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  CHAPTER ONE


Dreaming about chess is a sign of two possible issues in a person: 
1) They play way too much chess and should probably devote at least a portion of their time to something less obsession-inducing, such as croquet or marbles, or;
2) You’re suffering from some kind of post-traumatic stress disorder from having to play a game of chess against a guy LARPing as a chess piece, with your friends’ lives at stake
As a doctor—although not a ‘real’ one because I’d never actually gone to med school—it was tough to diagnose myself sometimes, especially when I was asleep. But the second diagnosis did seem a bit more believable to me right now, mostly because I had a recurring nightmare of that exact scenario.
I found myself standing in the middle of a massive chessboard, black and white squares laid out in alternating color patterns. Behind me, the White pieces stood together like an army waiting to battle, but the pieces were ridiculously huge. The pawns alone towered over me, their marble-like surface shining under a light that seemed to come from nowhere and everywhere. The main pieces towered even over them, making me feel very, very small, and very, very powerless.
On the opposite side of the board, the Black pieces were lined up similarly and were just as tall as their White counterparts. They somehow looked even more intimidating than the White pieces behind me, their dark surfaces reflecting the bright light overhead rather sinisterly.
And for some reason it was really cold, cold enough that I could see my breath. Chills ran up and down my spine, while the dusty smell of freezing stone entered my nostrils. Even my tightly-fitted cloth gloves did little to fight off the cold or keep me warm, and I might as well have been naked for all the good my stupid superhero costume did. It didn’t help that I was missing my Mind-Bender Crown, either, leaving me feeling very vulnerable.
I looked around the chessboard in confusion, whipping my head this way and that as I tried to make sense of my environment. “Hello? Is anybody there? Hello?”
The utter silence was deafening. It was as if I was stuck in the cold void of space, shouting into utter emptiness that had no beginning or end. Maybe that’s overly dramatic, but dreams are pretty dramatic in my experience.
That was when the familiar young, male voice of my nephew, Joaquin ‘Goggles’ Manuel, said, “Uncle … help …”
I whirled around on the spot, desperately searching for my nephew, only to stop when I spotted him. Or what I thought was him, because what I saw couldn’t possibly have been Goggles, even if it did have his young, bronze-skinned face.
The White pawn directly in front of me had Goggles’ face on it. His eyes were even covered by his trademark goggles. But from the neck down, he was a literal pawn. An expression of absolute fear and pain was written across his young face, making him look as if he was suffering.
“Joaquin?” I said with a soft gasp. “What happened to—”
“Brother,” came a deeper male voice to Goggles’ left. “Brother, please help …”
I looked to Goggles’ left and felt my heart crack at the sight of my older brother, Bryan ‘Brave Storm’ Manuel, who looked like an older version of his son except with shorter hair and more lines in his skin. His face, like Goggles’, was seemingly attached to the face of another White pawn that was on the board. And like Goggles, he wore an expression of pure pain and agony on his face, as if the very state of his being was nothing but pure torture.
In fact, when I looked up and down the line of White pawns, I saw that all of my teammates’ faces were represented. Lumberjack, Cavewoman, Shining Armor, Paranoyd, Holiday Man … the faces of every person on the team were represented. Even Penny Parker, the reporter on my payroll, had her face set upon one of the pawns.
“What the hell?” I said, stepping backward. “What happened to everyone? Why is everyone cosplaying as pawns?”
“You did this, Doctor,” said Lumberjack, his Canadian-accented voice thick with pain. “Because you failed us … because you failed everyone … we are all going to die …”
“Doctor Mind’s fault,” Cavewoman chimed in an equally lifeless but still painful voice. “Doctor Mind’s fault. His fault.”
“Doctor Mind’s fault,” everyone suddenly started chanting in unison. “We are all dead because of Doctor Mind. It is Doctor Mind’s fault. Doctor Mind’s fault. Doctor Mind’s fault.”
As the chanting continued, I put my hands on my head and said, “Please! I didn’t mean to fail you guys. It was an accident. Please forgive me. I don’t even know what you’re talking about.”
But it was no use. None of my words seemed to get through to my friends, who continued to chant Doctor Mind’s fault like it was some kind of terrible ad slogan for a new line of shoes or something.
Then a new, yet familiar Eastern European voice behind me said, “You hear the voices of your friends, Doctor. They all blame you for their predicament.”
I whirled around again but didn’t see the source of the voice at first. That is, until I looked up and found myself staring directly into the ‘face’ of a gigantic White pawn.
No. It wasn’t actually a pawn. It was a giant human being dressed as a pawn, the E2 pawn specifically, which was reflected by the massive ‘E2’ painted on his face in red paint. His actual face was completely obscured by his mask, but that did not stop me from sensing the malicious cruelty hidden behind it.
“E2?” I said, my voice sounding a lot more echo-y in here for some reason. “What are you doing here? This is my dream, not yours.”
E2 chuckled. “Your dream? Or your nightmare?”
The droning chants of my friends behind me suddenly picked up in volume and pace. I now felt like I was being bombarded on all sides by the loudest rock music played from the biggest speakers:
“Doctor Mind’s fault … Doctor Mind’s fault … Doctor Mind’s fault … your fault, Doctor … you failed us, Uncle … brother, you didn’t save us …”
Grunting, I tried to ignore the chants, but I couldn’t. Even slamming my hands over my ears did nothing to protect my hearing. Actually, when I covered my ears, it was like I could hear them in my mind, which was far creepier and weirder than hearing them with my ears. Their words bounced around inside my head, making me feel like my skull was about to burst from the sound.
“I’m sorry,” I said, my voice barely audible above the mindless chants. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what I did wrong, but I’m sorry.”
E2’s maniacal laughter could be heard overhead suddenly. “ ‘Sorry’ isn’t good enough, Doctor. If it was, your friends would not currently be blaming you for all their woes.”
I looked up at E2 again. He somehow seemed even bigger than before, the Black pieces before him looking more proportionally correct. He raised one massive hand and picked up the King’s Pawn on his side of the board.
“But I am a merciful opponent,” said E2. “Unlike certain individuals I know, I do not believe in prolonging the suffering of my opponents. I do not enjoy cruelty or torture … much.”
Another wave of “Doctor Mind’s fault” knocked me to my knees on the solid stone chessboard, but I managed to keep my gaze fixed on E2 above. “Please … make it all end. It’s too much … too much … too—”
“If you wish,” said E2. “Checkmate, Doctor.”
With that, E2 brought his Black pawn down on me.
I didn’t even try to move. I was so overwhelmed with sadness and guilt that all I could do was watch as the bottom of the pawn came down on my head.
But the very instant the oversized chess piece crashed down on top of me, I felt two small, but strong hands shake me awake and then heard Goggles’ familiar excited voice to my side shout, “Uncle, wake up! You gotta see this.”
Waking up with a start, I looked around wildly. For a moment, I wondered where the giant E2 was or what happened to the oversized chessboard that I’d been unfortunate enough to find myself on.
I was sitting in the seat of a rather cramped airplane, the air dry and stale. The leather seat I sat upon was kind of lumpy and rough, though infinitely more comfortable and better on my knees than the stone chessboard had been. The hum of the airplane’s engines could be faintly heard, while the warm temperature of the plane’s interior was a sharp contrast to the utter cold of the void in my dream. The scent of coffee and crackers filled the air, which came from the table in front of me, which had a barely-touched coffee cup in front of it along with some crackers that looked just as untouched.
Rubbing the sleep out of my eyes, I said, “Uh, what? What’s going on? What happened?”
“You fell asleep, Uncle,” said Goggles, his voice slightly concerned. “During the flight.”
I looked to my left. Goggles, my sidekick, sat in the seat to my left. He wasn’t wearing his sidekick costume this time, however. Instead, he wore a black hoodie over a red t-shirt and jeans, his dark, messy hair looking even messier than usual. His green eyes looked up at me with a mixture of worry and concern. “Are you okay, Uncle?”
“Uncle Roger is probably fine,” said my brother’s voice to my right. “He’s just tired after a twelve-hour flight.”
Again startled, I looked to my right. Brave Storm, my brother and fellow Fakers teammate, sat in the seat beside me, his tablet set up in front of him, having paused a movie he was watching. He looked just like he did in the dream, if in significantly less pain and misery. He wore a tan button-down shirt and blue slacks, which made him look rather different from his son.
Rubbing my face, I said, “Has it really been twelve hours? No wonder I’m exhausted. I’ve never flown that long before.”
“Me neither,” said Goggles. He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Maybe that’s why everyone else is asleep.”
I looked to my right across the aisle. My other teammates were all also asleep. Shining Armor leaned against the window on the opposite side, snoring softly, while Paranoyd and Holiday Man slumped in their seats, with Holiday Man resting his head on a soft stuffed Easter bunny that he’d taken with him. Cavewoman and Lumberjack sat in the row directly behind those three, with Cavewoman snoring like a backfiring truck and Lumberjack muttering in his sleep about destroying all trees.
And they all looked as safe and secure as they usually did. None of their faces were surgically attached to oversized chess pieces.
And I definitely did not see any giant E2s trying to crush me with Black pawns.
Although I’d known that it had been a dream, seeing my friends safe and sound took a huge weight off my shoulders. Looking at everyone else also reminded me of why we were on this plane in the first place.
Last month, I’d gotten invited to the first-ever International Superhero Chess Tournament in Cheskia, a teeny tiny Eastern European country between Russia and the Ukraine. Cheskia was not known for much beyond producing more chess Grandmasters in the last century than the next ten countries on the list combined. My invitation had come from the Chess King himself, while the Cheskian government was paying for all the expenses associated with the trip. That included the plane tickets for my team, food, hotel … literally everything.
Being a proud money-grubbing miser, you can see why an all-expenses-paid trip to a foreign country appealed to me. Foreign travel was expensive, especially if you wanted to bring seven other people with you.
Maybe it would have been smarter to leave some of my teammates behind in Freedom City, Oklahoma to keep the peace while I was away, but I didn’t like letting my teammates out of my sight for even a second. I was worried that one of them might accidentally burn the whole city down while I was away or something worse. Besides, supervillain activity in the city had dropped through the floor recently, so I figured the FCPD could handle the normal criminal scum that they usually dealt with.
Of course, there was no direct flight from Freedom City, Oklahoma, to Chess City, Cheskia, so our flight had taken us through several layovers and flight changes, especially once we got to Europe. That had been stressful enough, especially when we stopped in Germany and Lumberjack nearly incited an all-out brawl with a bunch of environmentalist activists protesting some kind of new factory getting built. Although Germany might not be fascist anymore, I found that their government and police were still pretty good about threatening to crush you if you didn’t pay fines.
In any case, Germany had been our last stop in Europe before we boarded a plane to Cheskia. Supposedly, the last leg of the trip was just two hours, but I must have fallen asleep at some point without realizing it and therefore did not know what time it was.
“How long have I been out?” I said, rubbing my eyes again.
“An hour and a half,” said Goggles. He pointed out the window again. “But there’s something I really want you to see. It’s cool and weird.”
Sitting back in my seat, I said, “Thanks, Goggles, but I’ve looked out many plane windows in my time. The sight is impressive the first few times, but then it gets kind of stale.”
“But Uncle, I doubt you’ve ever seen this thing before,” said Goggles. He pointed out the window again. “I can’t really describe it. You should look for yourself.”
Feeling a bit annoyed at Goggles’ insistence, I nonetheless leaned across his lap to look out his window, sure that I would see nothing other than the steep, craggy steppes that I wouldn’t be able to make out any details from thousands of feet up in the air.
That was why I was shocked when I saw what could only be described as the world’s largest chessboard stretched out on the ground below us for miles and miles in every direction for as far as the eye could see.






  
  CHAPTER TWO


The chessboard below made the oversized chessboard in my dream look positively tiny. Vast tracts of perfect black and white squares covered the countryside everywhere. Yet I could still see trees, bushes, roads, and buildings and cars below, though they just barely stood out against the blackness and whiteness of their environment. It almost looked like someone had covered half the country in snow and the other half in soot before carefully cutting it into neat squares and rearranging it to resemble the world’s biggest chessboard. 
“What … am … I looking at?” I said.
“The great country of Cheskia, of course,” said a smooth feminine Eastern-European-accented voice behind me.
Startled, I looked over my shoulder to see a pretty young woman standing in the aisles between our seats. She was probably in her early twenties, with short, curly blonde hair done in a very professional style. Based on the blue-and-white Arid Airlines uniform she wore, I could tell that the woman—whose name tag read ‘OLGA’—was one of our flight attendants. She was smiling in a friendly way, but there was a hint of distance underneath the expression, as if she was trying not to be too friendly toward us. A whiff of vanilla perfume wafted off her form.
“That is Cheskia?” said Goggles, pointing out his window at the chessboard below.
Olga nodded, her hands clasped in front of her skirt. “Yes.”
“But it looks like a giant chessboard,” I said. “Scratch that. It looks like God’s chessboard.”
Olga giggled. “Funny. That is actually one of the country’s old names. God’s Chessboard. Very fitting, too, because when Cheskia was first founded, it was designed to resemble a chessboard by the very first Chess King.”
Brave Storm stared at Olga in disbelief. “Are you telling me, miss, that your government deliberately designed the entire country to look like a huge chessboard?”
“Indeed,” said Olga, looking at Brave Storm as if he was a bit daft. “Isn’t it beautiful?”
“Most countries are not designed to look like giant chessboards, ma’am,” said Brave Storm. “Or like any particular shape.”
Olga furrowed her brows. “Huh. How strange. You foreigners certainly come from odd countries.”
That seemed a bit rich coming from a Cheskian, but then Goggles said, “But how did they color everything white and black? Did they just dump a lot of paint on everything or what?”
Olga giggled again. “You are a funny American! No, that’s not paint. Due to the unusual environmental pressures that have been put on Cheskia, the plants in this country are all either white or black. The dirt also is white or black, depending on where you go, and each region in the country is named after a different square on the chessboard. For example, we are en route to E1, which is the location of Chess City, the capital of the country.”
My head hurt as I tried to wrap my mind around her explanation. “So the shape of the country is deliberate, but the colors are natural.”
“Quite so,” Olga said cheerfully. “Admittedly, the government does put a lot of resources into making sure that black plants only grow on Black squares and vice versa, but that’s merely a matter of science, not nature.”
“You sure do know a lot about Cheskia for being a flight attendant,” Brave Storm observed. “If you asked me why America looks the way it does, I wouldn’t even be able to tell you that.”
Olga drew herself up proudly and, brushing a stray strand of hair out of her face, said, “Cheskia’s education system is the envy of the whole world. It is also the only country in the world to make chess education mandatory, which is part of the reason why Cheskia has produced so many Grandmasters.”
“I knew that, at least,” I said with a nod. I jerked a thumb over my shoulder at the country below. “It was the literal shape of the country that I knew nothing about.”
“You didn’t?” said Goggles, giving me a puzzled look. “But Uncle, I thought you were a chess player who knew everything about Cheskia.”
I raised my hands defensively. “I didn’t say I knew everything about Cheskia. I just happen to be a fan of several Grandmasters from there. Learned a bit about the country by listening to their interviews, although none of them ever mentioned the country’s literal shape.”
Interest appeared in Olga’s eyes and she leaned forward, practically across Brave Storm’s lap, to look at me closer. “Wait, you play chess, sir? Are you a Grandmaster yourself?”
Leaning away from the woman’s slightly manic gaze, I said, “Er, no. I’m not even an International Master, honestly. I’m decent, but not the best.”
“Oh,” said Olga, disappointment leaking into her eyes. “Are you coming to Cheskia to participate in a tournament or something?”
I nodded. “Yeah. I was invited to the International Superhero Chess Tournament by the Chess King himself.”
The light in Olga’s eyes changed again, this time to something that looked … suspicious?
No. Not suspicion.
Realization.
Olga pulled away suddenly and brushed her hair back. “Ah, so you must be the famous Doctor Mind who I’ve heard so much about.”
I looked at Olga in surprise. “You’ve heard of me?”
“Of course.” Olga’s smile seemed cooler for some reason. “There aren’t very many chess-playing superheroes in the world, so you have always stood out to the people of Cheskia. At least, to those of us who are interested in that kind of thing. The video of your defeat of the infamous Death Skull did go viral in Cheskia, though, at least among those of us who care.”
I raised an eyebrow. “That’s an odd way of putting it.”
Olga shook her head and smiled at me again. “Never mind. I am simply excited to get to meet a real-life superhero for the first time, especially an American superhero like you.”
It was my turn to get suspicious of Olga, but her statement prompted another question from me. “You’ve never met a superhero before?”
Olga shook her head. “No, never. We have only one superhero, which is more than enough for our country. We are mostly protected by the Four Arms of Cheskia instead.”
“The Four Arms of Cheskia?” Goggles repeated. “What are those?”
“The Chess King, the Chess Queen, the Bishops, and the Knights,” Olga recited immediately, like an old nursery rhyme she’d memorized a long time ago. “Along with the might of the Cheskian military, the Four Arms have traditionally protected Cheskia since its founding. They’re a bit like superheroes themselves, although their methods tend to be a little different from how you American superheroes operate.”
I rested my chin in my hand. “The Four Arms … sounds like a superhero team name to me, although I’m still partial to ‘Fakers,’ of course.”
“And you even brought your team with you?” said Olga, looking around at the seats nearest mine. She clapped her hands together excitedly. “I had heard rumors that the Chess King had invited you to the tournament, but didn’t realize that included the entire team as well. How exciting.”
“Only I’m participating, I’m afraid,” I said. I gestured at my sleeping teammates. “They’re just along for the ride.”
“I see,” said Olga. “Well, it will be interesting to watch you play against the superheroes from the other countries. It will certainly be a unique tournament, at any rate.”
“Exactly how many other superheroes are going to be in this tournament, if you don’t mind me asking?” I said. “I tried to look up the numbers online, but couldn’t find anything definitive. Lots of speculation, though.”
Olga clasped her hands together apologetically. “I am sorry, but I do not know any more than you do about the tournament. I am a simple pawn in the grand scheme of things, so I am never told important things like that.”
Goggles frowned. “No need to be so tough on yourself, lady. You’re a real person, too. You’re nobody’s pawn.”
Olga giggled again. “Thank you for the kind words, but ‘pawns’ is simply what we call the citizens of Cheskia. We are all pawns of the Chess King and his Queen. That is all.”
I rubbed my chin. “Pawn with a capital ‘P’ or a lowercase?”
Olga looked at me in confusion. “Lowercase, typically. Why do you ask?”
I shrugged. “No reason, other than I met a guy who called himself a ‘Pawn’ back in America. Went by E2. Ever heard of him?”
Olga’s expression changed so quickly that I would have dismissed it as my imagination going crazy if I didn’t see it with my own eyes. For a very brief moment, she looked as if I’d accused her of being a terrorist plotting to kill hundreds of people.
But then her kind, polite, and perhaps too professional smile returned. “I am sorry, but I have never heard of anyone who has named themselves after a position on the chessboard. Sounds like you superheroes run into some very strange people.”
I frowned slightly, but said, “We do. Lots of weird people in the world, including ourselves.”
Olga once more giggled. “Very true. Well, unless you need anything else, I must get going. It was nice getting to chat with a famous American superhero. Hopefully we will get another chance to speak soon. Good luck with the tournament!”
With that, Olga walked down the aisle, stopping a few rows down to speak with another passenger, an elderly man wearing a top hat and monocle. I watched her for a moment, but Olga did not do anything suspicious, so I turned my attention to my lap in thought.
“That Olga lady was kind of cute,” said Goggles. He sighed. “Wish she was a little younger, though.”
“Definitely pretty,” said Brave Storm. He elbowed me. “I saw the way you were looking at her, Roger. Bet if you’d asked her out she would have said yes.”
Startled, I looked at Brave Storm in astonishment. “Asked her out? What are you talking about? I’m not interested in her that way.”
“Then why were you looking at her so intently, Uncle?” said Goggles. His eyes became wide and strangely focused. “Like this. It was kind of creepy, actually.”
I grimaced. “Er, it was … nothing. I just was interested to learn more about Cheskia. It’s definitely a weird place, isn’t it?”
Brave Storm nodded. “Definitely, and we haven’t even stepped foot there yet. Wonder what it will be like once we’re actually on the ground.”
I also nodded, but felt my attention starting to wander. My eyes drifted back to Olga, but she’d already retreated further down the aisle, near the cockpit, where she stood with a couple of her fellow flight attendants, chatting animatedly with them in a language that I assumed was Cheskian.
I will admit, I lied to my brother and nephew. Not about my feelings for Olga, but why I had paid her such special attention. It had less to do with her looks or personality and more to do with the fact that I suspected she knew more than she let on.
Maybe I was paranoid, but I didn’t think so. It was suspicious enough that the Chess King would send one of his servants to play me in a life-or-death game of chess, only to invite me to a tournament not even a week later, and pay for all my travel expenses, too.
But it was even more suspicious how Olga apparently knew nothing about E2 or his involvement in getting me to come to Cheskia in the first place.
No, I strongly suspected that Olga knew something about E2 and the Chess King. Seemed odd that a simple flight attendant and ‘pawn’ would know anything about whatever was going on in the highest echelons of the Cheskian government, but I couldn’t rule out anything at this point.
In any case, I sincerely doubted I would learn more about the Chess King’s real motives for inviting me to Cheskia on this flight. Now that we were actually in Cheskian airspace, it wouldn’t be much longer before we landed in Chess City.
And after my interaction with Olga, I was starting to look forward to our arrival even less.






  
  CHAPTER THREE


Our plane landed at the Cheskian International Airport about half an hour after my conversation with Olga. The pilot repeated the warning twice, once in English, the second time in Cheskian, which was when I realized that a large number of our fellow passengers were apparently Cheskians returning home from America. Most of them looked like normal people to me, though, aside from the distinctive blond hair and sharp features that appeared to be common to people from that country. 
Stepping into the Cheskian International Airport terminal, however, was when it really struck me that we were no longer in America.
The airport floor had the same black-and-white design as the country, making the terminal look like a big (but smaller than the country itself) chessboard. Paintings of different chess pieces were hung along the walls in between screens that listed the times of departing and arriving flights. The airport itself smelled strongly of some kind of savory bread, I think, though I couldn’t tell where the scent was coming from. It was also kind of cold, even though the airport seemed to have some sort of central heating. I caught a glimpse of snow outside, which seemed odd for April, but maybe Cheskian winters lasted longer than American ones.
Terminal A—which was our airport terminal—was also rather empty. Aside from us and the other passengers aboard our plane, there weren’t very many people in the airport. It looked almost deserted, which made me think that they must not get a lot of travelers.
Lumberjack stood next to me, stretching his large, muscular arms and legs. “Ahh! Nice to be on solid ground again. I felt trapped like a rat in that teeny tiny little plane. Fresh air is always good on these old bones. Gives me more energy to fight the trees.”
“We’re not causing another international incident, Lumberjack,” I said. My eyes scanned the terminal while other passengers filed out behind us. “No tree-chopping.”
“For a whole week?” said Lumberjack in disbelief. He lifted up his huge duffel bag and shook it. “Then why did I bother bringing my favorite tree-chopping ax at all?”
“How did you get your ax past—” I shook my head. “Never mind. We’re here to play chess. Not chop down trees.”
Lumberjack pouted. “All right. I suppose I can restrain myself, although if I happen to see a particularly big tree that looks like it really needs cutting—”
“Where are we supposed to go now, anyway?” asked Paranoyd, hefting the straps of his backpack over his shoulders. He looked at me questioningly. “Didn’t you say that the Cheskian government is supposed to meet us here?”
“That’s what the email I got from our travel agent said,” I said. I pulled out my phone and, tapping my email app, opened it up and started scrolling. “Let’s see … yeah. Says here that a ‘representative from the Cheskian government’ is supposed to meet us at Terminal A with a shuttle to take us to our hotel.”
“I don’t see any government representatives,” said Holiday Man, whipping his head this way and that. “As a matter of fact, I don’t see anyone else at all other than ourselves.”
“Was this all some kind of big joke, then?” said Paranoyd with a gulp. “Did we just get pranked into traveling all the way to Cheskia just to get stranded in a shitty little airport?”
“There’s probably just been some kind of misunderstanding,” said Shining Armor with a smile. “Doc, can you contact our representative and let him know we’re here?”
I looked at my phone again and sighed in frustration. “No. Our agent didn’t give us a name or even a description. Just said to wait by—”
A loud rumbling sound interrupted me, a sound I felt more in my bones than heard with my ears. The other Fakers also must have heard it, because they started looking around uneasily for a moment. Even the other passengers had stopped to look and listen, expressions of confusion spreading across their faces.
“Did anyone else feel that?” I said, slowly lowering my phone to my side.
“Cavewoman did,” said Cavewoman, clutching her suitcases tightly. “Feel it in her feminine intuition.”
“An earthquake?” said Brave Storm. “Cheskia does get earthquakes, right?”
“Earthquake season is over,” said the same top hat and monocle-wearing passenger I’d noticed before. He spoke with a crisp British accent, leaning on his cane, scanning the room with the look of a seasoned soldier or police officer. “It must be something—”
An explosion suddenly ripped through a nearby terminal, followed by a series of shrieks and screams, which were punctuated by gunfire that struck the glass ceiling overhead and sent shards of glass falling down. The other passengers around us suddenly dropped to the ground or started screaming, but my teammates and I just looked over in the direction of the explosion. A large smoke cloud obscured one of the entrances, making it impossible to tell who was inside it.
“An explosion?” said Goggles, dropping his bag in surprise. “A bomb?”
Before I could answer Goggles’ question, half a dozen silhouettes suddenly appeared in the smoke cloud before emerging from within. Six men, armed to the teeth with what appeared to be machine guns, entered the terminal with the practiced ease of trained soldiers, sweeping their guns back and forth across the room with stunning fluidity.
Even more concerning than the guns they held, however, were their costumes. They were dressed like Black pawns, with some modern military gear tossed over their costumes for good measure. They looked a bit like E2, except even more dangerous and lacking any sort of identifying number on their masks.
“Who are they?” said Brave Storm. “They look like pawns.”
“No idea,” I said, “but maybe if we move fast—”
“Do not move, airline passengers!” one of the Black pawns suddenly cried out. “If anyone moves, everyone dies.”
I froze when I saw the six Black pawns pointing their guns at us. They were close enough that they could easily follow through on that threat if they wanted to. It helped that their appearance was quite intimidating, especially the guns.
Now, normally, I wouldn’t be so scared by a bunch of cosplayers with guns, even real guns. My Mind-Bender Crown was strong enough to deflect, stop, or even redirect bullets. If I wanted to, I could probably disarm all six of them before they even realized they were about to get their asses kicked, and my teammates could handle the rest.
Unfortunately, I’d packed my Mind-Bender Crown along with all of my other superhero gear into one of my bags when we departed. I honestly didn’t think I’d need to wear it until we got to Cheskia, and even then, I certainly didn’t expect to find myself being held hostage with the other airline passengers. And I didn’t dare try to unpack my Mind-Bender Crown because I suspected those Black pawns would correctly interpret that as a threat and riddle me with more bullets than I wanted inside my body. The rest of my team was also unarmed and in no position to arm themselves, either. That effectively left us as defenseless as the other plane passengers, even if you took into account our fighting skills (which weren’t terribly useful from a distance, unfortunately).
“W-Who are you guys?” said Goggles with a gulp.
The Black pawn who had spoken before shifted his gun toward Goggles, causing Goggles to flinch and a streak of fear to strike my heart. But he did not shoot, fortunately. “We are the Black Pawns of Cheskia. Our goal is simple: The complete overthrow of the King Magnus Laskar II, also known as the Chess King of Cheskia, to free the people from his unjust rule.”
“You are not freedom fighters,” snapped one of the other passengers, a thirty-something businessman with a distinctly Cheskian accent. “You are terrorists who have murdered many people, including my brother.”
The Black Pawn turned his gun and fired on the businessman. The businessman collapsed onto the ground, groaning in pain as he clutched his stomach, where he’d been shot. Blood rapidly leaked out of his stomach onto the floor, adding the scent of fresh blood to the air, which did not make the situation any better, let me tell you.
“Anyone who tries to help that man will suffer the same fate,” said the Black Pawn, turning his attention back onto the crowd. He hefted his gun, its black barrel shiny and smoky under the light from the ceiling above. “Unless there is anyone else who would like to die for a king who cares only about himself.”
“Why are you doing this?” asked an elderly woman who stood with a small girl who couldn’t have been older than six, likely her granddaughter based on the way she clutched the girl. “We have done you no harm. None of us have anything to do with the Chess King.”
“It’s nothing personal, I assure you,” the Black Pawn said. “Our intel suggests that one of the Chess King’s superhero guests is supposed to be on this flight. Specifically, Doctor Mind, from the United States of America.”
I might have shrunk back just a little when the scary guy with the scary-looking gun singled me out, but fortunately I don’t think my teammates or anyone else noticed. Nor was the Black Pawn looking directly at me yet, either, which perhaps meant he hadn’t spotted me. Hey, I might have been a superhero, but I was still kind of getting used to the whole ‘bravery’ thing.
“Why do you want him?” asked the elderly man I had noticed on the plane before, the one wearing a monocle and top hat. “Did he wrong you in some way?”
“No,” said the Black Pawn with a shake of his head. “In truth, Doctor Mind has done nothing to us. He would simply make a very good hostage for us to ransom against Laskar. Our intel suggests that Laskar personally invited Doctor Mind to his ridiculous superhero chess tournament, including paying his travel and hotel expenses. Therefore, it is obvious that Laskar has a vested interest in making sure that Doctor Mind arrives safe and unharmed … and is likely willing to pay a fair sum of money to do it.”
“What about the rest of us?” said the grandmother. She pushed her granddaughter back behind her a little. “What will you do to us?”
The Black Pawn tilted his head to the side. “It depends. If you let us take Doctor Mind, then we will spare the rest of you. If, on the other hand, you attempt to prevent us from acquiring Doctor Mind or try to escape or resist us in any way … well, you can ask the mouthy businessman what happens to those who cross the Black Pawns.”
I gulped. I’d never even met the Chess King and yet the Black Pawn’s analysis of the Chess King’s opinion of me did not seem entirely incorrect. Granted, the Chess King and I were hardly buddies, but I had wondered why the Chess King went to such lengths to bring me all the way out here in the first place. Now whether the Chess King would care enough to actually pay whatever ransom the Black Pawns would demand in exchange for my freedom, I didn’t know.
“What’re we gonna do, Uncle?” Goggles whispered to me, nudging me in the side with his elbow. “Attack?”
I shook my head ever-so-slightly to avoid drawing the terrorists’ attention to us. “No. Without our equipment, we’re sitting ducks. Even if we were costumed up, we’d still be at a disadvantage. Those Black Pawns could probably gun us all down before we took even one step forward.”
“Personally, I’m more offended by the fact that they didn’t mention the rest of us,” said Paranoyd, folding his arms in front of his chest. “No offense, Doc, but I’d like to think that the Chess King would be willing to pay a ransom for us, too.”
“Let’s focus more on defeating these terrorists than the fact that we’re not all equally desirable here,” I whispered. I glanced around the terminal briefly. “Okay, I think I’ve got a plan. Listen up and—”
“Doctor Mind!” the commanding voice of the first Black Pawn echoed through the empty terminal. “Come here now!”
Startled, I looked up to see the first Black Pawn pointing his gun in my general direction.
“Come over here,” said the first Black Pawn in a deadly serious voice. “Now.”
I gulped again and took a step forward, but then the first Black Pawn pulled on the trigger of his gun and a bullet whizzed by my face, just barely missing my left ear. I came to an abrupt stop, my heart pounding and my hands getting sweaty. The people surrounding me, including my own teammates, had ducked or jumped to the side when the Black Pawn shot at me, but none of them had been hurt, fortunately.
“Not you,” the first Black Pawn said. He shifted his gun to the right slightly. “I am referring to him. The real Doctor Mind.”
Puzzled, I looked to my right, wondering who he could possibly be referring to …
And saw my brother, Bryan ‘Brave Storm’ Manuel, shock and confusion on his face.






  
  CHAPTER FOUR


Me?” said Brave Storm, putting a hand on his chest. “You … you guys think  I’m Doctor Mind?”
“Yes,” said the first Black Pawn. He gestured at his mouth. “Were you not listening to me when I laid out our plan to hold you hostage in exchange for a handsome sum of money from the Chess King?”
Brave Storm shook his head rapidly. “No, no. I mean, I heard you, but I’m not actually Doctor Mind. You’ve got the wrong guy. I’m his brother.” He abruptly pointed at me. “He’s Doctor Mind, not me.”
“Gee, thanks,” I said in a sardonic voice. “Pointing the crazy terrorists at me instead. With a big brother like you, who needs enemies?”
Brave Storm rested a hand on Goggles’ shoulder. “Sorry, bro, but I’ve got a kid to look after. Granted, you are in my will to become Goggles’ guardian in the event of my death, but I’m kind of hoping to live long enough to at least see him graduate high school.”
Goggles looked up at Brave Storm in alarm. “I hope you live a lot longer than that, Dad. I don’t want you to die, even if that means I get to live with Uncle Roger, which … hmm, wait a second. That would actually be cool now that I think about it.”
Did I ever tell you how wonderful my family was? Yeah, I was starting to rethink that assessment of them.
But before I could argue with my loving family about whether throwing me to the wolves was actually a good idea, the first Black Pawn shouted, “Liar! You do not fool us with your deception, Doctor Mind. We expected resistance, but watching you attempt to throw your older brother under the bus is dishonorable. Then again, Americans do not seem to understand the concept of honor, especially in chess.”
I looked at the first Black Pawn in annoyance. “But he’s right. I’m Doctor Mind, not him. We’re brothers.”
“We know that Doctor Mind has a brother,” said the first Black Pawn, “but to be utterly frank, we think all you Americans look exactly the same.”
The other Black pawns nodded in agreement with their leader and one of them even said, in a strangely deep voice, “I still cannot tell the difference between Barack Obama and Donald Trump.”
Before I could get insulted by that, the first Black Pawn continued, saying, “We also know, based on our research, that Doctor Mind uses trickery and deception to fight criminals. Therefore, it is logical to assume that the real Doctor Mind would attempt to trick us into thinking his brother is the real Doctor Mind, even going so far as to coach his young nephew into pretending to be his son to deceive us and save his own sorry life.”
I blinked. “You guys have a higher opinion of my deception skills than I do.”
“On the contrary, liar, we are chess players,” snapped a female Black Pawn, her voice very gravelly. “We know that Doctor Mind is a chess player. Chess is all about mind games, misdirection, and causing your opponent to question their own perceptions of reality. Indeed, true Grandmasters can even drive their opponents into bottomless insanity from which they will never recover for the rest of their days.”
“She is correct,” said the first Black Pawn with a solemn nod. He jerked his gun in Brave Storm’s direction again. “That is why we know you are the real Doctor Mind. Come forward. Now.”
Lumberjack suddenly raised a hand, like a boy in school, and said, “Hold it! If you Cheskian terrorists cannot tell us Americans apart, then it’s obvious what we must do.”
The first Black Pawn glared at Lumberjack. “Oh? And what would that be?”
Lumberjack stepped forward and said, without a hint of irony in his voice, “I am Doctor Mind.”
Shining Armor also stepped forward just then, a determined look on his face, and said, “No, I am Doctor Mind.”
It was Cavewoman’s turn to stride forward, put her hands on her hips, and said, “No. Me Doctor Mind.”
And then Holiday Man stepped forward, thrusting his chest out, and said, “Actually, we’re all Doctor Mind. Every last one of us.”
“Yeah,” said Paranoyd, stepping in front of me. “Try to tell us apart now, jackass.”
The first Black Pawn somehow managed to look entirely unimpressed while wearing a mask that completely covered his face.
I, on the other hand, was honestly touched by how my teammates all stepped up to defend me and my brother. Although we’d been working together for a few months now, I hadn’t realized just how much they all cared about me. It reminded me of when I said we were all family on TV during our first live interview together as a team. It’d been a great big lie at the time, but now, I wondered if there was more truth to that statement than I originally believed.
“Very Spartacus,” said the first Black Pawn. He raised his gun and fired it into the air, the bullet striking the glass ceiling overhead and sending bits of glass falling to the floor. “But I can think of one way to figure out which one is the real Doctor Mind: Process of elimination. We shoot every single one of you who claimed to be Doctor Mind and the last one standing is the real Doctor Mind. How does that sound?”
As one, all my teammates who were willing to put their lives on the line to save me not even a second ago magically teleported behind me and Brave Storm. Okay, they really just hid behind me like a bunch of scared puppies, but they moved so fast it might as well have been teleportation.
Did I mention how much my teammates really loved me and were willing to sacrifice themselves for me? Yeah, I was starting to rethink that, too.
The first Black Pawn lowered his gun, aiming it at Brave Storm again. “Enough of this American nonsense. Doctor Mind, come here. Now. Or we’ll start shooting.”
Brave Storm gulped, but I guess he must have decided there was no point in continuing to argue with a crazy guy with a gun because he gave Goggles a quick hug and an “I love you” before walking through the crowd of people toward the Black Pawns. I gave Brave Storm a brief, brotherly pat on the back as he passed, but that just masked how utterly powerless I felt watching him walk like a lamb toward the slaughter.
Once Brave Storm reached the Black Pawns, the first Black Pawn roughly grabbed him by the shoulder and jerked him back toward a couple of Black Pawns who stood behind him. The Black Pawns grabbed Brave Storm and immediately tied his arms together behind his back, two Black Pawns standing on either side of him holding the ropes which bound him. It pained me to see my older brother being treated like that, but again, I was basically powerless to save him.
“Wonderful,” said the first Black Pawn. He looked at Brave Storm. “Thank you for coming forward willingly with only a minimum amount of fuss. It will make our departure that much easier.”
“Just … don’t hurt my family, okay?” said Brave Storm, his voice quiet, his gaze never looking away from the first Black Pawn. “Take me, but if you lay even one finger on my family—”
“As I said, Doctor, now that we have you, we will not harm any other airplane passengers, family or otherwise,” said the first Black Pawn. “You have my word.”
Brave Storm nodded. He then looked at me and Goggles, a worried look in his eyes. I tried to communicate with my eyes that everything would be okay and that we’d find a way to save him, but I don’t know how well I managed to communicate that.
Then the first Black Pawn turned to his companions and said, “All right, men! We have captured the target. Now it is time for us to leave before the police arrive.”
Crap. Once the Black Pawns escaped, I would never find them. Even if I did, I might not be able to save Brave Storm unless I could pay the ransom or convince the Chess King to do so.
No. I couldn’t let them get away, not that easily, anyway. Brave Storm was my brother and the father to my nephew. He didn’t deserve this.
Thinking quickly, I glanced over my shoulder at Lumberjack and whispered, “Lumberjack, do you still have my bag with my Crown in it?”
Lumberjack held up a basketball bag for me. “This?”
I nodded, still without taking my attention off the Black Pawns. “Yeah. Open it quietly and hand me my Crown so I can use it to stop the Black Pawns from escaping.”
Lumberjack nodded in return and started unzipping the basketball bag, which made a zipping sound that I thought was far too loud in this terminal.
But the Black Pawns did not seem to notice yet. The first Black Pawn was talking into a burner phone, perhaps coordinating their escape plan with their fellow terrorists on the outside, while the others trained their guns on either Brave Storm or the other passengers, though none pointed directly at me right now.
That was good. Now that they were focused more on escape than threatening the hostages, it meant I might be able to put on my Crown and use it before they realized it.
But perhaps that was also why they were surprised when, without any sort of warning at all, someone smashed through the glass ceiling overhead, sending an absolute shower of razor-sharp glass shards falling to the floor below. The person landed on the ground in a traditional three-point superhero landing, his appearance causing the other airplane passengers to gasp in surprise. Even I was startled by the guy’s entrance and I knew a thing or two about making dramatic, unexpected entrances.
The Black Pawns, however, immediately trained their guns on the guy, but did not open fire immediately. Not that I blamed them, because the guy’s appearance was rather striking, especially when he rose to his full height.
Standing in the center of the terminal, his long golden cape flowing behind him, was a superhero. I didn’t know how else to describe him. He was clad from head to toe in full gold-and-brown spandex, his mouth hidden under a metal plate that curved around either side of his face. His head was covered with a golden mask, while his body had chess piece designs etched into it. In fact, his chest symbol was a horizontal view of a chessboard, complete with all of the pieces on the board arrayed correctly.
I had no idea who this guy was, and based on the puzzled expressions of my teammates and most of the other airplane passengers, neither did most of us.
But the little Cheskian girl excitedly pointed at the superhero and said, in a very cutesy voice, “Checkmate! It’s Checkmate, Gaga!”
“Indeed it is, my granddaughter,” said the grandmother, sounding as if she was on the verge of tears herself. “I never thought I’d live long enough to see him in person myself.”
“Checkmate?” Goggles said to the grandmother, drawing her attention to him. “Who is Checkmate?”
As if in answer to my nephew’s question, the superhero standing in the middle of the terminal suddenly slammed both of his fists together in front of his chest, his eyes glowing with righteous anger. He glared at the Black Pawns, who actually seemed to be trembling with fear at the sight of him.
“We are in the endgame now, Black Pawns,” said the superhero in a surprisingly young-sounding Cheskian-accented voice. “Because now Checkmate, the superhero of Chess City and Cheskia’s greatest champion, is here!”
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