hooky—just the thought of that makes my insides curdle like soy milk left out for too long.

			“Hey, May,” says an all-too-familiar voice from behind me that makes my heart drop.

			Sure enough, it’s Ralph standing just a few feet away and holding a big Roberta’s Slushies cup. Even though I’m sure the boys don’t know each other, Mario shoots him a friendly smile. “Hey, dude. What’s up?”

			But Ralph keeps his eyes on me. “Shopping?”

			Although every cell in my body is screaming at me to turn around and walk away, I force myself to smile. “Yeah, for Halloween.” The vaguer my response is, the fewer chances Ralph will have to fault me.

			“Thanks to May and her ideas, my Halloween party is going to be so lit,” Mario chimes in, giving me a friendly shoulder bump.

			I struggle to keep the smile on my face as Ralph shoots me a surprised look. I know Mario’s just being a supportive friend, but why oh why did he have to tell Ralph about the party? Now Ralph is totally going to think I just spend all my time fooling around when I should be working on chess.

			“Oh, I’m not really involved,” I quickly say. “In fact, I’ve barely thought about Halloween. I don’t even know yet what my costume will be.”

			“Why don’t you go as a runner?” Ralph asks.

			I blink. “Huh?”

			His mouth curls up into a smirk. “Because you’ll finish runner-up behind me after the final game this Friday. How’s that for a pun? I’m sure you can appreciate it.”

			I stiffen, my hands balling into fists by my sides. How dare Ralph bring our fight off the chessboard and into real life, in front of someone else?

			I shoot Mario a panicked glance. After what Ralph said, Mario’s going to think I’m not a good chess player after all. If he no longer respects me, will he want to hang out with me anymore?

			But Mario isn’t even looking at me. Instead, he’s glaring at Ralph, his usual smile nowhere to be seen. “Dude. Maybe you should go as a blister treatment.”

			Ralph’s smug grin fades as he looks at Mario. “What?”

			“You sound like a sore loser.”

			I feel a small flicker of satisfaction as Ralph’s face flashes through half a dozen shades of red. “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he snaps at Mario. “Firstly, I didn’t lose, okay? May and I drew our game. And secondly, if May hadn’t lied about the touch-move rule, I would have won.”

			“I didn’t lie!” I burst out, even though I doubt Mario even understands what Ralph’s talking about. “You’re just jealous.”

			Ralph laughs even though there’s nothing funny about this situation. “Why would I be jealous of you? I’m not the one who got pulled aside by Mr. Karlsen yesterday for not having ‘a fighting spirit.’ ”

			My heart sinks all the way to the ground. I wish I could sink through the floor. I can’t believe Ralph of all people overheard that.

			Mario steps in front of me and squares his shoulders. “Dude, I don’t know what’s your deal, but you’re being even more emotional than a girl. Just man up and accept you might not be the best.”

			I suck in a breath. More emotional than a girl? Mario has never sounded so…fierce before. And I’m not sure I like that.

			Ralph, who’s half the size of Mario, pulls himself to his fullest height. “Why would I do that when I can make sure I am the best? Maybe you should be the one manning up.” He turns to look at me. “While you’re out shopping with your new best friend, I’m the one who’s actually taking chess seriously and going to practice.”

			A lump swells in my throat. While I skipped class with Mr. Wang so I could hang out with Mario, Ralph must have just finished his class at Kings and Queens Chess Academy.

			“If you think Halloween shopping is more important than chess, be my guest,” Ralph continues, glaring straight into my eyes. “But it’s not fair if Lingard does badly at Nationals because your performance drags the whole team down. That’s not captain material.”

			Without waiting for a response, he turns on his heels and stalks off. Mario shakes his head. “What a weird guy.”

			He starts walking into the Crafts Emporium, but my feet feel rooted to the ground. When Mario realizes I’m not following him, he looks back at me quizzically. “May, you coming?”

			I bite my lower lip. Mario stood up for me; he asked me to get milkshakes with him; he even invited me to his Halloween party and made me his co-host. He’s the only non-chess friend I have. But…that doesn’t mean he’s always right.

			Before I lose my courage, I force myself to open my mouth. “Mario, thanks for defending me. But when you told Ralph he was being more emotional than a girl and should just man up, that made me feel…lousy,” I squeeze out, my voice barely above a whisper. “It made me feel like you think being a girl is worse than a guy.”

			By this point, Mario is full-on gaping at me. “That’s not what I meant! You know I’m not that kind of person. I just thought that guy was being a jerk who couldn’t accept coming in second to a girl. Why would I defend you if I think girls are worse?”

			“But you were comparing Ralph to a girl as an insult. There’s nothing wrong with showing emotions, and boys can show emotions too.” I take a deep breath before saying, “Ralph was being sexist, but, honestly, Mario, so were you.”

			Mario shakes his head, his lips pressed into a line. “That’s not fair. How can I be sexist when I was just trying to stick up for you? I’m sorry for trying to be a good friend.” He pauses, scuffing his sneaker against the ground. “Maybe we should just call it a day.”

			I bite my lip and look down at the floor. “Yeah, let’s call it a day.” Great, first Ralph tells me I’m not captain material, and then Mario says I’m being unfair toward him. Now everyone besides Becca is upset with me. What is this…All-Against-May Day? It’s like being in the path of a chess battery and just waiting to be mowed over.
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			Chapter 13

			Isolated Pawn

			
				A pawn unprotected by other pieces, considered a weakness in chess

			

			The next day, I keep my eyes peeled for Ralph, but it’s not until lunch period that I spot him in the cafeteria. His face darkens the moment he sees me approaching.

			“What do you want?” he says flatly.

			I pretend not to notice how he’s holding his lunch tray in front of him like a shield. “Ralph, about what Mario said to you yesterday—”

			“Right, when he told me I was more emotional than a girl and told me to man up.”

			I wince. “Yeah, about that…”

			He squares his shoulders. “Whatever. I don’t care what you and your friends think or say about me.”

			“Uh, Ralph, trust me when I say we don’t talk about you,” Becca says, coming up to us with two Froyo cups. She hands me one with a grimace. “It’s grapefruit today.”

			“I’m not talking about you, Rebecca,” Ralph snaps. “I’m talking about May’s new best friend, Mario. I ran into them shopping together yesterday.”

			Becca snorts. “No way. May has chess training with her private coach on Tuesdays.”

			A chill washes over me, just like at State when Eric moved his rook and the realization of what he was threatening to do slammed into me like a truck. “Becca!” I say loudly as understanding dawns on Ralph’s face. “Thanks for the Froyo. But, ugh, grapefruit is just the absolute—”

			“For your information, Rebecca,” Ralph cuts in, raising his voice above mine, “I personally saw May yesterday at 3:00 p.m. at Valley Square, where she was shopping for a Halloween party.” His mouth curls up into a smirk. “But I’m sure you know all about this since you’re going to this party too.”

			Whatever I was about to say about grapefruit Froyo dies in my throat as Becca turns to me, a look of disbelief on her face. “What party? You’re throwing a Halloween party? I thought the chess club was trick-or-treating together.”

			My mouth goes dry. “It’s not my pa-party,” I stammer as Ralph looks between Becca and me like a spectator at a chess tournament. “I’m just helping Mario with his soccer party. He says you’re all invited.”

			“Becca, you don’t want to go to Mario’s party,” Ralph pipes up. “He thinks he’s better than everyone else just because he’s good at soccer. He called me a sore loser yesterday.”

			“Shut up, Ralph,” Becca snaps. “You are a sore loser.”

			Now it’s my turn to smirk at Ralph. Serves him right for trying to come between my best friend and me.

			But the next moment, Becca turns back to me, her eyes hard. “Don’t pretend like you actually want me at the party. I bet you were never going to tell me about it until Ralph spilled the beans. You don’t want your dorky chess friend hanging around you while you party with the cool kids.”

			My best friend’s glare makes me feel like I’ve withered down to only two feet tall. “Becca, I swear I was going to tell you about it,” I plead. “I wanted to ask you at chess club yesterday, but then I forgot about it after Mr. Karlsen—”

			Becca crosses her arms. “Oh yeah? And did you also ‘forget’ to tell me you were actually hanging out with Mario instead of going for your extra-long class with Mr. Wang? You couldn’t skip class to come bake with me, but you can do it to go shopping?”

			I swallow roughly, my cheeks burning hot even though I feel cold everywhere else. Mario and I never even got any shopping done; I missed my chess lesson with Mr. Wang for nothing except a fight with a friend. Who might not even be my friend anymore. “I didn’t mean to lie to you. I just wanted a break from—”

			Chess.

			My voice breaks off as the realization hits me like a thunderbolt. When I accepted Mario’s invite to go Halloween shopping instead of attending Mr. Wang’s lesson, when I agreed to get milkshakes with him instead of rushing home to prepare for my game against Ralph—it wasn’t because I wanted to try something new or help a friend out.

			It was because I didn’t want to be near chess.

			But I love chess…right? So why would I want to get away from it?

			“From me?” Becca’s hurt voice jolts me back to reality. Her eyes are still shooting daggers at me, but now there’s a wetness brimming in them.

			Ralph’s right eyebrow shoots up. “May, do you have a crush on Mario or something? Was that why you were getting milkshakes with him on Sunday night? I saw you guys there when I came out from my chess class.”

			Of course Ralph was hard at work while I was goofing off. He did exactly what I was supposed to have done. But a gasp from Becca cuts through my thoughts.

			“On Sunday after the soccer match? I thought you said you were catching the school shuttle home.”

			I can feel the blood draining from my face. “Becca, it’s not what you think. I—”

			“Save it,” Becca snaps, wiping roughly at her eyes. “If you want to ditch me, just tell me to my face instead of taking my macaroons and then going behind my back. I deserve less flaky friends. So go hang out with your new friends. I’m sure you’ll have a great time celebrating Halloween with them.”

			Without a second look, she turns and walks away. My stomach sinks as Becca disappears into the lunch crowd. I’ve known Becca for years, and our biggest argument before this was about whether matcha or ube is a better boba flavor. But this isn’t just an argument; it’s a real fight. Becca sounds like she never wants to speak to me again.

			Something cold and sticky drips down my fingers. I look down to see my melted grapefruit Froyo oozing out of the cup and onto my hand. Great, like my day could get any worse.

			I whirl on Ralph. “Why are you doing this?” I shout, my anger the only thing keeping my tears at bay. A grim satisfaction sparks within me when he jerks back, his eyes wide and hands gripped tightly around his lunch tray. “I came to find you today to apologize for what Mario said. After you left yesterday, I told him it wasn’t right for him to say that to you. You were wrong about girls being worse at chess than guys. He was wrong to say girls are more emotional.”

			Ralph’s face twists into a flurry of expressions, too fast for me to make out clearly. I spot what might have been a hint of regret. But then he tips his head up and stares at me defiantly. “Why are you acting like I am the one in the wrong here? I’m not the one who’s lying to their best friend and slacking off chess when Nationals is just a few weeks away. If you don’t care about chess anymore, just drop out!”

			I’m squeezing my Froyo cup so tightly that more melted slush is flowing onto my hand, but I can’t even bring myself to care. “How can you say my heart’s not in it?” My voice is so choked with rage that I can barely get my words out. “There’s nothing I want more than for us to do well at Nationals!”

			“It’s not fair if you’re slacking off now, then end up playing badly and dragging down the rest of the team,” Ralph shoots back. “Goodbye.”

			And just like Becca before him, he stalks away, leaving me staring after him, holding my cup of gross grapefruit Froyo. Except it’s so melted now that it’s just yo without fro.

			Three big fights in less than a day. I think I know what it feels like to be an isolated pawn now. With no one beside me, no one having my back, just waiting alone to be picked off.
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			By the time afternoon rolls around, I feel so queasy that I’m tempted to just skip chess club and go home. It also didn’t help that I missed lunch because there’s no way I’m eating alone in the cafeteria where all my ex-friends are. This must be payback for lying about being sick so that I could miss Mr. Wang’s lesson. But since it’s the second to last game of the selection tournament, I grit my teeth and drag myself to chess club training.

			By some miracle, I scrape out a win against Anand with a rook-and-queen checkmate. When the game finishes, I immediately look at Mr. Karlsen. Surely he must be happy now. But he simply nods before jotting down our score on the whiteboard.

			I bite my lip. Why does Mr. Karlsen lecture me when I play badly but doesn’t praise me when I actually win? Playing chess is kind of like celebrating birthdays. When you turn one, everyone makes a big deal out of your birthday. But the older you get, the less people care. That makes zero sense to me—isn’t it a bigger achievement to live ten years than to live one year? And in chess, isn’t it a bigger deal to win your tenth trophy than to win your first one? So why does it feel like the more I play, the rarer praise becomes, and the better I must play next time to get it?

			I stick around after my game ends so that I can catch Becca and apologize. But once she finishes hers, she immediately leaves the room without giving me a second glance. It’s almost like I’m air to her.

			And of course, Ralph wins his game too. We’re still tied on two and a half points each ahead of the final game two days from now—his against Troy and mine against Becca. On Friday afternoon, we’ll know who’s captaining the team and representing Lingard on board one at the National Middle School Team Chess Championship. One of us—only one—will have won the bet.

			And the only person standing in my way is my best friend. Former best friend. Who also happens to hate my guts right now because I lied to her. Oh, joy.
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			The moment I step into the school cafeteria the next day during lunch, I see myself.

			Or, rather, a version of myself and Mario, blown up twenty feet tall on a poster that covers half the cafeteria’s far wall. Mario has his right foot balanced on a soccer ball and his trademark grin. I’m carrying my State trophy and beaming into the camera, looking surprisingly less awkward than I felt when the photo was taken. Written in some fancy cursive right above our heads is the phrase Lingardians today. Leaders tomorrow.

			“There she is!” someone shouts.

			Suddenly, the whole cafeteria is filled with cheers and applause. I look around, wondering if it’s someone’s birthday, before I realize everyone is smiling at me. They are cheering and applauding for me.

			“Hey, chess girl!” a lanky boy yells out from a corner of the cafeteria. I think he’s an eighth grader on the tennis team. “Is it true your IQ is higher than Einstein’s?”

			Oh my god. I quickly shake my head and hurry to the lunch line, but on the way, countless people stop me to wish me luck for Nationals.

			“We’re counting on you, May!” exclaims Mrs. Winters, my English teacher and also head of the school newsletter. “And we’re putting your magazine article in this month’s newsletter, so look out for that!”

			Olive, my science lab partner, pats me on the shoulder and says, “Can’t wait to hear you bring back good news. Oh, and can you autograph my school newsletter once it’s out?

			Even people I never knew existed are coming up to me. “I didn’t even know we had a chess club! You’re, like, the face of it now.”

			I thank each and every single one of them, but my cheeks hurt from the effort required to keep smiling. I don’t want to be the face of anything, and I don’t want anyone counting on me. What if—like Ralph said—I play badly and drag down the whole team? What if I don’t even end up becoming captain?

			By the time I squeeze through the crowd of well-wishers, lunch is almost over. Still, my heart lifts slightly as I reach the food station. It’s grilled cheese day, which is enough to make even the worst day seem better.

			The lunch lady has never spoken to me before, except to scold me once for taking a second serving of dessert. But today her usual grumpy expression is gone, and she’s looking at me like how I look at chess bishops. “I can’t believe the girl I’ve been giving sandwiches to every day is secretly a genius!” she says excitedly, reaching across the counter to squeeze my hands. “I’m going to sign my daughter up for chess too. She should learn to be more like you.”

			Then she plops two sandwiches down on my lunch tray and winks at me. “You need more food for that big brain of yours.”

			Suddenly, the grilled cheese looks a lot less appetizing. The lunch lady and everyone else are only being nice to me because they think I’m good at chess. If I don’t win tomorrow’s game against Becca, I’m going to lose the selection tournament to Ralph, and Mr. Karlsen will choose him to lead the team at Nationals. No one will even look twice at me anymore.

			There’s no way I’m staying in the cafeteria with the twenty-feet-tall version of myself staring down at me. I rush out into the hallway, only to see Mario coming around the corner. I’ve already hit my limit for the number of awkward encounters I can handle in one day, so I dash into a nearby bathroom before he spots me.

			I lock myself in the safety of a stall and pull out my phone. I can hear a tremble in my voice as I say, “Mom, can you come pick me up from school?”
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			Chapter 14

			Overloading

			
				When a piece must protect multiple pieces at once and thus is under great pressure

			

			I’ve never called home sick before, so my mom doesn’t even question me when I tell her my stomach hurts. If she had known that this was my second time in three days pretending to be sick, she would have never rushed over to my school from work, still in her hospital scrubs. In less than twenty-five minutes, she’s brought me back home and is now warming up the chicken soup Dad made me a few days ago. Sadly, she’s thrown my grilled cheese sandwiches away, saying how dairy will only make my stomachache worse. If only she knew that the weird feeling in my stomach is from chess and fights with friends.

			After changing into my pajamas, I shuffle down to the kitchen, which is filled with the scent of ginger and herbs. Mom’s stirring a pot and calls over her shoulder, “It will be ready in five minutes! I’m just adding some ginseng to it—good for when you’re sick. Go grab a bowl and spoon.”

			I do as she says, but my chest tightens when I spot the ChessChamps magazine lying on the kitchen counter. My subscription arrived, and it’s already flipped open to the article about me.

			Mom beams when she sees where I’m looking. “I was just going to tell you about it. It was delivered this morning after you left for school, but I managed to read it before work. I took a photo and sent it to everyone we know! Your dad’s so proud. He showed the photo to all his co-workers.” She doesn’t stop to take a breath as she ladles some soup to taste. “Mm-hmm. You should read the article—it’s very well written. Just be careful not to wrinkle the page, because we want to frame it up in the living room.”

			And there I was hoping no one else would ever find out about the article. I muster a weak smile as I quickly close the magazine, the photo of me holding my State trophy giving way to the cover photo of world champion Ding Liren.

			“Do you want me to make a copy so you can bring it to school and show your friends?” Mom asks.

			“Uh, it’s okay,” I immediately say, longing to change the subject. “Thanks for picking me up today, Mom,” I continue, sliding over to her side. “I didn’t want to disturb you while you were at work.”

			“Of course, baobei,” she says, giving the ginseng chicken soup another big stir. “I don’t want you falling sick before your big game tomorrow.”

			I curl a loose thread on my shirt around my right pinkie. “Mom, is that the most important thing to you? Me winning tomorrow’s game?” I ask softly.

			She gives me a look of surprise before returning her attention to the boiling pot. “Of course not! It only matters to me because I know it means a lot to you.”

			“So, if I don’t win, you won’t be disappointed?” I whisper.

			This time, Mom turns the flame down and pulls me to the table. “Sit,” she says, sounding a lot more serious. “Baobei, what’s going on?”

			I coil the shirt thread around my finger so tightly that the flesh turns white. “Ever since State, I feel like everyone expects me to keep doing well at chess. Every time I don’t win or don’t play a good game, it becomes a big deal. And I’m really scared that’s going to happen tomorrow and everyone will realize I’m actually not that good at chess.”

			My mom grabs both my hands in hers and says, “Baobei, look at me.” She waits until I’ve raised my head before continuing, “Whether you win or lose has never mattered to your dad and me. We just want you to do things that make you happy. And we care about chess only because you care about it—”

			“But you were so happy when I got the trophy!” It’s rude to interrupt my mom, but I’m beyond caring. “I’ve been playing chess for years, but I’ve never seen you that happy before. You and Dad wanted to take me out for dinner on a school night! You showed everyone photos of the trophy and even put it on the mantelpiece—”

			I turn to gesture at the trophy, but my eyes land on a new addition hanging above the mantel: an empty photo frame. “Wait, where’s the photo? The one of me playing chess when I was younger?” I burst out. Dad snapped it at my very first chess competition when I was eight, and the photo has been hanging in our living room ever since. “Did you…throw it away?”

			“Of course not! I just put it in your room this morning. There’s only one photo hanger, so we had to move that photo away to make space for framing your ChessChamps article. It would look so good next to your State trophy.”

			“But I don’t care about those!” To my horror, my voice cracks. “How am I supposed to believe that you don’t care about how well I do? All you and Dad seem to focus on are my awards!”

			“Oh, baobei.” With a soft sigh, my mom sinks to her knees and wraps me in a tight hug. She smells like a mix of chicken and antibacterial disinfectant. And even though I’m upset, I can’t help but lean into her. If only I could hide away in her arms forever instead of going back to school and chess club tomorrow.

			“Dad and I have seen how much time and effort you’ve put into chess over the years. You even asked us to sign you up for more chess lessons with Mr. Wang. And you gave up your whole Sunday to participate in the state championship. As a parent, seeing your child’s hard work pay off is the best feeling. So we were happy because you were so happy with your trophy.”

			Mom draws back to look me in the face. “But life isn’t an infinite to-do list with boxes to be checked off. It’s not done with this goal, on to the next. You have to pause and make time for celebrating how far you’ve come. Just like how Dad needs to refill his car so that it keeps running, you also have to recharge yourself so that you won’t break down like a car without gas.”

			Why is Mom making me sound like some overloaded chess piece who will crumble at the slightest sign of attack? I pull myself up to my fullest height. “I won’t break down. I like setting goals and achieving them.”

			To my surprise, Mom throws her head back and laughs. “Oh, May, you remind me of myself when I was younger. Have I told you about the time I dropped out of medical school?”

			My eyes go round. “No. Why did you drop out?” That can’t be true. Mom graduated first in her class from one of the top medical schools in the world. One wall in her clinic is full of the certificates and awards she’s gotten. Mom’s such a good doctor that even Becca, who’s scared of needles, looks forward to her checkups.

			Mom tightens her arms around me. “Did I tell you that my nickname in med school was FPA? ‘First Place Again’—that’s what my classmates called me because I came in first for every exam. But it made me feel like I had to come first in every exam or people would lose respect for me. I used to love learning about the human body and how everything works. But soon I stopped caring whether I understood the concepts as long as I could memorize the right answers for my exams.”

			I stare at my mom as she speaks. Mom has always seemed like Superwoman—she’s amazing at everything she does, and she makes it look so easy. But the old her she’s describing sounds kind of like…like me right now.

			“So you dropped out because you hated studying?” I ask, shifting around in Mom’s embrace.

			“That’s what I had to ask myself: Did I hate studying for exams or did I hate medicine? So I decided to take a year off school. I spent those twelve months as a medical volunteer in a rural village in China. And that was hard, May, really hard. Way harder than anything I had to do in school because the village clinic had only one doctor, one nurse, and all the equipment was either broken or extremely old. I worked so much that year that I lost ten pounds.”

			The corners of her eyes crinkle as she smiles. “But being able to help those villagers, especially the small children, made me realize that I really did love medicine and wanted to become a doctor. I went back to school the next year and decided to specialize in pediatrics. My professors and classmates were shocked because they expected me to go into neurosurgery, which pays the most. But I decided I would rather do something I love instead of following other people’s expectations.”

			Mom’s smile fades as she looks me straight in the eye. “And that’s what you must decide for yourself too, baobei. Are you playing chess to win medals and impress other people, or are you playing chess because you really enjoy it?”

			I gnaw on my lower lip. Playing chess used to be the best thing in the world. I’d stay up late to watch tournaments happening in Europe, memorize the birth years of the world champions, and try whenever I could to convince Mr. Wang to play Chess960 with me. But when was the last time I played chess for fun and not because I wanted to prove something to someone?

			Mom tucks my hair behind my ears. “You don’t have to answer that now. It took me a year to realize I really wanted to become a doctor. So take your time to think it through. I’m going to call Mr. Wang and tell him you aren’t coming in today.”

			“No, I want to go!” I blurt out. I can’t afford to spend one year thinking about this when today’s the last training I’ll get before tomorrow’s must-win game against Becca.

			“Aren’t you sick?” Mom asks, narrowing her eyes.

			Oops. “I’m feeling a lot better now,” I chirp, giving her my brightest smile. “And I’m sure I’ll be completely fine after having some of your soup.”
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			After I slurp up two big bowls of her ginseng chicken soup, Mom finally agrees to let me go to Mr. Wang’s chess school. I bring along my notation sheets from my past games with Becca so I can analyze them with Mr. Wang and figure out Becca’s weak spots. In the past, I’ve drawn two games against Becca and won the rest—this seems like a good track record, but my notation sheets tell a different story. With every game, I’ve needed more moves and more time to defeat Becca. It seems like it’s everyone else that’s go, go, go, while I’m stuck at the same spot and not improving.

			As I help Mr. Wang set up the chessboard, my mind continues to run around in circles. How am I supposed to think of beating Becca when I can’t even look at her without feeling like the worst person in the world? She’s my best friend, and I lied to her. No wonder she thinks I was choosing Mario over her.

			“May?” Mr. Wang’s voice jolts me out of my thoughts. He’s looking at me with concern. “Are you still feeling sick? Your face is kind of pale.”

			Right, I told him I was sick on Tuesday. “Uh, I feel better now,” I say, looking down at the chessboard so I don’t have to meet his eyes. I’ve been lying to so many people lately—Mr. Wang, my parents, Becca. I didn’t used to be like this.

			“Mr. Wang, do you still keep in touch with your chess friends from the Chinese national team?”

			I don’t even know why the question popped out of my mouth—probably because I have no one else to confide in. And Mr. Wang is pretty old, so I bet he’s fought with his friends before and can tell me how to fix this mess.

			Mr. Wang scratches absently at his mole as he thinks. “I won’t say we were ever friends,” he finally says. “We respected one another, but we competed too fiercely to ever be true friends.”

			I nod glumly. Just look at Ralph and me. Ever since we made our bet, the only times we have spoken to each other have been to make snide remarks. It’s hard to remember that we once used to be friends.

			“My coach used to tell me to not be friends with my opponents in case that makes me play too softly against them,” Mr. Wang continues. “After all, we weren’t just competing to be number one in China, but also for the limited invites to international tournaments. And I don’t think my teammates liked me very much since they had to throw their games.”

			I blink. “Throw their games?”

			“At international tournaments, the national team coach would select who they thought was the strongest player, and all the other Chinese players would lose to him on purpose so that there’d be a better chance the tournament champion would be from China.” Seeing my widened eyes, Mr. Wang’s voice turns stern, and he wags a finger at me. “I’m not saying what we did was right. But every country back then was doing it, and I’m sure some of them are still doing it now.”

			“Weren’t your teammates angry?” I exclaim. If Mr. Karlsen ordered me to lose to Ralph on purpose, I would be hopping mad.

			“Of course they were, but no one could say anything.” Mr. Wang shakes his head, the mole hair on his chin fluttering. “May, you have to understand that, back then, our whole lives were wrapped up in the national team. My teammates and I all started playing chess at a very young age, and it was the only thing we could do. If we got kicked out of the team, we would lose the only thing that helped us make a living, so we had to do whatever our coaches told us to do.” He lifts his right shoulder in a half shrug. “Do I feel bad that my teammates were ordered to lose? Of course! But it was nothing personal; it was just a strategy against our common rival: the players from other countries.”

			Against our common rival…I inhale sharply as an idea strikes me.

			Becca is my last opponent, and given how poorly I’ve been playing lately, I’m not sure I can beat her. But what if…I ask her to throw her game?

			Becca might be mad at me now, but she’s also mad at Ralph for the nasty comments he made about how girls aren’t as good as guys. He is our common rival. And based on how Becca’s been doing in the selection tournament, it’s already obvious that she will be the alternate, so it’s not like she has anything to lose by losing to me.

			“May?” Mr. Wang waves his hand in front of my face. “Are you sure you feel better? Maybe you should go home and rest—”

			“No, no, I’m totally okay!” I quickly sit up straight. We can’t just call it a day when I have such an important game coming up. And now that I have a plan, I feel like a car that’s just been pumped full of gas, ready to go. “I’m ready to start training. What should we focus on?”

			Mr. Wang looks at me skeptically. “What about brushing up on your knight endgames? The Arabian mate, the smothered mate, the hook mate, and so on.”

			I nod, pulling myself closer to the table. To be honest, knight endgames are the last thing I want to work on. They rarely happen in games and are also pretty boring to study. But since this is the final stretch, it’s time to stop horsing around and get down to business. Mom may be right about how I need to figure out why I’m playing chess. But until then, I have a reputation to live up to. After all, I’m no longer a dark horse.
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			Chapter 15

			Open Position

			
				A position with a lot of open space that favors long-range pieces, such as the bishop

			

			On Friday, I can barely concentrate in school. The only thing on my mind is my chess club game against Becca in the afternoon. If I win and finish first in the selection tournament ahead of Ralph, my victory will prove that I am a good chess player. But if I don’t, everyone’s going to think I never deserved my State trophy. Mr. Karlsen will choose Ralph to be team captain, and Principal Peters might even replace me in the school campaign.

			When I arrive at chess training, Becca’s already seated at our match table. The moment she sees me, she lowers her head and starts adjusting the pieces, taking way too much care to make sure each and every one is perfectly centered in its square. Our table is barely big enough to contain the chessboard, but it feels like we are miles away from each other as we sit there in silence. And I still have to ask her to help me beat Ralph by cheating—

			No. Not cheating. Just being strategic as Mr. Wang called it.

			I look over at Mr. Karlsen. Can we please just start the round so at least I can focus on the game instead of how Becca is ignoring me? But he’s talking to two sixth graders right now.

			My eyes zoom in on the whiteboard right behind him. Specifically, on the results table of the selection tournament. Not that I actually need to see it, because I’ve been keeping my own running tally in my head since the very beginning:

			
				May Li: 2.5 points

				Ralph Morris: 2.5 points

			

			It’s easy for my mom to say results don’t matter since they aren’t staring her right in the face. At this moment, my name’s on top. But that’s only because Mr. Karlsen likes listing things in alphabetical order. In just an hour, it could be the other way around. I gulp as a fresh wave of jitters sweeps through my body. If Dad saw me right now, he would scold me for shaking my leg so much, because he believes that’s shaking my luck away. And I need all the luck I can get for the next hour. I wish I could be like Mario and deal with my nerves by running around a field instead of sitting still at a small table.

			The game’s about to start soon. I should ask Becca for help with my plan now while no one’s paying attention.

			As I lean forward, my rocking right knee hits one of the table’s legs, causing the entire table to tilt slightly to one side. Crash!

			The entire chess set clatters to the ground, all the pieces rolling off in different directions. My face burns as all my teammates look over at me, a few of the guys bursting into snickers. Even Mr. Karlsen pauses his conversation to give me a disapproving look. Great, another strike against me. Can this day just be over already?

			“I’m sorry,” I mumble to Becca. So much for all the care she invested in arranging the pieces earlier. Becca doesn’t say anything. Instead, she bends down and starts picking up the pieces alongside me. We get the chessboard and most of the pieces back onto the table, neither of us saying a word or even looking at the other person. I might as well be wallpaper to my former best friend.

			One of the rooks has rolled beneath Becca’s chair, so I duck to get it. Becca must have had the same idea because she reaches for the rook at the exact time I do.

			“Ouch!” Becca and I yelp as our heads crash. We stare at each other for a long moment. And suddenly—I’m not sure who starts first—we are cracking up. Laughing so hard that we have to clutch our stomachs as we fall back into our chairs.

			“What’s so funny?” Ralph asks as he walks past.

			“I don’t know,” I manage to say in between fits of laughter.

			“If you have to ask, you’ll never know,” Becca gasps out.

			Ralph rolls his eyes. “Girls,” he mutters under his breath, which only makes Becca and me laugh even harder.

			Something warm fills up my chest. This is the first time since Wednesday that Becca’s not ignoring me. It almost feels like we’re…friends again.

			“Becca-I’m-so-sorry.” The words rush out of me before I can even fully process what I’m saying.

			Her laughter trails off. “What?”

			I take a deep breath. “I said I’m sorry. I promise I wasn’t ditching you for Mario. I don’t care about his popularity at all. I understand why it would look that way, but it’s because—” I swallow and force myself to continue over the lump in my throat. “It’s because he’s my only non-chess friend and doesn’t know about this selection tournament, so when I’m with him, I don’t have to think about chess,” I say softly. “I can forget about my results for a moment instead of always worrying about what everyone thinks of how badly I’m playing. I know that you were just being really nice when you offered to help me prepare for my games, but it made me think that you felt I wasn’t good enough.”

			Even though the words scrape past my tongue like sandpaper, a huge load lifts off my shoulders when they finally burst out of my mouth. Just like how chess becomes so much more exciting when the position opens up, finally letting myself open up to Becca makes my entire body feel looser.

			Becca claps a hand to her mouth, her eyes going as round as saucers. “Oh, May, I wish you told me earlier.”

			I look down at the chessboard. “I know I should have, but I didn’t want you to think I couldn’t handle chess on my own. I wanted to prove that I’m captain material and able to lead a team.”

			“May, stop right there,” Becca interrupts sternly. “We are teammates, but we are friends first. You don’t have to prove anything to me. I liked you way before you won the trophy at State, and even if you decide to stop playing chess, you’ll still be my best friend. You’re so much more than chess—you’re a pun master and the best at scoring samples at Trader Joe’s. That’s way cooler than chess, if you ask me.”

			I give a shaky laugh. “I do love my puns and snacks,” I admit.

			“Becs, I’m so glad I finally told you.” I take a deep breath. “Can we be friends again?”

			Becca’s face lights up with a smile. “Best friends.”

			Without thinking about it, I lean across the table and throw my arms around her, hoping the hug conveys all my gratitude for having her in my life. From the way she hugs me back just as tightly, I think she gets it.

			Crash!

			We look down and burst into laughter. Because of our hug, we’ve just knocked over half the pieces on our board for the second time. Ah, it’s so nice to be friends with Becca again.

			We’ve just finished setting up the chess set—again—when Mr. Karlsen calls out, “Okay, folks, settle down. We’re about to start.”

			Becca smiles at me. “By the way, I thought you looked really cool in the campaign poster in the cafeteria. I’m so proud that it’s my best friend and not Ralph the sore loser up there! I hope you finish first and shut him up for good.”

			I blow out a breath. “I hope so too,” I say, as though we aren’t both tiptoeing around the elephant in the room—Becca’s the one I need to beat for me to finish first in the selection tournament ahead of Ralph.

			All around me, my clubmates are scampering to their seats for their own games. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Ralph making his way over. He’s playing on the table right beside mine.

			Becca obviously doesn’t want Ralph the sore loser to win. If I want to ask her to help me win, it’s now or never. There’s so much noise that it provides the perfect cover for me to lean forward and whisper, “Becca.”

			“Yeah?” she says, still smiling.

			The words are on the tip of my tongue. Just waiting for me to open my mouth.

			I take a deep breath.

			And lean back on my chair.

			I can’t do this; I can’t ask Becca to lose to me on purpose. If I want to prove I’m really a better player than Ralph, I’m going to do it fair and square. Otherwise, my “win” won’t prove anything except that I took the easy way out. I’d rather finish second than be a cheater.

			“May?” Becca asks, now looking slightly confused.

			I smile at her. “I just want to say I’m really happy we are both on the team.”

			The moment those words leave my mouth, my entire body feels lighter. Now I can finally stop plotting how to win and just…play.

			Unaware of the roller coaster in my head, Becca beams. “Me too! I know I’m going to end up as the alternate, but I don’t care. I’m just so excited I’ll get to go to a national championship.”

			Ralph arrives at his table and gives me a curt nod, which I return. At the front of the room, Mr. Karlsen claps his hands together. “This is the last round, folks, so make it count. I’ll be watching closely. Shake hands and…begin!”

			Without hesitation, Ralph, playing White against Troy’s Black, pushes his king’s pawn forward. I bet he’s going to play his favorite opening—the King’s Gambit.

			I take a deep breath and turn my eyes back to my own board. What Ralph does is beyond my control; I have my own game to play.

			And hopefully win.
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			Chapter 16

			Blunder

			
				A serious mistake in chess

			

			Our game kicks off with Becca pushing her king’s pawn forward by two squares. The White player has a small advantage because they make the first move, so I immediately whip out my favorite Sicilian Defense, a combative line that can let me not just equalize but even fight to get the upper hand. Heck, go big or go home; I’m choosing the most aggressive variation of the Sicilian Defense: the hyper-accelerated Dragon.

			After only a few moves, our game has become extremely complicated. One wrong move, and my position will crumble like Chessmen cookies. But playing it safe is not an option in my tight race against Ralph where a draw is basically as bad as a loss.

			Speaking of Ralph, I wonder how he’s doing. Eyes on your own board, May, Mr. Wang’s croaky voice chides in my head. He thinks everything outside of what’s happening on my chessboard will only distract me and throw me off course. But surely one peek won’t hurt. I just want to know if Ralph’s position is better than Troy’s right now.

			I straighten up in my seat and glance over at Ralph’s board, trying not to make my interest obvious, only to find Ralph staring at my game too. Guess he had the same thought as me. He catches my eye before I can look away.

			Smirking, Ralph nods down at his board. My eyes almost boggle out of my head when they land on his game. No wonder Ralph wants me to look at his game—he’s absolutely destroying poor Troy. It’s a sea of Ralph’s white pieces, with Troy’s few remaining black pieces stuck in the corners, feeble and helpless. His black king is forced to scurry across the board to escape Ralph’s attacking forces like a mouse being toyed between a cat’s paws.

			I sag back in my chair. Now that it’s clear Ralph is going to win his game, beating Becca is the only way I can keep up with him. But my game position is dead even, emphasis on dead. In a must-win situation, winning has never felt further away. And it’s not helping that my thoughts feel like grains in congee, falling apart into mush before I can string them into ideas. Ralph’s probably doing a better job of focusing on my game than I am.

			“Um, stalemate.”

			“What?” Ralph tears his eyes away from my game to look at Troy. “What did you say?”

			Troy gestures down at their board. “Dude, I think this is a stalemate.”

			Forget trying to hide my interest; I immediately lean as far right in my seat as I can without falling over to look at their game. I see the exact moment the realization hits Ralph: his eyes go wide as he sucks in a breath, as though hoping the rush of air into his lungs will show him a different reality.

			I can hardly believe it myself, but the truth is laid out there in black and white—literally. Well, mostly white. Ralph has captured all of Troy’s pieces with brutal ease and forced the black king into a tight bind, surrounded by white enemy forces on all sides.

			But maybe because Ralph was looking too much at my game, he somehow missed a crucial detail in his own: Troy’s black king is not under checkmate, but there are also no legal moves left for it to make.

			It’s well and truly a stalemate. And by the rules of chess, the game will end in a draw.

			I can’t help but wince. Ralph ended up playing himself. That’s gotta hurt.

			“This isn’t fair!” Ralph blurts out. Troy just shrugs. Although Troy got a draw through a stroke of luck, even Ralph can’t deny it’s well within the rules.

			I turn my eyes back to my own board as Becca moves her bishop. My heart’s beating wildly. Now’s the best chance I’ve ever had at winning the bet. Even though Ralph didn’t win his game, he’ll still come out on top by half a point if I lose. Ugh. Why did I play the hyper-accelerated Dragon variation? It’s led to a risky, messy position that’s ripe for fumbles. And Becca’s playing the best I’ve ever seen her: attacking when she needs to but not overstepping, defending cleverly so that it feels like I’m lobbing eggs at a wall, not letting me gain even an inch.

			Then Becca moves her rook all the way to the last row of the board.

			I blink hard to make sure I didn’t imagine it. Doesn’t Becca realize that my dark-squared bishop can capture her rook in two moves using a pin tactic?

			Or is this some clever sacrifice?

			Becca flicks her eyes down at the board, then up to my face again. She gives a tiny nod.

			I suck in a sharp breath.

			Oh. My. God. That move is a blunder, and Becca made it on purpose. She’s offering her rook to me. Handing me the win I sorely need.

			The scene unfolds in my head: I’ll play out the bishop pin, then grab Becca’s rook. She’ll pretend to look shocked and dismayed before resigning because there’s no coming back from a position like that. Mr. Karlsen will write down the final scores on the whiteboard:

			
				May Li: 3.5 points

				Ralph Morris: 3 points

			

			Mr. Karlsen will choose me to play on board one and captain the team at the national team championship. Ralph will have to admit through gritted teeth I’m just as good or even better than boys like him at chess. And I’ll have lived up to everyone’s expectations of me as not just a good but a top chess player.

			I reach for my bishop. But as I stretch my arm across the board, an image pops into my mind. In the framed photo that used to be on our living room mantelpiece but now sits on my dresser, I was so short that I had to sit on two chairs stacked together and strain to pick up the pieces on the other end of the board. That little girl in the photo loved chess so much that she enjoyed the game even when she lost. What would she think if she knew that five years later she would care so much about winning that she would cheat?

			Except I’m not really cheating…right? I didn’t ask Becca to blunder on purpose. And what if it’s a real blunder? Sometimes people make mistakes. Really big ones.

			“May, it’s your turn.” Becca’s voice breaks into my thoughts. She inclines her head slightly toward our chess clock, reminding me that time is running out while my mind races at a million miles per minute. She looks a little confused, probably wondering what’s taking me so long to play the obvious move.

			Her finger twitches in the direction of my bishop again. Take it. Take it and end the game. And you will come out on top and get everything you want.

			Before I can second-guess myself, I see my right hand reaching out. Picking up my bishop. And dragging it back to its starting square.

			Becca rubs her eyes, as though to make sure she’s seeing things right. I can feel the confusion rolling off her. The goal in chess is to make all your pieces as active as possible, so moving a piece back to its original position is a big no-no because it means all the previous moves are now wasted. It’s a move I would have never dreamed of playing usually.

			But this isn’t exactly a usual game.

			After a long, still moment, Becca finally comes back to life. My heart clenches as her rook moves out of harm’s way. Of course she would play that. While every player gets careless once in a while, it would seem way too suspicious for Becca to not realize such a big mistake, especially with Ralph watching on from the side.

			But that’s it, then. I’ve just given up my best chance at victory.

			We play on. Gradually our armies dwindle down to nothing but our kings. Before I know it, we’re shaking hands.

			A draw.

			Just like Ralph’s.

			My body feels numb as Mr. Karlsen replaces the numbers on the whiteboard with new ones.

			
				May Li: 3 points

				Ralph Morris: 3 points

			

			“It appears we have a tie,” Mr. Karlsen announces. Not that he needs to since everyone is already staring at the results and whispering furiously among themselves. Marvin Guo’s eyes dart toward me as Stefan leans over to say something in his ear. Maybe even making bets for what they think will happen.

			Dread fills the pit of my stomach. I bet they think Ralph should be chosen to lead the team. Although we finished with the same number of points, he came way closer to winning his final game than I did. All I can do is congratulate him and hope he doesn’t gloat too much.

			Mr. Karlsen’s mouth curves into a Cheshire-cat grin. “And I think the best way to break this tie is with an Armageddon game!”

			As my clubmates erupt into excited chatter, my stomach plunges to my feet. No, no, no. Not the Armageddon. The infamous sudden-death tiebreaker that always produces a decisive result. Which means there’s a 50 percent chance I’ll lose. In front of Mr. Karlsen and all my teammates. They will all be watching me, waiting to see what I can do, judging if I have what it takes to lead the team and play on board one. And unlike my previous game against Ralph, I won’t be able to hide behind a draw anymore.

			Mr. Karlsen holds up one hand for silence. “Because Ralph and May have both just been through a tough game, I’m going to be nice and not put them through another game today. Instead, we’ll have it first thing next Monday. It’s a wrap today. Have a good weekend, everyone!”

			As the other members file out, chattering excitedly about their weekend plans, Becca inches toward me. “Why didn’t you take my rook?” she asks, lowering her voice so no one else overhears.

			I meet her eyes. “Because I want to beat Ralph fair and square.” No matter how I feel about chess now, I fell in love with it when I was six because of how beautiful the game is—its simplicity and pureness. At the end of the day, it’s two players with the exact same pieces, standing on an even field. To cheat would go against everything chess is about.

			Becca squeezes my hand. “I wish this was like a book, where doing the right thing always pays off in the end. But sadly, real life isn’t always like the books, and I’m not sure karma actually exists.” She sighs and moves toward the door. “Wanna pop by Trader Joe’s? I’m craving some Dunkers right now.”

			“Thanks, but I think I’ll pass.” My heart’s still thudding wildly from the adrenaline of the past hour. And my stomach is churning so much that I don’t think I can eat anything.

			“Okay, see you next Monday!” Becca bounds out of the door, no doubt dreaming of the Dunkers cookies she’s going to buy and looking like she hasn’t got a care in the world. And why would she? The selection tournament has ended for her.

			Meanwhile, at Becca’s mention of next Monday, my mind’s already conjuring up vivid images of the Armageddon game that will take place that afternoon—what it will be like sitting across the table from Ralph while everyone else stands around us and beadily watches our every move until a sure victor emerges.

			But if there’s a victor, it means there will also be a loser.

			If only I hadn’t been slacking off lately, going to soccer games and hanging out at malls when I should have been practicing chess. Then maybe I could have squeaked out an additional half point somewhere that would put me ahead of Ralph. And I wouldn’t have to suffer through a weekend of dreading the Armageddon against my fiercest rival.

			“Hey.”

			I look up as someone sits down next to me. Speak of the devil.

			“Yes?” I ask stiffly. Please don’t let Ralph be here for some pre-match mudslinging mind game.

			Ralph runs his hand through his hair and gives me a small grin. “I know what Becca was trying to do.”

			Wait. What?

			Ralph huffs out a laugh at my surprised expression. “Come on. That blunder was so terrible it had to be fake.”

			For a moment, I get the urge to join in his laughter. Ralph’s right—Becca wasn’t very subtle with her comical mistake. But then I remember who I’m speaking to and look at him coolly. “Are you going to snitch on her to Mr. Karlsen?”

			Without hesitation, Ralph shakes his head. “Nah, I don’t want to get Becca into trouble just because we’re fighting.” He pauses. “And I don’t want us to fight anymore,” he says more quietly.

			I snort. “In case you forgot, you started this when you said in front of the whole club that girls are worse at chess than guys.”

			Ralph’s cheeks flush a deep red. “I said that because I was fed up with Bram’s teasing, but I shouldn’t have taken it out on you. When Mario told me at Valley Square to stop being so emotional like a girl, it made me feel like crap that guys aren’t supposed to show emotion. It sucks when people tell us what we can and can’t do because of our gender. And I realized that that was probably how I made you feel when I told you girls aren’t as good at chess as guys.

			“So, uh, I did some research.” He gnaws on his lower lip. “And I saw that a big reason why most of the world’s top players are men is because men are given more chances than women to train and compete. Which is obviously super unfair. Umm”—he opens his mouth, closes it, then opens it again—“I think I’m going to take back what I said. I mean, in front of the rest of the team.”

			He clasps his hands together in front of him. “May, I’m really sorry. I really want us to be friends again.”

			I narrow my eyes. Is this a trick to get me to lower my guard before the Armageddon? But Ralph’s eyes are earnest, and his voice sounds sincere. And the truth is I miss having him as a friend too. Monday assembly was extra boring this week because I couldn’t distract myself by playing blindfold chess with him.

			So, at long last, I nod. “Apology accepted. But if you ever hear another guy saying something crappy like that, promise me you’ll speak up.”

			Without hesitation, Ralph bobs his head. “Of course I will! By the way, I think it’s cool of you to not go along with Becca’s plan. I’m not sure most players would have done what you did.”

			I shrug. “Yeah, well, I may be a girl, but I know I can beat you on skill and not just because Becca blundered a point to me. I want a chance to beat you in a fair fight.”

			One corner of Ralph’s mouth crooks up into a smile. “Well, you’ll get your chance in seventy-two hours.”

			I gulp. My stomach feels twisted into knots, and the fried rice I had for lunch seems to be crawling back up.

			I jump to my feet. “Gotta use the restroom,” I mutter before dashing out of the room, as if I can physically outrun and leave behind the game that will decide everything.
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			Chapter 17

			Armageddon

			
				The chess equivalent of a penalty shoot-out that will guarantee a winner

			

			I run down the hallway to the nearest restroom, only to collide straight into a warm body. “Oomph!”

			“Ouch!” a familiar voice cries out at the same time.

			My eyes widen when they land on the pair of people before me. Mario is clutching his left knee, a deep grimace etched across his face, while the left side of his body is propped up by his teammate Luke Fernandez. Both are wearing their Lingard Lions jerseys.

			My hands fly to my mouth. “Oh my god, Mario, did I hurt you?”

			“No, no,” Luke says, his voice slightly strained as he supports his teammate’s weight. “He was already like that before you found us. We were doing some soccer drills, and Mario took an awkward fall. He thinks there’s something wrong with his knee now.”

			“Where’s your coach?” I ask, peering anxiously at Mario’s left knee, which has turned a mottled red.

			“We didn’t have soccer training today. It’s just the two of us doing some drills on our own,” Luke explains, shifting from one foot to the other to better support Mario. “We’re trying to find the school nurse.”

			“She’s not around. Her office closes early on Friday,” I say. “But my mom works at a clinic! Come with me.”
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			Thankfully, Luke comes with Mario and me in the cab to Mom’s clinic. Because now that we’ve settled down a little, I suddenly remember that Mario and I got into an argument a couple of days ago, so it would be pretty awkward if it were just the two of us. Luke is really chatty and great at impressions. He even acted out the save that Mario was trying to do before he had the bad fall. It’s so funny that Mario can’t help but laugh, which is the permission I need to crack up too.

			But when we arrive at the clinic, Luke says, “Uh, I’ll just stay in the waiting room.”

			He can’t leave Mario and me alone! “Oh, don’t worry, the room is big enough to fit all of us,” I quickly say. “And you were the only one besides Mario who saw what happened. The doctor may want to ask you some questions too.”

			Luke looks down at the floor. “It’s just, well”—his voice lowers—“I’m not a big fan of needles.”

			Ah. I nod sympathetically. “My dad doesn’t like needles either. Every year when it’s time to get his flu shot, he gets all mopey and comes up with all sorts of excuses to put it off. My mom has to bribe him with his favorite melon seed snack to get him to go.”

			“That’s why I don’t want to go into the doctor’s room,” Luke says, looking slightly more relieved after my response. “I’ll just wait out here, if that’s okay.”

			“Yeah, no problem.” Now that I know about Luke’s fear, there’s no way I’m going to press him. Besides, Mom’s going to be the one doing most of the talking anyway, so I won’t have to worry about any awkward silences between Mario and me in the room.

			I texted Mom in the Uber to tell her about the situation, so she’s already prepped and jumps straight into action the moment I rush Mario into her room. She makes sure Mario is fully comfortable on a recliner before asking him a bunch of questions about what happened and touching his left leg gingerly to assess the injury. As I look at her, pride swells in my chest. My mom is absolutely the best doctor ever.

			At last, Mom proclaims, “It’s just a slight strain and some muscle swelling. Nothing major, so don’t worry. But I’m going to ask the nurse to give you some heat packs—”

			“Wait,” Mario blurts out, sitting up in the recliner. “You aren’t the nurse?”

			Mom laughs. “No, I’m Doctor Li.”

			“Oh, I’m sorry. I just thought—”

			“You thought my mom was a nurse because she’s a woman,” I cut in.

			Mario doesn’t answer, but his pink cheeks say it all.

			“You aren’t the first person to think that,” Mom tells Mario with a kind smile, after shooting me a look that seems to say Let me handle this. “I’ve had patients come in and ask for a male doctor because they think a man would be more qualified. Even back in medical school, my male classmates thought I would faint at the first sight of blood.”

			“But she didn’t! My mom finished top of her class in med school,” I say proudly.

			Mario’s eyes go round. “Oh, wow. I guess I’m just not used to seeing female doctors.”

			“You’re right—there are still more male doctors now, and they also earn more than female doctors,” Mom says. “And that’s because, for a long time, people thought only men would be good at medicine. Thankfully, things are changing now, and women are getting more opportunities to study and practice medicine. My school even set up a scholarship for female students to help even out the starting line between everyone.”

			“My mom is on the interview committee for the scholarship,” I tell Mario.

			Mom swats me lightly on the shoulder. “Enough, May.” She’s so modest that she doesn’t even want me to brag on her behalf. “Now, you take care of your friend while I go and find the nurse. I’ll be back soon.”

			Before I can say anything, Mom strides out of the room. Now it’s just Mario and me here, staring everywhere but at each other. He’s no doubt also thinking of our last conversation, which ended with us separating in a huff.

			“Your mom’s awesome.” Mario’s voice breaks the silence, and I startle. “I feel bad about assuming she isn’t the doctor just because she isn’t a man.”

			I wave my hand through the air. “Like my mom said, this isn’t the first time it’s happened to her.”

			Mario furrows his brow. “That’s even worse.”

			Not sure how to respond to that, I rush to change the subject. “So, why were you doing soccer drills when you didn’t have training today?”

			Staring down at his hands, Mario exhales deeply. “Yesterday at practice, Coach Davis was scolding us for messing up our drills. That’s why I decided to put in extra practice today with Luke.” He pauses. “You know, Coach Davis is always saying stuff like how we need to man up and play tougher.” Mario pauses. “And hearing those things used to make me feel so terrible, like I had let him and my whole team down. But I guess I got used to them over time.”

			His voice grows quieter. “And that’s why I said those things to Ralph at Valley Square without thinking twice. Not gonna lie, at first I was kinda upset by you calling me sexist. Okay, fine, I was very upset,” Mario corrects sheepishly as I raise an eyebrow.

			“I know being sexist is a bad thing, so I was offended that you would think of me like that. But it was wrong of me to imply that being a girl is worse in any way. Girls can be good at whatever they do, whether it’s soccer, medicine, chess, or something else. And guys can be afraid of needles and also be not afraid to show their emotions—and both are okay. I hope I get a chance to apologize to Ralph for the mean things I said, but I also want to apologize to you.” He blows out a breath. “So, yeah, I’m sorry.”

			My mouth parts in surprise. Two boys apologizing to me in one day? This has got to be some kind of record.

			My heart lightens as I look into Mario’s eyes. When Principal Peters first announced that we would be in the school campaign together, Mario was just a jock to me. The king of jocks. Someone I had absolutely zero things in common with. My biggest hope was to get through the campaign interview and photoshoot without embarrassing myself in front of him. But Mario has surprised me. He might be a soccer star, but he also remembers the chess fun facts I tell him, has a huge sweet tooth like me, and isn’t afraid to apologize when he realizes he’s wrong.

			I pat him on the shoulder. “I’m glad you get it now. But I’m sorry your coach says things like that to your team. There’s nothing wrong with the Lingard Lions playing like girls. You should tell him that in a lion pride, it’s the lionesses who do the hunting, not the male lions.”

			Mario grins. “Yeah, those big boys are just lion down in the sun all day.”

			“I’ll be lion if I say that’s a good pun.”

			“Hey, I learned from the best,” he retorts with a smirk. “Anyway, I’m glad we ran into each other today. I was afraid you would never want to speak to me again.”

			“Well, we did run into each other today—literally,” I joke.

			“True! Where were you rushing off to? You seemed kind of upset about something.”

			My smile drops as reality slams back into me. Because Mom still isn’t back yet, I take the time to tell Mario about the Armageddon, trying not to let my nerves show in my voice.

			“This Armageddon sounds kind of like penalty kicks,” Mario muses. “If the game is tied at the end of ninety minutes, we do a penalty shoot-out. Each team gets five tries to shoot at the goal from the penalty spot, with one point for every ball you get into the net. Team with the most points wins, obviously.”

			Frowning, I try to visualize the soccer setup in my head. It’s a lot harder than visualizing a chessboard. “So the players literally just aim at an empty net?”

			“Oh, no.” Mario chuckles. “It’s the goalkeeper’s job to try to block every shot. In fact, the goalkeeper is the only one who can do something. Last person standing in between a win or a loss.”

			I clap my hand to my mouth. Having the entire team’s fate rest on your shoulders? “That sounds so scary!”

			“It is very scary,” Mario agrees, his expression suddenly much more solemn. This isn’t my friend Mario but the captain of the Lingard Lions speaking. “When I’m standing in the goal alone, with all my teammates and our supporters and the other team staring at me, the net suddenly feels way bigger. And I feel very small.”

			I get the sudden urge to hug Mario. Soccer is a team game, but being goalkeeper sounds…lonely. Kind of like chess, where I can only depend on myself and the sixteen pieces under my control as I do battle across the board. Even at Nationals, none of my teammates can help me with my game.

			“But you’re a really good goalkeeper!” I say, wanting the smile to return to Mario’s face again. It’s weird seeing him look so serious. “Everyone says so. Ralph told me you’ve made some miraculous saves.”

			Mario shrugs. “A goalkeeper is only as good as their last save. If I save a goal, it’s expected. But if I let a goal in, oh boy, then people have plenty to say about it.”

			Kind of like those two blond teenagers who blamed Mario for Fernvale’s goal, even though there were ten other Lingard players on the field. They even said he didn’t live up to the hype. Maybe when I told Mario that everyone thinks he’s a good goalkeeper, that’s just another reminder of what he’s expected to live up to.

			Just like how it is for me.

			“How do you not get stressed out by all that?” I ask, the question coming out barely above a whisper.

			Mario doesn’t even think before responding. “I guess it’s like what you told Mrs. Gartner. It’s all that risk and uncertainty that makes the game exciting and beautiful. So even though it’s stressful, that’s what makes soccer, well, soccer.”

			A jolt runs through my body. I don’t even remember saying that. These days, all I want from my chess games is a clear, straight path to winning. Not excitement and beauty.

			“And even though soccer is called ‘the beautiful game,’ it is just a game,” Mario continues. “I’m only playing for the Lingard Lions because I have fun. The moment it becomes more stressful than fun, I’ll stop.”

			That’s just like what Mom said. Even though she was coming in first in all her exams, she had to take a year off school because it was becoming more stressful than fun. She had to remind herself what she loved about being a doctor, and it wasn’t the good grades.

			“But if you stop, won’t you miss being captain?” I ask Mario. “Won’t you miss the medals and being a soccer star?”

			“Maybe, but medals are only a small part of soccer. The least important part. I can still play soccer for fun without competing.” Mario gives me a long look. “The real question is why would you miss the medals?”

			I hold up both hands. “Whoa there. We’re talking about you here, not me.”

			Mario tilts his head to the side. “Really? Because it doesn’t sound like that to me. Okay, I’m the patient here, so indulge my question: Why do you care so much about medals?”

			“Why?” I sputter. “Why not? Getting a medal means I’m good at chess. And being good at something feels…nice. Really nice.” I still remember what it was like standing up onstage at State, holding my trophy up high, seeing my parents’ beaming faces in the audience and hearing the whole hall ring with applause. Applause for me. In that moment, I felt ten feet tall. I want to feel like that again.

			“So you’re telling me that you’ve always been good at chess? Since the very first game you played?”

			“I wish.” I let out a loud snort. “I was terrible. I would lose and not even know how I lost. I was always bugging my dad to play another game with me until I won. One day he decided to just lose on purpose so I could let him go back to work. That was the first win I ever got.” A few days later when my mom accidentally let slip about my dad’s plan, I burst into tears. It took me one more year before I finally got good enough to score a real win against my dad.

			To my surprise, Mario grins. “Okay. But even though you always lost, you still kept playing. For five more years. Even when you weren’t getting any medals or trophies, you didn’t stop playing chess. Doesn’t this prove that you don’t need to be the best at something to enjoy doing it? That you can, in fact, suck and still like it? Not that you suck at chess now,” he quickly adds. “Far from it. But you get my point.”

			I inhale sharply as memories slam into me. At my first few chess competitions, I always came in last, but that didn’t stop me from asking my parents to sign me up for more competitions. Figuring out how I lost a game felt like cracking a puzzle to me. I would replay every move using my notation sheet from the game, trying to spot where I made my mistakes and hoping that I would get matched against the same player in my next tournament so I could do better. I wanted to play against the best players and see for myself how good they were, how much better they were than me. When I realized that most tournaments used the Swiss format, I got really disappointed that I wouldn’t get to play against the top players unless I was one of the top ones too.

			“You know we don’t just celebrate the wins, right?” Mario’s tone gentles. “I love winning, but I also love to play with Luke and my other friends. Sweat it all out on the field after sitting still for a long day at school. I hope you remember why you love chess—”

			The door flies open, and Mom strides back in with Bonnie, my favorite nurse, right behind her. As Bonnie starts demonstrating to Mario how to alternate between the heat pack and ice pack for his knee, my mind whirls.

			Somewhere along the way, winning became the most important thing to me. I became scared of losing, of competing against people who could beat me. Chess stopped being something I do for fun and turned into something I must be good at. And of course, my bet with Ralph only made things even more stressful.

			But maybe it’s not too late to change that, to relearn how to play chess out of love for the game and not love for glory. I fell in love with chess once upon a time; I can do it again.
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			Chapter 18

			Sacrifice

			
				Giving up a piece in the hopes of getting something bigger in return

			

			In Heaven on Earth, my mom’s favorite soap opera, which she doesn’t allow me to watch but which I sneakily watch anyway when she’s at work, the main couple broke up once. And the female lead said, “We need some distance from each other to remember why we fell in love.”

			So this weekend I make a promise to myself to not play any chess outside Mr. Wang’s class. Which means I don’t do any practice for my Armageddon game against Ralph. Instead, I spend Saturday baking with Becca and Sunday helping Mario plan his Halloween party. And every time even the smallest thought of chess starts creeping into my head, I go and get a snack.

			(I eat a lot of chocolate over the weekend.)

			(I also demolish my secret stash of Chessmen cookies at home.)

			On Monday, thankfully Principal Peters starts assembly on time for once so there’s no chance for Ralph to suggest a game of blindfold chess. I’m so busy trying not to think about chess that, after school, I lose track of time while doing homework in the library. By the time I check the clock again, it’s already 3:38 p.m. Chess club started eight minutes ago.

			I immediately leap to my feet, shove my stuff into my bag without caring that the corners of my notebook are getting dented, and dash out the library. “Sorry I’m late!” I gasp out as I run into the chess club room. “I…”

			My voice trails off at the scene before me. All the desks have been pushed to the side, leaving only one table—the sturdiest one—in the center of the room. Ralph’s already seated there, looking as cool as a cucumber. Unlike me, with a stitch in my side from sprinting and my hair stuck to my face with sweat.

			Everyone’s clustered around the table, jostling to be at the front. Kind of like Mom and her friends whenever there’s a sale at our local Asian grocery store and they want to be the first in line to score the best deal. I guess, in this case, Ralph and I are the deal.

			At the sound of my voice, everyone whirls around to look at me. Thankfully, Mr. Karlsen doesn’t seem mad that I’m late. “Oh, good. You’re here! Please take a seat.”

			I stare back at him and all my teammates, my body frozen into stone. The board on the table is already fully set up. I’m not ready for this. Maybe a miracle will happen and there will be an earthquake so I don’t have to play this game. As long as the game hasn’t started, I can still believe that I might win. But if I play and lose, that’s it. Mr. Karlsen will write down Ralph: 1—May: 0 on the whiteboard and announce Ralph will lead the team at Nationals. Soon everyone else in school will hear about this too.

			“May?” Mr. Karlsen sounds slightly more impatient now. But just then, a familiar face jumps out from the crowd. It’s Becca, probably on her tiptoes and smiling straight at me. It’s going to be okay, her smile says. You’ve got this.

			That’s the only thing that gets me to put one foot in front of the other. The crowd parts to let me through, and before I know it, I’m lowering myself into a chair, feeling as though someone else is controlling my body.

			Mr. Karlsen holds out his fists and nods at me. “Ladies first.”

			“Uh, the right one,” I choke out.

			His right hand unfurls to reveal a white pawn.

			“May’s playing White and Ralph’s playing Black. For those who aren’t familiar with the rules, here’s how Armageddon works: White gets five minutes; Black gets four. But, to make up for having less time, Black wins if the game ends in a draw. We good on that?”

			Ralph and I nod in unison. Even though I’ve never played an Armageddon game before, it’s one of the most common tiebreakers at elite-level tournaments.

			The room is completely silent as Mr. Karlsen fiddles with the chess clock, giving Ralph four minutes to my five. Out of habit, I’ve brought a notation sheet with me, but now I stuff it back into my pocket. Speed chess games move far too quickly for players to have time to record their moves.

			One of us will emerge the ultimate victor in nine minutes.

			Or fewer.

			The circle of our clubmates surges forward, tightening around us. I look down at the chessboard so I don’t have to look at them. Its polished surface gleams beneath the overhead lights, the thirty-two pieces standing tall and proud like soldiers.

			As though guided by some magnetic force, my right hand picks up my queen. Without caring who’s watching, I clutch it in my fist and say a small prayer in my head: Please work with me. I used to do this when I was younger, until I decided one random day last year that my little pregame ritual was too childish. But maybe that’s exactly what I need now: to see chess again through the eyes of six-year-old May.

			Mr. Karlsen sets the chess clock back on the table. “May, Ralph.” He nods at each of us in turn.

			I put my queen back down and take a deep breath.

			“Shake hands.”

			I wipe my clammy palm on my school skirt before holding it out toward Ralph. Our hands meet halfway over the board.

			“And begin!”

			Ralph taps the chess clock button to start my countdown. We are officially up and running.

			I open the game with my king’s pawn. Without hesitation, Ralph pushes his queen’s pawn forward.

			I blink down at the board. Based on my analysis of his games, Ralph almost always moves his king’s pawn on the first turn. But now he’s playing the Scandinavian Defense—an offbeat line that allows Black to develop a strong pawn structure. I take a deep breath to calm myself down. Great, it’s only the beginning and Ralph has already unsettled me. Score one for him.

			Okay, May, focus. It’s only the second move; no need to panic. Almost half a minute passes before I decide to bring out my knight and move the game toward a Modern Scandinavian.

			Our hands fly over the board as we blitz out the first dozen moves, powered by muscle memory from years of playing. As the clock ticks on, our pieces dance around the sixty-four squares. Ralph’s rook snaps up one of mine before it’s captured by my bishop. He lets his knight be taken by my queen so that he can get my bishop. We’ve already traded off half our pieces, and it’s not even move twenty. Huh, Ralph’s being unusually aggressive with these piece exchanges—

			Hold up. I freeze as the truth hits me like a thunderbolt. This is all a part of Ralph’s plan. He’s trying to remove as many pieces as possible so that I have fewer ways to attack him. It doesn’t matter that he also can’t attack me, because he wins if we draw. The deader our game is, the better it is for him. And with only slightly over eighty seconds to go, our position is like a stagnant puddle. I’m completely stuck.

			Muffled whispers drift to my ears, buzzing like static on a damaged television. It’s hard to make out what my clubmates are saying, but I can make a pretty good guess. Why did May just play that? I can’t believe she didn’t see what Ralph was trying to do. Becca shoots me an encouraging grin when she catches my eye. She probably thinks I have some grand plan up my sleeve that will take Ralph and everyone by surprise. Except the only surprise is for her: that I, in fact, have no clue what I’m doing or what I can do.

			I look desperately back at my pieces. Only half my original army is left at this point. What should I do? How can I win? They stare back at me, offering no help—not even my favorite piece, the bishop. Ralph has managed to tuck his king into a corner of the board and set up a fortress around it that my remaining bishop cannot penetrate. At its most powerful in open positions, my bishop’s long-range attack potential is now smothered. Just like how I’m smothered by everyone’s expectations as they wait for me to pull a trick out of my bag, a trick I don’t have—

			Smothered.

			Yesterday Mr. Wang showed me the smothered mate. One of the rarest checkmates because several pieces have to be in the right place at the same time. My opponent’s king needs to be surrounded by his own pieces so that, when he’s attacked, there’s no square for him to escape to. Unable to move out of harm’s way, he’ll be “smothered” to death by his own army. And only the knight, as the one piece whose attack range manages to bypass the king’s protection, can deliver the killing blow.

			My knight is lurking silently within distance of Ralph’s kingside fortress. The ingredients for a possible smothered mate are laid out in front of me—all except one.

			One free square still lies to the right of Ralph’s king, one last place it can escape to if attacked. I need to plug that gap—but how? If only I could lure one of his pieces there the way Trader Joe’s brings Becca and me into their store for samples. Once, Becca and I got a cup of free bagel chips and loved it so much that we bought a large packet of bagel chips every day for two months—

			Oh my god. I almost gasp out loud as realization slams into me. Becca and I would enter only for the samples and leave with lots of snacks we didn’t even know we wanted. And that’s not an accident but a grandmaster-level strategy. The Trader Joe’s samples station is like a sacrifice in chess: They offer something small to get something bigger in return. The samples station is how we’ve discovered a lot of our favorite snacks, and I don’t even want to know how much we have spent at Trader Joe’s over the years. This must be what Ralph meant when he said they are making a smart move.

			I scan the chessboard again. All I need now is my own version of a food sample. Some sort of sacrifice that would tempt Ralph to put a piece on that empty square. But to do that, I’ll need to give something up first…

			My queen.

			Putting my own queen on that square will place it within grabs of Ralph’s rook. If he falls for my plan and captures my queen, the last free square around his king will be filled by his own rook, setting up all the conditions needed for a smothered mate. His king will be caught between a rook and a hard place.

			The whispers around me dim, as though my teammates can sense something is up. No wonder, since I’ve been thinking for so long.

			A sudden surge of nerves seizes my stomach in a chokehold. What am I thinking? If Ralph plays a zwischenzug move like Eric Malik did at State, my queen sacrifice will turn into the worst blunder. My smothered mate will fail, and being down a queen for nothing means I’ll be forced to resign to Ralph.

			It’s embarrassing enough to lose in public, but to lose so badly in front of Mr. Karlsen and the entire Lingard Middle School Chess Club will require me to move to Canada, change my name, and enter the witness protection program before I die of shame.

			I’m still looking at the chessboard, but the black and white squares seem to be melting together, like one of the swirly optical illusions that make you dizzy if you look at it for too long. How can I possibly give up my queen, the most powerful piece on the board, just to try one of the most complicated and rarest tactics in chess?

			But don’t you want to? a small voice in my head whispers. Aren’t you excited to try it?

			I hope you remember why you love chess, comes Mario’s voice.

			Six-year-old May fell in love with chess because she loved experimenting with the different ways she could arrange her pieces into daring combinations. She loved playing against other people because every match taught her just a little bit more about this beautiful game that’s more than a thousand years older than her. She loved taking risks and creating fireworks on the board. She loved learning how she could play better in the next game. She didn’t care about who was watching or about embarrassing herself.

			I straighten up and roll my shoulders back. I force my knees to stop jiggling. With fewer than thirty seconds left on the clock for me, there’s no time to calculate all the possibilities and variations. It’s just me and my chess instinct.

			I take a deep breath. And, on the exhale, I pick up my queen and bring it down to the empty square beside Ralph’s king.
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			Chapter 19

			Promotion

			
				When a pawn that has safely made it to the other end of the board is turned into a queen (most desirable), rook, knight, or bishop

			

			Oh my god, did I really just play that?

			Ralph’s mouth drops open.

			Well, I guess that answers my question.

			My heart pounding in my chest, I slam my hand down on the clock to switch the countdown to Ralph’s. For a long moment, the only sound in the entire room is the ticking of the chess clock. Then, all at once, everyone around us erupts into chatter. They must think I’ve gone out of my mind.

			My head does feel kind of light, but in a way that makes me want to jump up and laugh out loud. Wow. What a thrill! I’ve forgotten what it’s like to play like that. Even if the sacrifice blows up in my face, at least I can stop torturing myself with all the what-ifs. The ball’s now firmly in Ralph’s court; or rather, my queen’s in his territory.

			Frowning, Ralph leans forward, then seems to rethink it and reclines again. He tilts his head to one side, carefully assessing the position. Then I see it: His mouth rises in one corner. A half smile.

			A chill runs over me.

			I missed something. I messed up.

			As though in slow motion, Ralph reaches toward my side of the board, his hand ghosting over my king. His fingers uncurl, then straighten.

			“I resign.”

			I blink down at his outstretched hand, all five fingers extended toward me in the unmistakable pose of a handshake. “Wait. What?”

			Still wearing the half smile, Ralph gestures at the board. “I see the smothered mate coming my way, and there’s no way I can stop it. So I’d rather just resign now and save us the time. Good game,” he adds. “I’m glad I’m playing with you and not against you at Nationals.”

			It takes a long moment before Ralph’s words sink in. Then it’s like fireworks have gone off in my head as the significance of what just happened hits me.

			Nationals.

			Oh my god.

			I actually did it—I beat Ralph in our Armageddon playoff, topped the chess club standings, and won our bet!

			I grasp Ralph’s hand firmly in mine. The next moment, a pair of arms are flung around my neck. “May, I’m so proud of you!” Becca yells into my ear. “That was so cool!” She’s so close that bits of her hair are in my mouth, but neither of us cares as I hug her back.

			Hands pat my shoulders and thump my back. Bright, excited faces beam back at me. Bram shouts loud enough for everyone to hear, “With May as captain, we are definitely gonna crush the other teams!”

			To which Ralph responds, “Dude, we might even get a shot at the title.”

			Mr. Karlsen’s voice rises above everyone else’s. “May, Ralph, congratulations to the both of you on a well-fought match.” Even though I’m so smothered (hah) by hugs from my clubmates that I can’t see Mr. Karlsen’s face, I can hear a smile in his voice. “I want all five members of the Nationals team to stay back. The rest of you are dismissed!”
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			The room empties out. Soon, it’s just me, Becca, Ralph, Troy, and Anand left. We’ve known for weeks that we’ll be representing Lingard at the national team championship. But something about seeing all five of us together makes my heart stir with pride. We stand shoulder to shoulder in front of Mr. Karlsen, lined up like soldiers ready for battle, kind of like pieces on a chessboard. Maybe I’m imagining it, but we all seem to stand a little straighter, our heads held high and shoulders rolled back.

			And I will be the captain of this team. I press my lips tight together to stop myself from grinning too hard.

			Mr. Karlsen plucks off his spectacles and smiles warmly at us. “Congratulations, you five! At the national team championship, you will be up against the best of the best across the country. But I have absolute faith in each and every single one of you that you’ll do our school proud.”

			“Rebecca will be our alternate,” Mr. Karlsen continues. “She’ll sub in a couple of times for Anand on board four. And Troy will be on board three, Ralph on board two, and May on board one.”

			He pauses. “And, as for the team captain, I’m leaving it up to you five.”

			Silence roars through the room, and my heart seems to stop beating. I thought it was a foregone conclusion that the board-one player would become the team captain. But now Mr. Karlsen is saying there’s a chance it might be someone else. Maybe Mr. Karlsen thinks I simply got lucky in the Armageddon game and that I’m still not the best, still not good enough to lead the team.

			“Uh, Mr. Karlsen.” Ralph’s voice breaks the stillness. “May finished first, and she’s playing on board one. So shouldn’t she be team captain?”

			Mr. Karlsen clasps his hands behind his back. “Listen, you five are among the best young players I know. It wasn’t easy for me to figure out the board order, so I organized this round-robin tournament to help me decide.” He looks at each of us in turn. “And all of you have proven that you fully deserve your spots on this team.”

			I pull myself up to my fullest height, a fire lighting within my stomach. I have proven myself. I don’t just deserve to be on the team but to also be leading it. Maybe there was a tiny bit of luck that the position made a smothered mate possible, but I might not have spotted it if I hadn’t paid attention to Mr. Wang’s lesson even though knight endgames are boring. And it wasn’t luck that inspired me to play the queen sacrifice as a decoy. I earned first place fair and square through my own skills and hard work, so why is it now being ripped away from me?

			“But while I know how good you all are at chess, you five know best who you trust. Which board the captain plays on doesn’t matter, because being a good leader is so much more than being good at chess. This is Lingard’s first time at Nationals, and I want the team to be captained by someone chosen by the team, someone who everyone believes has what it takes to lead them on the country’s biggest stage. That’s why I want the team captain to be chosen by a fair election.”

			I gnaw on my lower lip. But elections aren’t always fair. That’s what my neighbors said about the mayoral election. Troy and Anand will no doubt vote for Ralph because of guy solidarity, and even if Becca votes for me, I’ll still lose the captaincy to Ralph by one vote.

			When Principal Peters, Mrs. Gartner, and everyone else find out I’m not Lingard’s leader at Nationals, they will think it’s because I’m not good enough. For weeks, being chosen to be team captain at Nationals is all I’ve dreamed of. Now, even though I’ll be playing on board one, it feels like an underpromotion. I’m a pawn who has dodged every obstacle to make it all the way from one end of the board to the other, only to be promoted into a minor piece and not the queen. All that hard work for nothing.

			But was it really for nothing? Even when you weren’t getting any medals or trophies, you didn’t stop playing chess, Mario’s voice whispers in my head. You know we don’t just celebrate wins, right?

			Even if I’m not captain, I’m still going to a national championship. I get to play against and learn from the best chess players of my age. I get to compete alongside my friends. And I’ve learned a lot about myself and how I feel about chess through Mr. Karlsen’s selection tournament. That alone makes everything worth it.

			Ralph’s voice pierces into my thoughts. “Mr. Karlsen, I nominate May for captain. She’s tough and fair and someone I trust to do the right thing.”

			I whip my head around to stare at Ralph, barely able to believe what I’m hearing. Even though Ralph and I have made up, I know he wanted to be team captain just as badly as I do. And now he’s telling our coach that I deserve it more than he does?

			“I second that!” Anand calls out. “And it’s obvious that she’s one of the club members who loves chess the most. Remember when she redesigned our club shirt and turned it into something I actually don’t mind wearing?”

			“Or all the movie parties she organizes where we get together and make fun of the bad chess scenes?” Troy chimes in.

			“Or what about when she got all of us to go trick-or-treating together in chess costumes?” Becca says.

			Ralph shudders. “Don’t remind me. I was grounded for a week for dressing up as a whiskey bottle after the Scotch Opening.”

			As everyone, including Mr. Karlsen, bursts into laughter, my heart goes all warm and melty. I did all those things purely because I enjoyed doing them, without expecting anything in return. But people noticed. And they’re nominating me to be captain now not because of my State trophy or other achievements, but because of my love for chess.

			When the laughter finally dies down, Mr. Karlsen smiles at me. “May, what do you say? Do you accept your teammates’ nomination?”

			I straighten up and hold my head high. “It will be my honor!”

			Mr. Karlsen claps his hands together. “Awesome! Well, if there’s nothing else, I’ll let you all go now. Take some time to celebrate this weekend, because you will be working very hard over the next few weeks.” And, smirking to himself, he leaves the room amid a chorus of our groans.
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			Chapter 20

			Zugzwang

			
				A position where there are no good moves to make

			

			If anyone had told me just last week that I would be partying only a few days before Nationals, I would have thought they were nuts. But it’s Halloween, and I’m standing in Mario’s living room, helping him set up the food table.

			Gosh, was it only three weeks ago that we were planning the menu at Roberta’s Slushies? Back then, chess was the only thing I could think about but the last thing I wanted to do. With the national championship starting in only three days, maybe I should be spending all my free time on practicing chess. But as much as I want our team to do well, I know that focusing too much on chess will only stress me out. And, besides winning, there are other things I care about too. Like having fun with friends. Making memories. Helping Mario get one over on his party archnemesis, Felix Garrick, who, rumor has it, is hosting another Halloween party at his house tonight. If anyone knows about competition with a teammate, it’s me.

			Becca bustles into the room, carrying an aluminum tray of dracu-lasagna doused in “bloody” marinara sauce. “Last tray coming in hot!”

			“Becca, you are awesome!” Mario’s face lights up as he surveys the table groaning beneath all the dishes Becca whipped up over the past few hours with Mario and me as her sous chefs. “This sure beats the pizza I was gonna order.”

			Becca’s cheeks turn pink. “You’re welcome. You have a really nice oven. It’s much better than the small one I have at home.”

			Mario gives a small cough. “You’re welcome to come over and use it anytime. Only one condition: I get to try all your food.”

			As Becca exclaims, “Deal!,” I look between my two friends, trying to hide a smirk. Becca was nervous about meeting Mario, the person who she thought had stolen her best friend away. Only her love for cooking and the promise of Mario’s state-of-the-art oven made her agree to help with his party food. But from the moment they met two weeks ago to discuss the menu, they have gotten on like a house on fire, with Becca quickly realizing that he’s not the arrogant jock she had in mind. In fact, I think they might be getting along very well.

			Ralph bounds into the living room alongside Luke, Mario’s soccer best friend. Both their shirts are splattered with paint, and is that a layer of glitter on Luke’s face and hair?

			“Decorations are mostly set up in the foyer,” Luke reports, mopping sweat off his forehead. He makes a face when his palm comes away dusted with glitter. “But Ralph has this super-dope idea. Tell them.”

			Ralph puffs out his chest at the compliment. “I know Becca brought over dry ice to keep the ice scream frozen. So I was thinking we could put the extra dry ice into the cauldrons to make them look like they are smoking.”

			“Dude, I love that!” Mario exclaims, slapping Ralph on the back. “Let’s do it.”

			The weekend after the chess club’s selection tournament, Mario asked me for Ralph’s number. He texted Ralph to apologize and invited him over to play FIFA. Since then, they and Luke have been getting together twice a week for FIFA face-offs. They still call one another names, but only to make fun of how lousy the other person is playing. According to Mario, Ralph is scarily good at tactics—no surprise to me.

			Just a few weeks ago, Becca, Ralph, and I didn’t even know the two soccer boys. Now the five of us are the official party-planning committee. Besides one small mishap where we ran out of the gummy worms we planned to use as “snakes” in our desserts because we couldn’t stop snacking on them, things have been going really well. We got here three hours early to help Mario put on the finishing touches, and now there are only ten minutes to go before guests get here. Just enough time to change into our costumes.

			Looking around the room, Luke lets out a low whistle. “This is going to be the sickest party ever. I bet all Felix Garrick has at his party is pizza and soda.”

			“It’s thanks to all your help!” Mario grins around at us. “Ready?”

			I rub my hands together. “It’s showtime!”
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			I can’t stop shaking my knee as I glance at the clock. It’s a quarter past seven, and no one has shown up. Becca has been rearranging the food trays for the past fifteen minutes, while Ralph and Luke are adjusting the skull cutouts on the wall even though they look fine to me. There’s a lot of bustle, but no one’s saying a single word. It’s like we’re in a zugzwang—everyone’s trying to keep busy so that they won’t be forced to point out the obvious: This party is a major flop.

			Mario is the only one not moving, probably because his left knee is still a little strained. He’s slumped on the couch, checking his phone every other minute to see if any text messages have come in. “I’m sorry,” he says glumly when I join him. “You put in so much effort to help me and it was all for nothing. And Becca made so much food that’s going to be wasted.”

			Mario has never seemed so down before. I bump his shoulder. “Hey, it’s not all for nothing. Like you said, we can still enjoy something even if it doesn’t turn out as well as we hoped. I had lots of fun doing this. Becca got to try out some new recipes, and we can each take some food home—I know my dad’s going to love the enchilladas for breakfast tomorrow. And Ralph and Luke are now pros with a glue gun. These are all wins!”

			Mario leans forward and props his elbows on his knees, his shoulders hunched up around his ears. “Yeah, that’s true. But my soccer friends promised to come. They’re probably all at Felix’s party instead.” Biting his lip, he looks at me. “Do you think it’s ’cause they blame me for not saving the Fernvale goal?”

			“Of course not!” I exclaim. No way that’s true…right? If this causes Mario to start doubting himself and soccer like what happened to me with chess, I’m going to have a bone to pick with all his teammates.

			The ringing of the doorbell makes all our heads snap up. Mario jumps to his feet with surprising ease given his strained knee and adjusts his Super Mario hat, a smile spreading across his face. “Maybe there was a traffic accident and they all just got here,” he says, hobbling over to the door as quickly as he can.

			The rest of us follow him, exchanging excited looks. Finally, things are about to get started!

			Mario opens the door to two kids standing on his doorstep, one dressed as a saltshaker and the other as a pepper shaker. Pepper holds out a plastic pumpkin bucket and chirps, “Trick or treat!”

			From behind him, I see Mario’s shoulders fall. However, he still sounds cheerful as he says, “Dope costumes, guys. Here you go,” before putting two large chocolate bars into the kids’ pumpkin buckets.

			But the moment the door closes, the smile slips off his face. He trudges back toward the couch and sighs. “Well, I guess no one’s coming. We can just start eating.”

			Becca, Ralph, Luke, and I glance at one another. Mario’s usually the happy-go-lucky one, so seeing him like that has us all at a loss for words. I ball my hands into fists. That’s it. I’m personally confronting all his teammates in school on Monday.

			The doorbell rings again. “May, can you get it?” Mario groans out. “I’m not in the mood to face any trick-or-treaters now.”

			The only thing I see when I swing the door open is a tower of Amazon cardboard boxes. Sigh.

			Then I spot the face and limbs jutting out from the boxes—a very familiar face. “Sup, May,” Troy says with a grin.

			Anand pokes his head out from behind Troy’s boxy body. “Dude, move it,” he says, shoving Troy forward. “You’re blocking the way.”

			My eyes widen when I see what’s behind Troy. A crowd of people from school, all dressed in Halloween costumes, their chatter filling the evening air.

			At the sound of their voices, the rest of my party-planning committee rushes to the door. “Guys, come on in!” Mario exclaims, grinning all over his Super Mario-ed face. “Y’all look awesome!”

			Behind Anand and Troy, Mario’s soccer teammates are the next ones in. The moment they walk through the doors, they are greeted by a gothic-looking mirror hanging in the foyer, which Mario dug out of his attic. Scrawled over the bronzed surface in blood are the words Welcome to the Great Pun-Kin Fiesta! (Only the party committee knows the “blood” is from one of Mario’s mom’s old lipsticks, which Becca melted over the stove a little to achieve a dripping-blood effect.)

			Ralph bursts into laughter at the sight of our chess teammates. “Dude, what’s up with the Amazon boxes?” he asks Troy.

			“I’m Optimus Prime, duh!” His eyes drift down Ralph’s Wreck-It Ralph getup. “I totally guessed you were going to come as this.”

			“The punny theme must be May’s idea,” Anand says.

			I grin. “That obvious, huh? And what are you supposed to be?” I ask, taking in the word Nerd scrawled on the front of his shirt and the pink and purple candy pieces stuck around his eyes. “A nerd?”

			Becca comes up to us. “News flash: You are supposed to dress as something you’re not.”

			As we cackle away, Anand gives a haughty sniff. “No, I’m eye candy. Sorry for being late, by the way. All of us got held up because of something we saw on the way.”

			“What do you mean?” Mario asks, joining our circle. Behind him, a pair of friends, one dressed as a taco and the other as Princess Belle—Oh! Taco Belle—are throwing candy corn into each other’s mouths.

			Another guest whom I vaguely recognize as a soccer player pulls out his phone. “You know how the only way to get to your house is down Winden Street?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			The soccer player puts his phone in front of Mario and me. “Guess what we saw at the intersection of Winden and Cox Avenue.”

			My mouth falls open. On the screen is a photo of a billboard, the same one I’ve passed by numerous times on my way to Mario’s house for our party meetings. It usually carries an ad for an auto insurance company, but that’s gone now. Although the photo is pretty blurry, the figures on the billboard are unmistakable: Mario mid-kick and me playing chess. Below us are the same words as the ones on the cafeteria poster. Lingardians today. Leaders tomorrow. There’s even a subtitle on the billboard: From a face in the crowd to one the crowd faces.

			“Oh gosh, that’s me,” I blurt out. My mouth clamps shut as I wait for the same fear and stress I felt that day in the cafeteria to hit me again. And…nothing.

			Huh, I feel okay. More than okay, actually. I look pretty dang cool in the photo. Thank god the photographer let me fix the game position or his mistake would have been blown up for everyone in town to see. “Can you send me this photo?” I ask the soccer player. My parents and Mr. Wang will be so excited to see this.

			“They must have just set this up,” Mario exclaims, zooming in on the photo for a closer look. “It wasn’t there this afternoon.”

			“It’s so cool, dude. You two are, like, famous now,” another soccer guy pipes up. “We all saw it on our way and stopped to take photos. Some lady scolded us because we were crowding up the sidewalk, but whatever. I can’t believe I know two people with their own freaking billboard.”

			I can’t help but smile at the look of relief that breaks across Mario’s face. His teammates missed the first bit of his party not because they blamed him for the Fernvale loss, but because they were too busy admiring him. I guess no confrontation in school is necessary—just as well since those soccer players are twice my size.

			Just then, there’s a small commotion around the doorway. Felix Garrick, Lingard’s star striker, strides into the foyer trailed by a bunch of other eighth graders. I stiffen as he heads in our direction. I can’t believe Felix left his own party to check out the competition.

			But the next moment, dread fills me. Felix dressed as a bee, just like me. He’s in a yellow-and-black striped shirt, with two fuzzy antennae sticking out from his hair. The only difference is that there’s blood all over his face.

			With his long legs, Felix is in front of us within seconds. “Mario, this party is so…” He sweeps his eyes around the room, and my breath snags in my throat. Will he think the party theme is too corny? Mario has gone completely still, and I can almost hear his heart thumping as he waits for Felix’s verdict.

			“So beyond,” Felix declares, holding out his fist. “I gotta give it to you. This is pretty dang cool, Super Mario.”

			Mario gives him an enthusiastic fist bump. “Thanks, but I had lots of help.” He gestures at me. “This is my co-host who came up with the genius theme and all the puns—”

			Felix looks at me. “Yo, are you a zom-bee too?” he asks, gesturing at the fake scars and wounds on his face. His smile looks kind of scary with the fake blood around his mouth, but the friendliness in his voice makes me relax a little.

			“Nope, I’m a May-bee,” I say, my voice coming out an octave higher than usual because holy moly, this is Lingard’s most popular guy. “ ’Cause, uh, my name is May and I’m wearing a bee costume—”

			Felix cuts me off with a laugh. “I know who you are. You’re the girl who’s super good at chess, right? My dad drove us here, and we passed by your billboard. He’s thinking of sending my little sister to chess class now thanks to you.”

			He shoots me a wink, and I think I just about faint. Felix Garrick knows me? “Oh, I have a really good chess coach if your dad’s looking for one,” I squeak out, an idea taking shape in my mind. Even though Lingard put up the billboard to get more donations for the school, maybe someone else can benefit too…

			A loud clap rings through the room, drawing everyone’s attention to Becca at the food table. She has taken off her apron and is now in one of Mario’s soccer jerseys. David Beckham has nothing on Rebecc-kham.

			“Hi, everyone, the food is ready! On the menu we have beef ghoulash, dracu-lasagna, rest in peas casserole, cheese enchilladas, and deviled eggs. And for dessert, there’s key slime pie with vanilla ice scream, and brownie monster bites. Bon appétit!”

			Before she’s even done speaking, everyone’s already rushing toward the food. The air is filled with oohs and ahhs as guests help themselves to big servings of everything.

			One of Felix’s friends rubs his hands together as he scans the table. “I don’t even know where to start. But those freaky fries look so good.” He leans forward to take a closer look. “And is that garlic dip?”

			“Yup, we’re calling it the anti-vampire dip,” Becca announces.

			I sidle up to Becca and nudge her. “Good job, chef.”

			She clutches my arm, and I can tell she’s trying very hard to suppress her excitement. “Oh my god. People seem to really love my cooking.”

			I’ve always known Becca loves cooking, but watching her in action today—slicing and dicing away, flipping the pan like a pro—was on a whole other level. Maybe that’s what chess is like for me. In three days, I’ll be leading Lingard at the national team championship, and no matter how we do, I know I’ll have the best time.

			But tonight it’s time to just focus on the moment and party.
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			Chapter 21

			Fortress

			
				A protective chess position where the king is safe and well defended by his pieces

			

			I let out a tiny gasp when I walk into Stanford University’s gymnasium, where the National Middle School Team Chess Championship is held this year. This gymnasium could fit three of Lingard’s! Just as well, since this is the most chess players I’ve ever seen in one place—at least a couple hundred from all over the country. It’s a bummer that Nationals is held in California this year so we didn’t have an excuse to travel and stay in a hotel together. A team sleepover would have been so fun. But at least my parents and Mr. Wang can come watch me play.

			We picked Mr. Wang up from his chess school this morning and drove over together. Mr. Wang thinks I invited him for moral support, but I actually have a surprise for him. What Felix said at Mario’s Halloween party gave me an idea: If Lingard can use the media to bring more attention to the school, why can’t Mr. Wang do the same for his?

			After I told my parents my plan, Dad helped me contact Chad, the ChessChamps reporter from State, about doing a feature on Mr. Wang. Thankfully, Chad really liked the idea. He’s going to meet Mr. Wang at Nationals and interview him for an article about how a former national champion is now training a potential future national champion.

			I turn to Mr. Wang. “Is this like the national championships you’ve played in?”

			He gazes around the room, a look of wonder on his face. “Everything seems a lot smaller…maybe because I’m so much older now. And there weren’t nearly as many female players at my nationals before. It was always just us men in our ties and trousers.” He lowers his voice. “Once, we played at a venue with only one restroom, and the line for the men’s restroom got so long that I used the women’s one instead since there weren’t any women around.”

			My parents and I burst into laughter. But Mr. Wang’s right: There are more girls here today than at my past chess competitions. Hopefully this means more girls are now playing the game. I’m also no longer the only female student at Mr. Wang’s school. After I suggested he promote Wang’s Chess Academy by mentioning that the chess player on the Winden Avenue billboard is his student, more people have signed up for his classes, including Felix Garrick’s little sister. Not only does that bring in more business for Mr. Wang, but having more friends with me gives me yet another reason to keep enjoying chess.

			Becca’s voice rings out. “May, over here!”

			I scan the massive gymnasium, but Dad spots her first, waving her arms wildly from one corner of the room where she is with the rest of our team and Mr. Karlsen. I don’t know how I didn’t see them immediately when I first entered the gymnasium, because our shirts definitely stand out from the other teams’. Although Mr. Karlsen said we could just wear our usual club shirt, we all wanted something a little bit cooler for Nationals. It took me a while to come up with a design that everyone liked, but even Mr. Karlsen laughed when he saw the final shirt.

			Lin-guardians of the Galaxy is emblazoned in gold font over the back of the black shirt. On the front, we have five chess pieces standing tall and proud, just like the five Guardians of the Galaxy. We each chose our favorite piece—king for Anand, rook for Troy, pawn for Becca, queen for Ralph, and obviously I picked the bishop, though the knight has definitely grown on me. It’s not as formal as other team shirts, but that’s okay. The most important thing is enjoying this experience as a team.

			Mom gives my shoulder a squeeze. “Good luck, baobei. Come find us after your game ends. We’ll be with Mr. Wang,” she adds with a small wink. She’s in charge of bringing Mr. Wang to Chad for his ChessChamps interview; I can’t wait to hear later about how it went. Mr. Wang will finally have a new newspaper clip to add to the wall of Wang’s Chess Academy.

			Dad crouches down to look me in the eye. “As the Chinese proverb goes: ‘Happiness is found in the process.’ Most people will never get to attend a national championship in their entire life, so treasure every moment of this experience, okay?”

			I nod firmly. After one last family hug, I go off to join my team. Pairing sheets taped on the gymnasium wall list out the team matchups every round. Our opponent in the first round is Greene Middle School from Iowa. Tables the size of our school desks are lined up in neat columns and rows, grouped into quads since there are four match players on each team. Every table holds a chess set, the pieces already in their rightful places.

			When I reach the group, Mr. Karlsen gestures for us to form a huddle. “Gather around, my Lin-guardians.” We roll our eyes playfully at the nickname but do as he asks, bending forward so that our heads are close together in our tight little huddle.

			Mr. Karlsen’s voice quiets. “I want you to take a good look at the person to your left.”

			I do so and mouth “hi” when I meet Becca’s eyes. She also texted our team group chat last night that she’s bringing coconut macaroons to Nationals, which we can snack on in between rounds. She finally perfected them after using Mario’s oven instead of her own. Becca will be replacing Anand on board four in rounds three and five, just in time for Mario to watch her play when he comes over after his morning soccer session ends.

			“Now take a good look at the person to your right.”

			Ralph and I smile at each other when our gazes meet. Although we became enemies for a while because of our chess bet, our friendship has become stronger thanks to our shared passion for chess. School assemblies also go by more quickly now that I can play blindfold chess with him again.

			“I want you to realize that you are all in this together,” Mr. Karlsen continues. “You aren’t playing for your own glory but for your team, for the people standing by your side. When you hit a rough spot, it’s okay. Remember that four other people—well, five if you count me—have your back. I don’t need you to win, but I want you to be able to finish a game and look your teammate in the eye and say, I gave it my all. I fought hard all the way. Can you promise me that?”

			A little shiver runs through me. Although the playing hall is packed with people, in that moment, it feels like it’s just the six of us in the room. Standing shoulder to shoulder in a circle and staring intently into one another’s eyes.

			“Yes,” the five of us chorus. There’s so much more I want to say, but a wave of emotion makes my throat tighten. It’s not about winning medals, I remind myself. It’s about playing chess.

			Mr. Karlsen cups one hand behind his ear. “What was that? I can’t hear you.”

			It’s the corniest teacher line ever. But for some reason, Mr. Karlsen’s words make all of us stand up taller and raise our voices as we say, “Yes, we promise!,” ignoring the weird looks from the other teams. The warmth of Becca’s and Ralph’s bodies next to mine makes me feel like I’m part of a fortress. No matter how the tournament goes, everything will be fine with my teammates by my side. Each and every person is an important part of our team fortress.

			Mr. Karlsen turns to me. “Any last words from our captain?”

			I swallow as my teammates look at me, waiting for some wise advice. But my head is all blank, and my stomach feels twisted into knots.

			“Uh, just have fun,” I finally say. Not nearly as inspiring as Mr. Karlsen’s speech, but it’s the most important thing I can think of.

			I clear my throat. “Just have fun,” I say again, more firmly this time. “We are the first Lingard team to ever qualify for Nationals, so we should enjoy this opportunity. Soak it all in. Treat this as a reward for how hard we’ve worked and how far we’ve come as a team.”

			“Five point six miles,” Ralph pipes up, then grins when we all stare at him. “That’s how far this place is from our school, so that’s how far we’ve come.”

			He yelps when Troy jabs him in the ribs, which makes the rest of us snicker. “Well said, May,” Mr. Karlsen says, smiling even though he’s too mature to join in on our laughter. “A good reminder about what’s most important.”

			An official-sounding voice booms through the speakers, “Participants, we are starting round one in five minutes. Please take your seat now. If you do not have a notation sheet, just approach any of the arbiters and they should have extra copies. All non-players should make their way to the viewing gallery.”

			Mr. Karlsen straightens up. “If there’s nothing else, off you go. Rebecca and I will be waiting just outside the hall along with your families.”

			After one final round of hugs with Becca, I lead my team to the tables marked out for our opening match against Greene Middle School. I slide into my chair and exchange a fist bump with Ralph, who’s next to me, before leaning over to do the same with Troy and Anand.

			Since phones aren’t allowed during games, I check mine one last time before I switch it off. I grin when I see messages from Mario and Luke wishing us good luck. Hopefully their soccer match victory yesterday will rub off on us—Mario was even named Most Valuable Player for two amazing saves.

			Our opponents arrive soon. Greene’s captain, a skinny Indian boy, sits down across the table from me, his eyes widening slightly when they land on the Captain lanyard hanging down my front. Maybe he’s surprised that a girl is captaining a team of boys and playing on board one. But none of that matters—I’ll let my games speak for me.

			Ralph’s opponent is a tanned girl with long curly hair and big brown eyes. She flashes me a grin as she settles into her seat. “Hi, I’m Isabelle Ramos. You don’t know me, but I read about you in ChessChamps.”

			I quickly sit up straight and smooth back my hair. “Oh my gosh, hi!”

			“I don’t know if this is TMI, but I was about to quit chess a couple of months ago. You know, being the only girl in my school’s chess club—it got kind of lonely.” Isabelle half shrugs. “But I saw your article and told myself that if another girl is sticking around, so would I.”

			My heart fluttering in my chest, I beam back at Isabelle. “Thank you so much!” Wow, I can’t believe someone else besides my parents and Mr. Karlsen bothered to read that article about me. And I can’t believe that actually helped another girl decide to continue playing chess.

			Isabelle opens her mouth to say something else, but another voice booms out, “Contestants, a very warm welcome to you all today!” The tournament host, a short man with neat white hair, leaps onto the stage with surprising ease for his age. “It’s an early Sunday morning, and I know most people would prefer to be sleeping in or hanging out with friends. But you’ve all chosen to be here today for no other reason than your love for chess.”

			I close my eyes as the photo of me at my first chess competition swims into my mind. Chess, a game I’ve been playing since I was six. One that I dreaded at some point and had to learn how to love again. A game from which I’ll take away so much more than just medals.

			“I know you’re all raring to go, so let’s jump straight into it.”

			My eyes fly open. My stomach goes tight.

			“Contestants, good luck. Shake hands—”

			But it’s the good kind of nerves. The kind I used to get when I couldn’t wait to pit myself against the very best players, to show off the magic I could weave with my sixteen pieces. The kind of nerves that reminds me of why I fell in love with chess in the first place, back when I was just a little girl who had to sit on two chairs to reach the board.

			My hand grips my opponent’s over the chessboard.

			“And begin!”

			The Greene captain hits the chess clock button. As my countdown starts, I wipe my palms on my shirt, take a deep breath, and push the queen’s pawn forward.
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			Dear Readers,

			Writing this book has been a bit like time traveling for me. I started playing chess when I was just six years old, and it quickly became my favorite game. I even had the incredible opportunity to be selected for the national junior squad in Singapore, my home country, where I met some of the most talented and passionate young chess players.

			As I created the story of May, our chess-loving heroine, I felt like I was looking back to my younger self—to a time when chess was pure joy and fun, long before the weight of expectations and the pursuit of medals took over. I remember the thrill of moving those pieces, the excitement of each game, and the fulfillment of learning from wins and losses alike.

			But if I’m being honest, my own journey in chess had its share of challenges. Like May, I faced moments where people questioned my abilities simply because I am a girl. I admit that their opinions got to me, chipping away my confidence until I began to doubt myself every time I faced off against a boy.

			As the years passed, the desire to do my best gave way to a fear of losing, and that dread overshadowed the love I once had for the game. When I entered my teenage years, I stopped playing chess. The game, which had been my happy place for so long, gradually became a distant memory. May’s story reflects the struggles I faced with external and self-imposed expectations that, over time, made me lose my way.

			But you know what? Her story also reminded me that the true beauty of chess lies in the passion for every move, not just the pursuit of victory. In the same vein, the true beauty of life comes not just from reaching a destination, but also from the journey we take to get there. So, rediscovering the magic of chess through May’s eyes has been healing for me too. Writing this book has felt like an apology but also a love letter to my younger self.

			I hope May’s adventures inspire you to hold on to the joy of playing—in chess or in any activity you choose. Don’t let the weight of expectations dim the sparkle of your love for the game. Don’t let others tell you whether you are or aren’t good enough, because the only thing that should matter is your passion and determination. So, keep playing, keep dreaming, and most importantly, enjoy every moment on and off the chessboard.

			With love,

			Kyla
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