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Chapter 1: The Forbidden Horse

IT IS FUNNY how a single, seamless moment in childhood can quietly forge the rest of your life. At five or six years old, you don't realize that a normal weekend routine is actually setting the concrete for who you will become. For me, that routine began every Saturday morning with a voice echoing from our kitchen.

"You better start getting ready right now! If you're not done, I'm leaving you here alone!"

My mother’s voice could cut through walls. The threat of being left behind was terrifying to a six-year-old. I would instantly drop my toys, sprinting into the bathroom to scrub down as fast as humanly possible. In those days, kids didn't pick their clothes. I would step out of the shower to find a pre-selected outfit waiting for me on the bed. Once my hair was slicked back and combed perfectly into place by my mother, our adventure into the outside world began.

It was a sharp, thirty-minute walk from our front door to my grandparents' house. By the time we arrived, the air would already be thick with the smells of family cooking.

"¡Hola mijo!" my grandmother would call out, pulling me into a hug before immediately submerging into the fast-paced, rhythmic mumbling of adult conversation with my mother.

I didn't stick around for the talking. I would bolt out the back door into the yard to find my cousins. Every weekend was a massive, unofficial family reunion. Aunts, uncles, and a small army of cousins would materialize throughout the day. To an outsider, it looked like a massive party, but to us, it was just the family tradition. The adults would drink, cook, and slam down cards over intense games of Lotería, while we kids ran around the property being pure rascals, causing whatever mischief we could get away with.

But as the sun began to settle, the energy changed. The women migrated inside the house to talk in smaller groups; the men gathered out on the concrete patio. Some cousins left, others drifted away.

And that’s when I saw it.

Sitting around a small wooden table on the patio were my uncle and my grandfather—mi abuelito. Between them sat a strange, square object made of dark and light wood. On top of the board were carved figures. My uncle and grandfather weren’t talking. They weren’t laughing. They were just staring at this wooden object with an intensity that completely captivated me. They would sit frozen for minutes at a time, locked in some silent battle.

I knew the rules of the house. You do not bother the adults—especially not my grandfather when he was focused. But my curiosity completely overruled my fear. I had to know what those pieces meant. Specifically, my eyes locked onto one piece that looked like a majestic little horse. What was a horse doing on a grid of wooden squares?

I summoned every ounce of six-year-old courage I had. I began walking toward their table, slowly, quietly, stepping like a lion stalking its prey through the grass. Once I was just a couple of feet away, close enough to smell the wood of the board, I broke the silence.

"What is that?" I asked.

The reaction was instant and terrifying. My grandfather whipped his head around, his face tight.

"Get out of here! Go inside to your mother!" he yelled. He didn't even wait for me to move before shouting toward the house, "¡Caaarrmeeen! Come get your kid!"

I spun on my heel and sprinted back into the house, my chest heaving and my heart hammering against my ribs. My mother caught me at the door, her eyes narrowed.

"What have I told you?" she scolded, pulling me aside. "Don’t be bothering your grandfather!"

So much for my grand investigation. But I was a stubborn kid. An hour later, when the adults were distracted, I sneaked back out to the patio. I didn't say a word this time. I just pressed myself against the wall as close as I legally could, staring in absolute silence at the board, trying to crack the code of the majestic horse. I wouldn't find out the answers that night, but the image of that wooden board burned itself into my mind for the rest of the weekend.

Chapter 2: The Bathroom Break Discovery

TWO OR THREE years slipped by after that night on the patio. The memory of the mysterious wooden board had slowly faded into the back of my mind, buried under the everyday distractions of growing up. But as destiny would have it, that meddling piece of wood was about to cross my path once again.

I was in elementary school—second or third grade, to be exact. It started out as just another completely regular, unremarkable school day. I was sitting at my desk in the middle of class when the midday boredom started to set in, and I raised my hand to ask the teacher for permission to go to the restroom.

She nodded, handed me the pass, and I walked out the door.

To get to the bathroom, I had to cross the small outdoor patio that connected the different classrooms. As I walked past one of the empty rooms, a sudden movement caught my eye. There was a small gathering of kids inside.

My curiosity, as always, got the absolute best of me. I was supposed to be heading straight to the restroom, but I couldn't help myself—I had to find out what they were doing.

I quieted my footsteps and wandered inside the classroom. My eyes widened. Set up on top of several different student desks were those exact same wooden boards from my childhood memories. Kids were sitting on each side of them, dead silent, staring down at the pieces with the exact same intensity I had seen on my grandpa's patio years before.

I walked up to one of the desks, leaning over to get a closer look.

"What are you guys doing?" I whispered to a fellow student.

"Playing chess," he responded, keeping his eyes glued to the board. "We have a tournament coming up. Whoever the teacher chooses from us is going to go participate."

A tournament? I thought to myself. The word echoed in my mind. A wave of sudden excitement hit me. I want to go. I want to learn how to play this.

Instead of leaving for the restroom, I stood there, completely hypnotized, figuring out how the pieces on this wooden board were meant to move just by tracking them with my eyes. Because I was watching so intently, I actually figured out the rules pretty quickly. Just by looking, I memorized the straightforward paths of the pawn, the heavy straight lines of the rook, the diagonal slices of the bishop, and the critical movements of the king and queen.

But then there was that one piece again. The horse. No matter how hard I stared, I could not decipher the majestic, jumping dance of the knight. It moved unlike anything else on the board, leaping over other pieces in a pattern that completely baffled my young mind.

I had been standing there for almost fifteen minutes, totally lost in thought, when a booming voice broke my concentration.

"Hey! What are you doing here?"

I jumped. It was the professor in charge of the chess club. He had been so focused on coaching the other kids that he had barely even noticed me standing there.

I looked him straight in the eyes. "I want to play."

The professor looked down at me, looking a bit amused. "Do you know how to play?"

"All I need to know is how to move the knight," I replied confidently.

The professor let out a loud laugh, clearly liking my attitude. Then he looked at the clock, realizing I was supposed to be in a regular class. "Does your teacher know you are here?"

I slowly shook my head no.

He smiled and waved his hand toward the door. "Go tell her you are going to be in here from now on. Tell her that you will be practicing for the tournament."

My entire face illuminated with a huge smile as I practically sprinted across the patio, bursting through the door to advise my teacher of the great news: I was officially part of the chess club.

Chapter 3: Weapons of the Mind

AFTER A COUPLE of weeks of intense practice, I officially mastered the majestic, L-shaped dance of the knight. Once that piece clicked in my brain, I felt completely unstoppable. I didn't just know what the dreaded wooden board was called anymore—I knew how to play the game, and I was damned good at it. I felt ready to take on the world.

During our practices, the chess club teacher showed us a famous trap called the "Scholar's Mate." It is a brutal, four-move checkmate designed to end a game almost immediately. If your opponent doesn't know the trick, the game is over before it even begins. In the chess scene, this move is incredibly well-known, but beginner kids rarely see it coming. If an experienced player does recognize it, they can block it easily with a single, simple defensive move.

The standard Scholar's Mate consists of moving three specific pieces: a pawn, a bishop, and the queen. The fourth move is the strike that delivers the final checkmate.

As I practiced it over and over, my mind started working. I began to look at the board differently, wondering how I could make the trap less obvious. That's when I figured out a way to modify the play entirely.

Instead of using the traditional bishop to back up my queen, I decided to use my favorite piece—the knight.

This minor tweak completely changed the math of the game. It gave me a massive, invisible advantage over my adversaries. Whenever we played, my opponents would scan the board, anxiously worrying about the long-range threat of my bishop. They paid absolutely no attention to my knight hopping casually across the squares. They didn't see the danger until it was already too late. Now, I didn’t know if anyone else in the entire world had ever thought to modify the Scholar's Mate this way, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to tell a single soul. It was my secret weapon.

It wasn't long before the official school elimination process began. The teacher needed to narrow down the club to see who would represent our school at the upcoming regional tournament.

When my name was called to the table, I didn't just win—I completely obliterated my competition. One by one, my classmates sat down across from me with confident smiles, only to look at the board a few minutes later in total confusion as my knight and queen locked their kings into a trap. I secured first place without losing a single match, officially locking in my spot to go to the tournament.

The wait for the big day felt agonizingly slow. For a couple of days, my mind constantly raced with chess coordinates, strategies, and mental images of the trophy. Finally, the morning we had all been waiting for was upon us.

Chapter 4: The Old School Showdown

THE MORNING OF the tournament, my mother woke me up early. The sun wasn't even fully over the horizon yet, but she was already in the kitchen preparing breakfast.

"You can’t go to an event like this on an empty stomach," she insisted, placing a warm plate in front of me.

After eating and getting dressed in my tournament clothes, we began our walk toward my elementary school. The morning air was crisp. When we arrived, my teacher and the other qualified students were already waiting. Once everyone was accounted for, we piled into the vehicle and began our departure toward the unknown destination.

On the drive there
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