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​About the Author  

SANKULAHUB writes emotionally rich, clean young adult romance with tender tension, grounded school settings, and character-driven heart. Each story is created to feel immersive, original, and deeply human, with gentle romance, authentic teen emotions, and a strong sense of hope.
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​Dedication
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For the quiet hearts who feel everything deeply, say less than they mean, and keep showing up anyway. This story is for the ones who look calm from across the room and carry whole storms in silence.
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​Cast Snapshot
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Daphne Mercer is seventeen and has spent years becoming the kind of girl teachers trust, classmates underestimate, and scoreboards respect. In the chess room, she likes control, clean lines, and answers she can defend. Outside it, she is still trying to outrun one public moment that made the game she loves feel dangerous.

Emmett Lane is seventeen, newly transferred, and far too calm for someone stepping into a school that does not know what to make of him yet. He plays chess with patient nerves, as if risk has never frightened him and never will. He notices more than he says, which would be easier for Daphne to ignore if he did not seem to understand her almost immediately.

Skye Navarro is Daphne’s closest friend and one of the few people who can make her laugh when she is three bad minutes from shutting down. Sharp, loyal, and impossible to fool, Skye lives in the robotics lab and has no patience for emotional cowardice disguised as logic.

Omar Bell is a sophomore with too much energy for the size of the chess room and too much talent to be dismissed as comic relief. He loves puzzles, blurts out what everyone else is thinking, and somehow keeps the club from turning into a room full of stress and silence.

Their adviser cares more about the students inside the club than the ranking on the wall. When the school starts treating small clubs like numbers on a spreadsheet, that quiet loyalty becomes the only reason the room still has a chance.
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By seven twelve on Tuesday morning, Daphne had already decided three times that she was not going to panic.

The first decision happened in the kitchen while the kettle hissed and her mother asked, too casually, whether the chess club still met before the first bell. The second happened at the crosswalk when the light stayed red long enough for her mind to start doing what it always did under pressure, counting the ways a bad day could widen into a bad week. The third happened outside the science wing when she saw the paper sign taped beside the stairwell door.

Student Activities Review Today
Probation Clubs Meet After School
There were only three clubs on probation.

Everyone in the building knew that because high school loved public embarrassment almost as much as it loved motivational posters. The gaming club had lost its faculty adviser. The community garden had lost funding after the irrigation line broke. The chess club had lost members, lost a tournament, and then lost whatever fragile goodwill existed when last spring’s final board had ended with Daphne staring at the pieces too long while the room watched.

She did not let herself think about that now.

She tightened her hand around the binder pressed against her ribs and pushed through the science wing door. The hallway smelled like floor cleaner, old paper, and the faint metallic coolness of classrooms that had not fully woken up yet. Fluorescent lights hummed overhead. Somewhere farther down, a copier started with a groan.

The chess room door was open.

Daphne stopped.

It was never open this early.

For one sharp second she assumed their adviser had beaten her there, which would have been mildly annoying and completely normal. Then she heard the soft tap of wood against the laminate, followed by the pause of someone thinking, and she knew it was not an adult at all.

Someone was inside.

Daphne walked the rest of the way with fast, quiet steps and reached the doorway already prepared to tell Omar he was not allowed to touch the demonstration board before she had set up the attendance sheets.

The boy at board one was not Omar.

He was sitting in the chair nearest the window with the pale morning light cutting across one shoulder, his backpack on the floor, blazer folded over the backrest as if he had every intention of staying. A half-finished position was arranged on the board between his hands. White to move. Three pieces traded off on the side. A cramped middle game that Daphne knew by sight because she had built it herself from a line she kept studying and failing to love.

He looked up when her shoe caught the edge of the doorway.

Neither of them spoke for a beat.

Daphne noticed strange details first, because that was easier than reacting. Dark hair is still slightly damp from an early shower. A tie loosened exactly one inch. Clean notebook open beside the board. The kind of stillness that did not come from confidence alone, but from habit.

Then she noticed the real problem.

“You’re using my setup.”

His gaze shifted to the board and back to her face. “Then you probably know the winning move.”

Not sorry. Not flustered. Just calm.

Daphne stepped inside. “I also know that nobody is supposed to be in here before a club officer arrives.”

“Then this worked out.”

It was such an odd answer that it nearly pulled a laugh from her. Nearly. She shut the door behind her instead and crossed to the front table, setting her binder down more firmly than necessary.

He turned one of the white knights between his fingers with careful pressure, not fidgeting, not showing off. Just thinking. “You set this one from the Karpov notes, right?”

Her head lifted.

The room sharpened.

The position on the board came from a photocopied packet tucked in her personal folder, not the club folder. Most people in school would not have known that. Most people in the club would not have cared.

“How do you know that?”

He gave the smallest shrug. “The notation in the margin.”

Daphne looked past him to the side shelf.

Her folder was there, exactly where she had left it yesterday, but now slightly tilted, as if someone had pulled it halfway out and put it back. Heat rushed to her face, hot and immediate.

“You went through my things?”

His expression changed then. Not defensive. Not smug. Just abruptly more attentive, like he had realized the room had tilted. “The folder was already open on the shelf. I thought it was club material.”

“It wasn’t.”

“Okay.” He set the knight down. “Then I shouldn’t have touched it.”

That should have been enough. It was a direct answer. A fair one. But something in his voice made her more annoyed, not less, because apologies were easier to file away when they came wrapped in guilt. He sounded like someone telling the truth and expecting her to do the same.

Daphne took a slow breath through her nose.

Outside in the hallway, the first warning bell rang, thin and distant.

The boy stood. He was a little taller than she had guessed from the chair, not looming, just unexpectedly solid in the narrow space beside the board. He reached for his blazer, slipped one arm into it, then paused.

“I’m Emmett,” he said. “Transfer student. Guidance sent me here before homeroom.”

Daphne stared at him for half a second longer than felt graceful.

Of course.

There had been rumors since yesterday about a new junior arriving from another district. Somebody in second-period calculus had said he came from a school with national-level clubs. Somebody else had said he left in the middle of the semester for family reasons. By lunch the story had turned into five stories, which was how school worked when a new face was attractive enough and quiet enough to keep people inventing things.

She had not expected guidance to drop him into the one room on campus that already felt too fragile.

“Guidance doesn’t assign extracurriculars,” she said.

“They do when the student asks where the quiet clubs meet.”

The answer landed somewhere strange inside her.

He did not say it jokingly. He said it like a fact.

Daphne glanced around the room in reflex, at the old wall clock, the folded card tables, the cabinet with chipped labels, the ranking board they had not updated since spring because nobody had the energy. Quiet clubs. Nobody called chess that unless they had never stayed for the bad losses or the rushed cleanup or Omar talking at the speed of light. But she understood what he meant anyway.

The room was one of the few places in the school where silence did not mean loneliness.

Before she could decide what to do with that thought, footsteps hurried down the hall and Skye appeared in the doorway, a robotics badge clipped to her sweater, braid half-finished as if she had done it while walking.

“There you are,” Skye said, then saw Emmett and stopped. “Oh. So the rumors are real.”

Daphne gave her a look.

Skye ignored it with the skill of long practice. “You’re the transfer.”

“Emmett.”

“Skye.” She leaned one shoulder against the doorframe and took in the board position with one quick glance. “Did she already try to scare you off?”

“I’m still deciding.”

That earned him a real smile from Skye, which annoyed Daphne more than it should have.

Skye crossed the room and lowered her voice as she reached the front table. “Student Activities moved the review to three fifteen. If we don’t show membership growth and a tournament plan, they can combine chess with math enrichment.”

The phrase landed like something sour.

Chess was already the smallest it had been in two years. Too many seniors had graduated. Too many underclassmen thought club activities only mattered if they came with social media clips or team jackets. If the school folded them into some generic academic after-school block, they would lose the room first. Then the boards. Then the excuse to exist at all.

Daphne opened her binder to the attendance pages she had reorganized three times since last night. “We have six returning members.”

“Seven now,” Skye said, glancing toward Emmett.

Daphne did not return the glance. “One new person doesn’t fix probation.”

“No,” Skye said softly. “A rated top board might.”

That made Daphne look at him.

Emmett had not moved closer, had not inserted himself into their conversation, but he was listening. Of course he was. People who stayed still usually heard everything.

“You play tournament chess?” Daphne asked.

He held her gaze. “Yes.”

“How well?”

Skye made a tiny impatient sound. “Daphne.”

No. She was not going to apologize for asking the question that mattered most. Not today. Not with the club balancing on a line as thin as paper.

Emmett reached into his bag and slid a small card across the front table. Rating ID. Recent events. Enough to answer the question without turning it into a performance.

Daphne read the number once, then again.

It was real.

Not just decent. Real.

Something cold moved under her ribs.

With a player like that, their club could enter the fall invitational properly. With a player like that, Student Activities might stop looking at them like a dead thing waiting to be cleared out. With a player like that, there was suddenly a version of the semester that did not end in folded tables and a missing key.

With a player like that, every eye in the room would turn toward board one again.

She set the card down too carefully.

“You should know,” she said, “that joining this club right now is terrible timing.”

“Because of probation?”

“Because people here notice things when they’re nervous. Because the school wants results we may not be able to give them. Because if you were hoping for a normal first week, this is the wrong room.”

For the first time, his expression shifted toward something she could not place. Not amusement. No offense. Something quieter.

“I wasn’t hoping for normal,” he said.

The second bell rang.

Classroom doors began opening along the hall. Voices moved closer. Lockers clanged. The school was waking up all around them now, and the small protected hush of the room started thinning.

Their adviser stepped in with a stack of printed forms and stopped just inside the doorway when she saw Emmett.

“Good,” she said, relief breaking across her face so plainly it would have been funny on any other day. “You found them.”

Found them.

As if chess clubs were something people stumbled upon rather than held together with stubbornness and old tape.

Their adviser set the papers down and looked from Daphne to Emmett to the board between them. “I was going to wait until after homeroom, but there’s no point. The district approved the revised invitational format last night. Schools on probation can keep activity status if they field two rated boards and submit a captain plan by Friday.”

Skye let out a breath. Omar, not yet in the room, would have called that good news. It did not feel like good news to Daphne. It felt like the floor was shifting under furniture.

Their adviser continued, brisk and hopeful. “Daphne is our returning captain. Emmett’s transfer file came through this morning, which means we finally have the second board we need. I’ve already reserved the practice room after school.”

The words seemed to hit the room one by one.

Returning captain.

Second board.

Practice room.

After school.

Daphne found her voice. “You already decided?”

“I decided to give this club its best chance.”

“That isn’t the same thing.”

Their adviser softened, but not enough to back away. “No. It isn’t.”

The hallway noise spilled louder through the open door. A group of freshmen passed laughing. Someone ran while carrying a poster board. Somewhere above them, the intercom crackled and the principal began the morning announcements in a voice that always sounded too cheerful for seven thirty-nine.

Daphne could feel Skye watching her.

She could feel Emmett not watching her, which was worse somehow.

Last spring came back in one ugly flash she had spent months trying to sand down into something manageable. Bright lights from the borrowed camera rig. The wrong move hovering just out of reach. Breath going shallow. Hands refusing to settle. The sense that the whole room had leaned toward her waiting for a version of her she could not become quickly enough.

She had promised herself she would never again stand where everyone could see the exact second her thinking broke.

Their adviser touched the forms once with her fingertips. “The activity office wants a public exhibition at Friday lunch. Short boards. School audience. They want proof the club is active and worth funding.”

No one spoke.

Then, very evenly, she added, “Daphne and Emmett, you’ll play it.”

The room went still.

Not quiet. Still.

The kind of stillness that had weight.

Skye whispered, “Okay,” but it was not clear whether she was saying it to Daphne or to the universe.

Daphne looked at the board, at the white knight resting where Emmett had left it, at the line she had built to study risk without ever having to choose it in public. Then she looked at him.

He did not rush to fill the silence.

He did not offer pity.

He did not pretend not to understand why the color had drained from her face.

His voice, when it came, was low enough that it felt meant for her even in a room full of people.

“If the room’s the problem,” he said, “we can start before it fills.”

The bell for the first period rang.

And with it, the week stopped belonging to Daphne alone.
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​Chapter 1: Before the Room Filled
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By the second period, the story had already changed shape three times.

In chemistry, Daphne heard that the transfer student had been recruited from some elite magnet school with a national ranking and a tragic family backstory. In calculus, she heard he had asked guidance for the hardest clubs on campus because he liked competition. By lunch, somebody behind her in the cafeteria line said he had chosen chess because he was “mysterious in a board-game way,” which made Skye nearly choke on her water.

Daphne kept her face lowered over a paper tray she was no longer hungry enough to finish.

The day had stretched oddly since the first bell, too thin in some places and too tight in others. Every class felt overlit. Every quiet moment gave her just enough space to remember Friday’s lunch exhibition and the immediate cold pressure that came with it. She had tried to listen through history. I tried to work through chemistry. Tried not to look at the empty half of the seat beside hers in calculus until, three minutes before the bell, Emmett walked in with a late-pass slip and took the desk by the windows without making a sound.

He had not looked at her.

That should have made things easier.

It did not.

The problem was that Daphne could feel him anyway, not because he did anything obvious, but because he seemed to carry his own atmosphere into a room. Calm, contained, and impossible to read at a distance. Other new students arrived with some visible effort to belong. Emmett had arrived as if he had decided not to perform for anyone and, because of that, everybody else had started performing around him instead.

Skye picked up the apple slices from Daphne’s tray without asking and bit into one. “You’re doing the thing again.”

Daphne looked up. “What thing?”

“The one where you act normal so intensely that it stops being convincing.”

“I am normal.”

Skye gave her a look of such deep disbelief that it almost saved the afternoon.

Around them, the cafeteria throbbed with ordinary noise. Chairs scraped. Milk cartons popped open. The basketball team occupied their usual middle tables with loud certainty. At the far end, the drama club had already started painting a poster on butcher paper spread across two pushed-together desks. It was the kind of lunch period that usually helped Daphne fade into herself a little, because everyone else was busy being visible.

Today the room seemed to keep nudging her back toward the same thought.

Friday.

Public boards.

Eyes on her hands.

“Do you want me to say something helpful,” Skye asked, “or do you want me to insult the entire activity office until you feel better?”

Daphne pressed two fingers to the bridge of her nose. “Neither is strong enough, actually.”

“That’s fair.”

Skye leaned back in her chair and looked toward the doors. Emmett had not come through them yet. For reasons Daphne did not want to examine too closely, she had noticed.

“He’s good,” Skye said.

Daphne let out a short breath. “That’s one word for it.”

“That was not a romantic tone.”

“There was nothing romantic about it.”

Skye’s mouth twitched. “I didn’t say there was.”

Daphne stared at her.

Skye lifted both hands in surrender, still smiling. “Relax. I’m not doing anything. Yet.”

The word annoyed her more than it should have. So did the warmth that touched the back of her neck anyway. She hated when Skye was right early. It made the rest of the day unbearable.

“What matters,” Daphne said, forcing herself back onto steadier ground, “is whether he actually shows up after school.”

“He showed up before school.”

“That was curiosity.”

“That was the intention.”

Daphne looked down at the condensation ring under her water cup. “You can’t know that.”

“No,” Skye said. “But you can.”

Daphne did not answer. Across the cafeteria, someone laughed too loudly. A spoon hit the floor. The overhead lights buzzed faintly, always half a step too bright over the lunchroom tables. She told herself again that the only reason she cared whether Emmett showed up after school was because the club needed a second rated board. It was a clean, solid reason. A reason with edges. A reason that behaved.

The door near the vending machines opened, and Emmett came in with Omar beside him, already talking with both hands.

That, somehow, was the strangest thing she had seen all day.

Omar could talk to anyone. That part was not strange. The strange part was Emmett listening in a way that did not look polite or trapped or distant. He actually looked interested, head bent slightly toward Omar, expression quiet but present, as if the conversation had texture he meant to follow all the way through.

Omar pointed across the room the second he spotted Daphne and Skye. Emmett glanced over.

The look lasted no more than a second.

It still made her sit straighter.

He and Omar crossed the cafeteria together. Omar dropped into the empty seat at Skye’s side with the energy of someone who had spent the entire morning storing observations for later release.

“So,” he said, not bothering with hello, “our club might not die.”

Skye reached for his fries. “Your optimism is exhausting.”

Omar pulled the tray away just in time. “I’m serious. He knows three defense systems I’ve only seen online, he doesn’t talk like a robot about them, and he said your bishop sac in last month’s practice file was reckless in a kind way.”

Daphne stared. “You showed him that file?”

“It was in the club folder.”

That, at least, was less alarming than her personal notes.

Emmett set his tray down across from Daphne and sat. He moved with the same unhurried precision he had in the chess room, like he believed rushing only made people less accurate. It should have irritated her. Instead it made her more aware of how quickly she was breathing.

Omar kept going. “Also, apparently he did not quit his old club because of a fight, which means people are liars.”

“Disappointing,” Skye said.

“I said apparently.” Omar tore open a ketchup packet. “There’s still time.”

Emmett took a sip of water before speaking. “You all decide things fast.”

“That’s school,” Skye said. “If people don’t know something, they build a version they like better.”

His eyes shifted briefly toward Daphne then back to Skye. “That sounds efficient.”

“It’s terrible,” Daphne said before she could stop herself.

The words landed more sharply than she intended. Not loud, not rude, but carrying enough force that Omar looked between them with immediate interest.

Emmett did not flinch. “I didn’t say it was good.”

Daphne held his gaze for a second, then looked down at her tray again. Heat moved up her throat. She was not angry at him. That was the problem. Anger would have been easier. Anger had direction. What she felt instead was the faint, awful sensation that he noticed too much and did not waste words pretending otherwise.

Omar, thank God, rescued the moment by returning to the subject that consumed him most. “After school, are we doing live boards or drills first?”

“Depends how many people show up,” Daphne said.

“I texted Leah and Tori,” Skye said. “Leah has a lab, but Tori said she’d come.”

That gave them eight if everyone actually arrived. Eight was not impressive, but it was not dead.

The thought steadied Daphne for half a breath.

Then Emmett asked, “Do you always look like you’re bracing for impact before practice?”

Omar went completely still in delighted horror.

Skye made a choking sound into her drink.

Daphne looked up so fast the edge of her tray rattled.

Emmett, maddeningly, did not seem to realize he had crossed some invisible line. Or maybe he did realize and had simply decided honesty was still the better option.

“I mean that literally,” he said. “Your shoulders.”

She almost laughed then, but the feeling caught on something tender before it could leave her mouth. Because he was right. Of course he was right. All day she had felt herself tightened against something not yet here.

“I have a reason,” she said.

“I assumed that.”

The answer was so calm it took the sting out of the question itself. No pity. Not a challenge. Just room.

Omar looked back and forth between them like someone watching a match begin without knowing the opening. “I need everyone to understand,” he said softly, “that this is the most interesting lunch we have ever had.”

Skye kicked him under the table.

He grinned in pain and stole one of her chips.

The bell rang a minute later. Chairs scraped backward. Noise rose all at once as students dumped trays and gathered backpacks. Daphne stood quickly, more grateful than she wanted to admit for the interruption. She reached for her binder at the same moment Emmett moved his tray aside to make room for her, and for one clumsy second their hands nearly collided over the corner of the table.

Neither of them touched.

Still, a current seemed to pass through the narrow space between them, swift and bright enough that Daphne felt it in her stomach.

She drew back first.

“Three fifteen,” she said, because practical things were safest. “Don’t be late.”

Emmett picked up his backpack. “I won’t.”

His voice held no promise beyond the plain meaning of the words. That should not have made them feel more reliable. It did.

The rest of the school day moved in fragments.

A pop quiz in English she barely remembered taking. Two girls whispering in line outside the library with the word chess tucked between her name and Emmett’s. An email from the activity office forwarded by their adviser, full of cheerful language about visibility and student engagement that made Daphne want to throw her laptop out a window. By the last ten minutes of the final class, she had the dull pressure of a headache building behind one eye.

When the dismissal bell finally rang, she did not join the rush toward the buses or parking lot. She went straight to the chess room.

The hallway outside the science wing was still mostly empty when she got there. Late sunlight stretched across the tile in clean gold bands. Somewhere farther down, a classroom door clicked shut. The hush of the corridor should have soothed her. Instead it sharpened everything. The sign for probation clubs still hung beside the stairwell door, curling slightly at one corner now.

Inside the room, the air smelled faintly of dry erase marker and old wood.

Emmett was already there.

Not at board one this time. He was pushing extra chairs against the wall, making space between the front tables with quiet efficiency, as if he had been shown where everything belonged and had remembered it once. His blazer was off again, sleeves rolled once over his forearms. The late light caught the edge of his wristwatch, then slid away.

Daphne stood in the doorway with her bag still over one shoulder.

“You really do arrive early for everything,” she said.

He looked up. “Not everything.”

It was such a simple answer, but something in it made her want to ask which things he missed on purpose. She did not.

Instead she stepped inside and set her bag down at the front table. “You don’t have to move the room around.”

“I know.”

“Then why are you?”

He pushed the last chair into place and straightened. “Because if people walk into chaos, they act chaotic.”

For a second she just looked at him.

It was such an unexpectedly Daphne kind of sentence that it unsettled her more than if he had said something bold.

“That’s not a normal thing to think,” she said.

A shadow of amusement touched his face. “I’ve noticed.”

She should have left it there. She should have opened the cabinet, checked the clocks, laid out score sheets, and let practical rhythm carry her through the next hour. Instead she heard herself say, “You don’t act like a transfer student.”

“Is there a style guide?”

“You know what I mean.”

He leaned one hand lightly on the back of a chair. “Then no. I probably don’t.”

The room fell quiet again. Not strained. Not easy either. The kind of quiet that seemed to hold shape between them.

Daphne opened the cabinet and began taking out boards one at a time. “You said this morning you weren’t hoping for normal.”

“No.”

“Why not?”

He crossed to help her before she asked, taking two boards from the stack and setting them on the nearest tables. “Because normal usually means nobody notices when something matters.”

Her fingers tightened around the next board.

That answer did not sound rehearsed. It sounded lived in.

Before she could decide whether to press further, Omar burst through the door, out of breath and carrying two sodas and three granola bars like a person arriving from a much more dramatic emergency.

“I have supplies,” he announced. “And Tori’s coming. Also I think the activity office sent someone to count us because a woman with a clipboard just asked if chess clubs still existed in a tone I deeply resented.”

Skye appeared behind him a second later and set a folder on the table. “I signed the attendance form. Don’t murder anyone before five.”

“No promises,” Daphne said.

That earned her the first real grin Skye had managed to pull from her all day.

The others arrived in uneven little bursts after that. Tori with a notebook covered in sticker residue. Leah ten minutes late from the lab, hair still tied back and safety goggles hanging from one hand. Two freshmen from the math team who had only come twice before but seemed willing to stay when they saw boards already laid out and clocks ready. The room filled with voices, chair legs, nervous energy, and the faint dry click of pieces finding squares.

The clipboard woman did come. She stood in the doorway for exactly forty seconds, counted heads, asked Daphne whether the club intended to submit an event plan, and left before anyone had a chance to tell her what it felt like to be measured by a head count.

Once she was gone, everyone exhaled at once.

Their adviser arrived last, carrying printed forms and a paper cup of coffee gone nearly cold. She took one look at the room, the attendance sheet, the occupied tables, and closed her eyes briefly in relief.

“This,” she said softly, “already looks better.”

Daphne ought to have felt encouraged. Instead the words pressed against the same sore place inside her. Looking better was not the same as being steady. A room could look ready right up until the moment it wasn’t.

Practice began with pairings and dissolved, within twenty minutes, into half-drills and half-chaos. Omar argued lovingly with a freshman over a knight fork. Tori lost a rook and laughed anyway. Skye, who did not pretend to love chess the way she loved robotics, took scores at the back table and pointed out timing issues with surgical accuracy.

Daphne spent the first half hour moving from board to board, answering questions, checking notation, and pretending she did not feel Emmett’s presence at the far side of the room where he played Leah in a game that ended in a clean, almost gentle trap.

He never made a show of winning. That somehow made it worse.

By four twenty, the room had thinned a little. The freshmen left for rides. Leah packed up for debate prep. Tori lingered long enough to promise she would come Friday at lunch and then hurried out with a wave.

When the door finally shut behind the last of them, only Daphne, Emmett, Skye, Omar, and their adviser remained.

Their adviser gathered the attendance forms, glanced at the clock, and sighed. “I have to make copies before the office closes. Keep working. Lock up when you leave.”

Omar stayed another five minutes before remembering, with visible despair, that his mother would absolutely notice if he missed dinner again. Skye left with him after making Daphne promise, twice, not to stay until the custodian threw her out.

Then the room belonged to two boards, a long stretch of late light, and the person she had been trying not to think about all day.

Daphne stood by the front table stacking score sheets into neater piles than they needed to be.

Emmett reset board one.

He did it without asking her to sit down.

That was what made her finally do it.

She crossed the room, pulled out the chair opposite him, and lowered herself into it with care she hoped looked casual. The board between them was empty except for the opening rows of pieces. White closest to her. Black closest to him.

“You’re assuming a lot,” she said.

His hands rested lightly on either side of the board. “You told me not to be late.”

“For club.”

“I am at a club.”

Annoyance flickered through her, thin and bright, then dissolved into something almost like reluctant amusement. “You really don’t make anything easy.”

“I haven’t decided whether you’d trust it easily.”

The room seemed to contract around that sentence.

Daphne looked at him over the pawns and bishops and cleaned parallel lines. There it was again, that precise terrible skill he had for saying one true thing too early. She should have defended herself. Should have turned it into a joke. Should have moved the first pawn and changed the subject.

Instead she asked, quietly, “Do you?”

His gaze did not shift. “No.”

The honesty of it hit her harder than kindness would have.

For a second neither of them moved.

Then Daphne placed her fingers on the king’s pawn and slid it forward two squares.

The first few moves passed in almost complete silence. Not awkward silence. Focused silence. The kind that made the whole world seem to narrow until there were only choices and the person across from you choosing back. Daphne told herself that this, at least, was familiar ground. Angles. Tempo. Pressure. Things that could be read and answered.

Then Emmett made a line she did not expect.

She looked up. “You play that?”

“Sometimes.”

“It invites complications.”

“It invites honesty.”

Something in her chest gave a small, helpless shift.

Daphne leaned back in her chair and studied the board again, more slowly now. He had not played for aggression. He had played for imbalance. For a position that required nerve more than neatness.

“You like messy games,” she said.

“No.” His eyes stayed on the board. “I like games where people stop pretending they want control when they actually want certainty.”

The words seemed to settle in the late sunlight between them.

Daphne’s throat tightened for reasons that had nothing to do with chess.

She made her next move more sharply than intended. He answered without haste. Four moves later he had given her a choice between preserving structure and grabbing space. Five moves after that she realized, with a jolt that felt almost personal, that he had led her exactly to the kind of position she avoided most.

Open center. Loose king. Initiative balanced on nerves.

Her palms went cool.

From somewhere down the hallway came the muffled slam of a locker. The school was emptying fast now. The air seemed larger around them, the room more echoing than before.

Emmett looked up then, not at the board but at her hands.

Daphne hated how quickly she drew them back into her lap.

“I’m fine,” she said.

“I didn’t ask.”

The gentleness of it nearly undid her.

She stared at the board until the pieces blurred, then blinked hard and forced the shapes back into sense. “You set this on purpose.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because Friday won’t let you stay comfortable.”

Her first instinct was anger. Clean, immediate, defensive anger. Who was he to say that? Who was he to come into a room that had held the worst five minutes of her life and act as if he understood anything about what it cost to return?

But under the anger was something far more dangerous.

Relief.

Not because he was right. Because he was not pretending not to see it.

Daphne pressed her lips together and looked at him properly, as if the answer might be written somewhere visible in his face. “You don’t know what happened.”

“No,” he said. “I know what happens now.”

The words were quiet. They still landed like a hand on a bruise.

He did not reach across the board. Did not lower his voice into sympathy. Did not say she would be fine. He only waited, giving her the one thing everyone else kept taking from her whenever they got nervous on her behalf.

Accuracy.

Daphne looked down at the board again.

The position was difficult, but not lost.

That was a cruel thing. That was always the cruel thing. Most disasters did not begin when everything was gone. They began when there was still enough left to save if your fear did not get there first.

She exhaled slowly and leaned forward.

This time, when she reached for the piece, her fingers did not shake.

She played the sharper move.

Emmett’s eyes lifted to hers for one brief second, and something like approval flickered there before he looked down again and answered.

The game changed.

Not easy. Never easier. But alive in a different way now, opening wider with each move, asking more of her, asking it faster. Twice she thought she had overreached. Twice she found the line anyway. Once she trapped his bishop and felt a quick wild satisfaction run through her before he calmly sacrificed a pawn to crack open the file near her king.

By the time the room had gone from gold to blue at the windows, Daphne had almost forgotten to be afraid.

Almost.

Then Emmett rested two fingers against a knight and said, very softly, “There you are.”

She froze.

The board blurred for one terrible instant, not from panic this time but from the force of being seen so exactly.

“What does that mean?” she asked.

He moved the knight. The check was elegant, dangerous, and impossible to ignore. “It means you stop hiding inside safe positions when you’re angry enough.”

Daphne stared at him.

The room was quiet enough now that she could hear the wall clock ticking above the cabinet.

He should not have known that. He should not have been able to read something she had spent months disguising even from herself. Yet the proof of it sat all over the board between them, in the sharper line she had chosen, in the risks she had finally taken once somebody forced her to stop protecting the wrong things.

Her pulse thudded hard at the base of her throat.

She looked back down, found the only move that kept her alive, and played it.

Emmett did not smile.

He only leaned forward a little, studying her with an intensity that felt nothing like scrutiny and far too much like understanding.

Then he said, “You should know before Friday that I won’t play safe to make you comfortable.”

The words sent a bright, startled feeling through her chest that had no clean name.

Daphne met his gaze across the board, every piece between them suddenly feeling smaller than it had a moment ago.

“Good,” she said, and meant it more than she was ready to explain. “Neither will I.”
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​Chapter 2: The game lasted another fourteen moves
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Daphne did not count them at the time. She only felt them, one by one, as the room darkened at the windows and the edge of the board seemed to gather its own weather. Her earlier fear did not disappear. It changed shape. It stopped flooding everything and narrowed into something almost useful, a sharpness that made the pieces feel heavier, more specific. She saw lines she might have missed on an ordinary day. She saw traps she would once have stepped around just to keep the position neat.

Emmett gave her nothing easy.

That was the strangest comfort of all.

When he pressed, he pressed cleanly. When he gave space, it felt earned rather than gifted. Twice she thought she had found a way to tilt the board back toward safety. Twice he refused to let the game settle there. The position opened and shifted and asked things of her she had spent months refusing to answer.

By the time the wall clock crept past five, the room had gone blue with evening. The overhead lights hummed softly above them. Their score sheets were crowded with fast, careful notation. Daphne had stopped noticing the rest of the room. The cabinet, the windows, the trophy shelf with its thin layer of dust had all faded into the edges.

There was only the board and the boy across from her who seemed determined to see what would happen if she stopped protecting herself from every hard position.

She caught his rook on the thirty-third move.

The satisfaction arrived before caution did. A bright, reckless flare, almost a laugh somewhere behind her ribs. Emmett looked down at the board, not annoyed, not impressed, just intent. Then he made a move so quiet she nearly missed what it did until three seconds later.

Her queen was trapped.

Daphne sat back hard in her chair and stared.

“You baited that.”

“Yes.”

She should have been furious. Instead a stunned laugh escaped her before she could swallow it. “That is deeply irritating.”

His mouth shifted, not quite a smile, but close enough that the room seemed to change around it. “That’s fair.”

She looked back at the board, still smiling despite herself. The trap was elegant. Worse, it had only worked because he had counted on exactly the part of her that rose up when she finally stopped trying to be careful.

He knew that now.

The thought should have unsettled her more than it did.

She spent the next six moves surviving. Then five more doing better than surviving. In the end she forced a perpetual check from a position that had looked hopeless two minutes earlier. When she said it aloud, almost before she meant to, the words came out quiet and certain.

“Draw.”

Emmett studied the board once, then nodded. “Draw.”

Neither of them reached for the pieces right away.

Daphne sat there with her hands in her lap, looking at the final arrangement as if it might explain something beyond itself. She had not won. But she had not broken either. The room had stayed still around them. The hard position had come, and she had stayed inside it long enough to find a way through.

A small, almost painful feeling moved through her chest.

Not pride exactly.

Something gentler and more dangerous.

Emmett capped his pen and set it beside the score sheet. “You breathe differently when you trust your own calculation.”

She lifted her eyes to his face. “Do you always say things like that to people after games?”

“No.”

“Good.”

That almost-smile returned, there and gone.

Daphne looked down before it could do anything worse to her composure. “You notice too much.”

He began gathering the pieces, white first, then black. “You hate that.”

“Yes.”

A beat passed.

Then she added, quieter, “Not always.”

His hands paused for the smallest fraction of a second before he continued. That pause felt louder than any answer.

They packed the boards in near silence after that. Not uncomfortable silence. The kind that had shape now, as if something had been set between them and neither of them wanted to move too quickly around it. Daphne stacked clocks. Emmett folded the extra chairs back beneath the wall shelf. When she bent to lock the cabinet, he waited rather than crowding the aisle. She was not used to that. Most people either hovered when she got quiet or filled the air with words to prove they were being helpful.

Emmett seemed to understand that space could be helped too.

They left the chess room together and pulled the door shut behind them. The science wing had emptied out. Late light stretched along the corridor in long pale bands, and their footsteps sounded too clear on the tile. Somewhere near the front office, a printer started and stopped.

Daphne adjusted the strap of her bag on her shoulder. “You really didn’t have to stay that long.”

He slipped his hands into the pockets of his blazer. “I know.”

She glanced at him. “You say that a lot.”

“You say things a lot that aren’t really questions.”

That caught her off guard enough to make her laugh under her breath. It was a small sound, but in the quiet hallway it seemed to linger.

When they reached the stairwell, she slowed. Her bus stop was outside the front gate. She had no reason to assume he was going the same way.

He kept pace anyway.

Something inside her became more alert. Not alarmed. Just aware. The school after five o’clock felt different from the school at noon. Softer around the edges. Less defended. Every ordinary choice seemed to stand out more.

At the glass doors, he pulled one open and held it for her.

Outside, the air carried the dry warmth of early fall evening and the faint dusty smell of the track field beyond the gym. A few buses still idled along the curb. Students crossed the lot in thinning clusters, their voices drifting back in pieces.

Daphne stepped onto the concrete and turned toward the bus lane. “You don’t take the late shuttle?”

“Not today.”

“Then why are you out here?”

He looked toward the buses, not at her. “Because you looked like you were about to walk into Friday alone.”

The answer struck somewhere deep and awkward and unprotected.

For a second she could not think of anything to say. She hated that. She hated being left without language, especially by someone who spoke as if honesty were the easiest thing in the world.

“It’s Tuesday,” she said finally.

“I know.”

“That’s not Friday.”

“No.” He looked at her then, steady and unreadable in the falling light. “But you started bracing for it this morning.”

There he was again, laying one true thing down and not apologizing for how clearly it fit.

Daphne could feel the reflex rise inside her, the one that wanted to turn this into irritation, to put him back at a distance where she could manage him. But the day had worn her thinner than usual, and the board had already cost her more honesty than she liked.

“So what,” she asked, “you’re planning to fix that?”

His expression changed almost too subtly to read. “No.”

She blinked.

“No?”

“I’m planning not to lie to you about it.”

Something quiet settled between them.

The buses exhaled hot diesel breath into the evening. A freshman sprinted across the curb lane
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