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EULA SHANNON TOOK a deep breath in the cool, quiet entrance to the Kenstone Grove college rec center. Finally, she was free of her now-ex-boyfriend, Mike. 

She felt like she’d been spending weeks walking on eggshells, her heart sinking as the realized that the guy she’d liked, the guy she was dating, wasn’t good for her. 

Sure, he looked exactly like her childhood crush, Prince Eric, but he wasn’t gentle the way the Disney Prince was. His temper had sent her skittering on more than one occasion.

She’d been planning to confront him for a week before the argument they’d just endured had ripped itself from her chest. He could be sweet, yes, but that wasn’t enough anymore. She’d needed to speak, to defend herself.

When he hadn’t taken it well, she’d panicked. She’d been so unable to breathe, it’d scared her. She’d never been that paralyzed before.

So when her adopted sister, Bridget, had stepped in, taking over things, it felt to Eula like a miracle.

My sisters are too good to me, she told herself as her hands finally stopped their violent trembles. And now, that relationship is over. It wasn’t meant to be. You can move on from him.

Smoothing down her dress front, Eula straightened up, and then gasped at the clock over the door on the far wall. She was late for chess club already. 

Not caring if anyone saw, she bolted down the hall, skittering to the doorway of the conference hall where she was supposed to meet her other adopted sister, Justine.

The hall was empty, though. One of the doors had fallen shut. Inside, the low murmur of voices told her she hadn’t fallen behind the rest of the group just yet.

As she entered the room, though, her pattering heart slumped in her chest. Every seat was full. Eula scanned the space, searching for her sister. 

In the corner, Justine caught her eye, waving a little, the bangles on her wrist clattering. The brunette’s eyes were as big as her curly hair as she spread her hands.

“What happened to you?” she was asking without saying a word. Then she tapped her empty wrist, indicating a watch. “You’re never late!”

Eula gave her a half-smile, and gave the air a subtle pat. “I’ll tell you in a little while.”

Justine nodded, returning to the prim girl sitting at the chessboard across from her. As she crossed the floor, Eula could feel her adopted sister still studying her, wondering what had happened with Eula the whole time.

That’s not my problem right now, Eula told herself, scanning the room again. Right now, I need to find an empty seat.

Just as she began to despair at not finding one, a tall, round-faced boy in a checked, collared shirt came up alongside her. “Excuse me, it’s Eula right? Hi, I’m Ben. I’m proctoring the club this round,” he said in a kind, gentle voice, holding out a hand. His easy smile made her breath catch in her throat.

“Hi, yes, sorry I’m late,” Eula said, nervously tucking her hair behind her ear. She accepted the shake, the skin of his hand soft, his grip firm but gentle around her fingers. 

For a second, she forgot everyone could see them talking, and clung to him. As soon as he let go, she remembered where she was, and stepped back, motioning to the room. Her hand moved fast, like a hummingbird, as it flitted into the air, and then back down to her side again. 

“It doesn’t seem like I got here in time to join anyone,” she said, her cheeks warming.

Ben straightened up. “I’d be happy to play against you, if you’d like to stay,” he said, and nodded to a small table by the podium at the side of the room. Ducking his head, he gave her a sheepish smile. “Between you and me, it beats sitting around and watching everyone else. What do you say?”
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A BUBBLE OF hope bloomed in Eula’s chest. She couldn’t help the smile that spread across her face. “I’d love to! Thank you so much!” she said, following him to his table. With a quick glance around the room, she leaned in close. “The last guy who proctored shut the door on anyone who came in after time had been called,” she whispered.

“Then it’s a good thing he’s not proctoring anymore,” Ben said, with a seriousness in his voice that sent a shiver down Eula’s spine. She shivered again when he pulled out her chair for her, and then pulled a spare game from the podium.

Helping her set up, he angled the microphone down, and gave the signal to start. Before he even had the chance to settle himself, Eula honed in on the game. A thrill, not unlike the one Ben gave her, rained down over her shoulders.

This truly is the best, she thought, analyzing his moves and hitting the timer every time she advanced on him. The longer the game went on, the better she felt, and the more exhilarated she became.

The strategy, the reading of each others’ ticks, the careful, calculating patience: she couldn’t get enough. Each time he moved a piece, she studied him a little closer, trying to figure him out.

Sure, he was handsome and sweet. Better than that, though, was that she could feel him studying the board the way she herself always did: searching for new ways to advance to the end. Learning her techniques.

And she certainly felt like she was learning from him. He caught her off-guard a number of times, winking whenever she gasped with delight at being bested in a way she never had before. 

To her relief, whenever she caught him in a trap, he laughed, sighed, and then whispered “touché,” something none of the other guys she’d competed against ever did. His eyes shone whenever he caught her looking at him, and her pulse quickened whenever it led to his smile growing by just a little bit.

I really like this guy, she realized halfway through the game.

At first, the thought paralyzed her. Am I really ready to be in love with someone else? She found herself wondering.

The moment she did, though, she forced herself to tuck that thought into the back of her mind. She’d roll it around like candy in her mouth, but only later. 

Only after the game had ended.

They got so wrapped up in responding to each other that a couple of gamers around them gave them the side-eye. By the end of the session, though, Eula glanced up with a squeak. 

At least half of the room had already finished their rounds of the game. All four of the dozen groups had formed a ring around her and Ben, observing as they cat-and-moused with each other. From the corner of her eye, Eula caught Justine eyeing the clock in a not-so-subtle way. 

Heaving a sigh, Eula gave her the slightest nod.

Time to end this, much as I love it, she told herself.

Just in time, Ben slapped the timer down, leaning close to the board on his elbows. They only had a couple men apiece, and she could feel him waiting for her to pull a fast one on him, something she’d been leading him to the entire time, even if he couldn’t see. 

With a deft flick of her wrist, and a tiny flourish, she unveiled her final strike, taking him down without blinking.

His jaw dropped. The whole room exploded in oohs. A couple of the girls squeaked, and giggled, hugging each other as Eula caught Ben’s eye and shrugged.

“Good game, partner,” she said, holding out her hand again.

“G-good…wow. That wasn’t just good, Eula, that was amazing,” he said, taking her hand with vigor. He stared at her like he couldn’t believe she was real.

The entire room clapped. A couple people even patted her on the back.

Face heating up, Eula pretended to doff her cap, and got to her feet. “I try,” she said, and pulled Justine over as her sister gave Ben a knowing smirk. 

“I saw that coming the minute you stepped in the room,” Justine’s expression said.

Eula pulled a lock of her sister’s hair, following her to the table where Justine had stashed her stuff.

“Um…hey,” Ben called after her, glancing at the door as the rest of the crowd made their way out. When Justine stopped, too, he blushed, but leaned closer. “You would…would you like to practice together, sometime?” he asked, tucking his hands into his pockets. 

Suddenly, he looked like a teenager, instead of a twenty-something year old man.

Eula’s jaw dropped at the same time Justine’s did. As she met her sister’s gaze, Justine’s expression went from impressed, to cocky. 

“Do it!” she said with her eyes.

Eula’s heart even danced a jig at the prospect, agreeing wholeheartedly with her adopted sister.

In the back of her head, though, she couldn’t stop thinking about that morning, and the fight she’d gotten into with her ex. 

He said it’s just practice, but he also clearly likes me. Am I really ready to jump back into something?

Eula made a face. “I don’t know…”

“She’d love to, she’s just too shy to say it,” Justine said, and patted Ben on the shoulder.
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