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      THE CROWD ROARED ITS APPROVAL as I made the last basket of the game, earning my team two more points right before the buzzer blasted through the air.

      I didn’t wait for the scoreboard to confirm what I already knew. We had beaten the visiting team and were one step closer to becoming regional champions. I put my hands in the air and ran toward the centre of the basketball court, where I gave high-fives to my team members.

      “Who are we?” I asked.

      “We are Almasi,” my teammates said.

      “And what does Almasi mean?” I urged.

      “Diamonds,” the crowd — mostly Almasi Academy students — hollered.

      “And what are diamonds?” I asked.

      “Bright, valuable and strong,” the crowd and my team replied with our school’s motto. The clapping and cheering grew louder.

      Personally, I wasn’t a big fan of diamonds, but I couldn’t change the school’s name as easily as I could win on the court. Fortunately, I had my motto which I’d taught my team. “Survival of the…” I began.

      “Strongest,” my teammates said.

      Together, we ran around the court in a victory lap, then returned to the centre. The crowd chanted while the teams lined up and shook hands.

      Brushing both hands over the short stubble covering my scalp, I grinned when I came face-to-face with their captain. Even though I was shorter and stockier than most of the other basketball players, I was strong enough to play a tough game. More importantly, I knew how to lead my team to victory.

      “Captain,” I said, “well played.”

      The other captain shook my hand and moved on, saying nothing. I shrugged. It wasn’t my fault if some people couldn’t admit defeat or acknowledge that they weren’t the strongest.

      Survival of the strongest, I thought as I led the team into the changing room. Being the strongest meant another trophy for Almasi Academy, and another ‘Most Valuable Player’ trophy for me at the end of the season. Now that was what I called a win-win.

      Coach was already in the changing room. The wrinkles on his pudgy face deepened as he nodded at each of us. His eyelids drooped lower, and his heavy cheeks seemed to sag under the weight of his unspoken words.

      “Gum check,” my best friend Bootsy murmured. He was one of the few players shorter than me, but he had the wiry muscles of a sprinter and could run circles around anyone else.

      I nodded in agreement and studied Coach’s jaw. “It looks like he’s at a level one.”

      Both Bootsy and I sighed with relief. Level one meant Coach was chewing only one piece of gum, and that was a good sign. One piece meant he was relaxed. A relaxed coach was a happy coach.

      “Good game,” Coach said, his voice gruff.

      “It was a great game,” I said. “Thanks to every player here, we won again.”

      Coach held up a hand, his characteristic wrinkly frown softening into a small, rare smile. “We’re going to the East African Inter-sports Tournament.”

      The changing room sparkled with excited noise as everyone cheered and gave each other high-fives. Champions in four different sports were crowned at the tournament, and winning a crown was a big deal. We were going to be the basketball champions. I could feel it.

      “We’ve played against most of the competing teams,” Coach said.

      “Which means,” I said and held up a hand, “we have a good chance of defeating all of them with our killer game plan and amazing teamwork.”

      “Truth!” One of my teammates reached over to give me a high-five. “Outstanding dunk, by the way.”

      “Thanks, David,” I said as our hands connected.

      David was the tallest guy in almost any crowd, including this one, and always kept his hair trimmed short. Aside from being a star player, he was my other best friend.

      A scrawny boy with a big smile and more teeth than muscles jumped up and down, holding up both of his arms to mirror my pose. “That’s right, Captain.” His voice slid up and down several octaves like a badly tuned piano.

      “Sure, Samuel,” I said. My glance bounced off of the end of his right arm, and I barely suppressed my involuntary shudder.

      Samuel had removed his plastic hand.

      Seeing his scarred stump always threw me off my game. It forced me to imagine my life as a one-handed basketball player, and the result was a nightmare. Would I still be captain? Probably not. Almasi Academy deserved the best, and a one-handed captain wasn’t ideal. So why was Samuel allowed on the team? He was a terrible player, always fumbling with the ball. Fortunately, he hadn’t played on the court in an actual game. At least, not yet.

      Let’s hope it stays that way, I thought. If we’re diamonds, Sam’s a lump of coal.

      “But if we make it to the finals,” David said, his words slow and thoughtful, “we have to play against the Rift Valley Vipers. Right?”

      The cheering and shared congratulations died in a sudden pop, leaving behind only a whimper.

      “Are we sure they’ll be there?” Bootsy asked, scratching at his short Afro.

      “Yes,” I said. “They won last year’s tournament.”

      Bootsy slumped on a bench, a frown settling across his forehead. “Don’t they have other innocent victims to punish?” he asked.

      “They have the best players,” David said.

      “And the strongest,” Bootsy added.

      “Also the most ruthless,” David said. “They’re predators. We’re doomed.”

      “Go, Almasi!” Samuel cheered.

      He was the only one cheering. The rest of us sank into despair. If we made it through the tournament’s semi-finals, we would play against the unbeaten and unbeatable winners.

      The Rift Valley Vipers were the best basketball team in East Africa. Their offensive game was relentless and prevented anyone from getting close enough to make a basket. No team in recent history had ever scored against them.

      Besides having the best players, they were also the toughest team. Playing against the Vipers resulted in at least a few injuries among the opposing team, not to mention a bruising defeat.

      Our recent victory felt like a crisis. We wouldn’t be winning a trophy. Instead, the Vipers were going to crush us.
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      COACH CLEARED HIS THROAT, CUTTING through the unhappy murmurs, and stated, “I’m only chewing one piece of gum.”

      The comment silenced the nervous whispers.

      “You have good news?” I guessed.

      Another rare smile prodded at the edges of his frown. “The Rift Valley Vipers won’t be at the tournament.”

      The fear and tension immediately melted away like a puddle under the noonday sun. Cheers once again filled the room. I sighed in relief.

      “If the Vipers aren’t coming,” I said, “we’ll definitely win the basketball trophy.”

      “Who’s the king of the basketball court?” David shouted over the cheerful chatter as he pointed at me.

      “Leo, Leo, Leo, Leo,” the rest of the team chanted.

      “No kings here,” I said. “Only your captain.” But I took a moment to enjoy the recognition until a hand descended onto my shoulder. I glanced over and grinned at Bootsy.

      His thick eyebrows bunched together in a frown, Bootsy nodded toward David and said, “Perhaps you want to tell them to skip the King Leo chant?”

      “Why would I do that?” I chuckled at his sour expression. “Don’t worry about the title. It’s a bit of fun.”

      Bootsy leaned against his locker, watching as I unlocked mine. “It’s all fun and games until your ego explodes out of your head.”

      “Eh?!”

      “I’m only suggesting you be careful, Leonard,” Bootsy continued. “If people keep calling you the king, it might go to your head. You might get arrogant.”

      “You worry too much, my friend,” I scoffed.

      “If you say so.” Bootsy smiled. “By the way, Darwin’s expression isn’t survival of the strongest. It’s survival of the fittest.”

      “Same thing,” I said.

      “No, not really,” Bootsy said, tugging open his locker. “Darwin defined fittest as the ability to adapt. Adaptability doesn’t require physical strength.”

      I groaned and thumped my head on my locker. “Really, Bootsy? You’re going to give me a biology lesson? We just won a game. Let’s enjoy the victory and leave the lectures for the classroom.”

      Bootsy shook his head but kept quiet because he knew I was right. Or maybe he didn’t argue because just then, a squeaky voice enthused somewhere behind us, “King Captain Leo, sir!”

      I wondered if I could hide in my locker, but it was already too late. The owner of the high-pitched voice had rushed over, awaiting my acknowledgement. Sighing, I half turned and forced a smile.

      “That was a brilliant play, Captain Leo,” Samuel said, bouncing on his feet as he held up his right stump for a high-five.

      I stared at the stump. Did he really expect me to touch it?

      “Oh, sorry,” Samuel mumbled, his face flushed as he pulled out his plastic hand from a pocket and shoved it onto his stump.

      The plastic hand was a poor imitation of the real deal, with a color that was several shades lighter than Samuel’s dark brown skin. But at least it was a hand and not a stump. Relieved, I gave him a high-five and almost smiled when I glimpsed a large sticker with the Almasi logo stuck onto the back of the fake hand. Then I spun back to my locker, silently willing Samuel to go away.

      “Good job keeping us all hydrated, Samuel,” Booty said, then kicked my shoe.

      “What?” I snapped, already guessing from Bootsy’s disapproving sneer what he was going to say.

      “Don’t treat him like that,” Bootsy whispered as Samuel moved across the room. “His lack of a hand isn’t infectious.”

      “But it is gross,” I said.

      “Your attitude is gross,” Bootsy retorted. “Would it hurt you to extend some camaraderie to Samuel?”

      I chuckled. “My man, you’re the only person I know who uses words like camaraderie.”

      He smiled, but his eyes didn’t twinkle with humor. We’d been friends long enough — almost our whole lives — that I knew he was unhappy with me. Still, I couldn’t help my reaction to Samuel or, more specifically, to his stump. It was how I felt, and I didn’t understand why Coach allowed him to join the team. Diamonds were strong and valuable. Samuel was neither.

      As if reading my mind, Booty said, “Coach must’ve had a reason to bring Samuel onto the team.”

      “Whatever the reason, it’s well hidden,” I said. “Samuel’s always fumbling with the ball during practice. I can’t let him play in an actual game.”

      “Life’s the real game, Leonard,” Bootsy said. “And friendship is the only team sport that matters in the end.”

      I laughed and slapped Booty’s back. “Maybe you should study philosophy, or teach it.”

      “He’s a pleasant fellow,” Bootsy said as he reached into his locker.

      “Definitely,” I said. “I’ll give him points for team spirit.”

      “I suspect he might make a decent player if you encouraged him,” Bootsy said.

      “I’m sorry,” I said and rubbed my ears with exaggerated motions. “I could’ve sworn you suggested I let One-Hand Sam play.”

      Bootsy pulled away from his locker and frowned. “Yes, indeed. I suggested you let him play, and don’t use that nickname. It’s unpleasant. Besides, he has two hands.”

      “One’s fake. Do you want our team to lose?” I said, staring at him, my mind trying to grasp what he was saying. Did Bootsy really not care if we won or lost? Because we would definitely lose if I asked Coach to put Samuel on the court and let him play for real.

      “You don’t know we’ll lose,” Bootsy said.

      “Correct me if I’m wrong,” I said, “but players need both hands.” I held up my hands and twiddled my fingers. “He only has one. Anyway, he looks happy enough helping Coach bring us towels and water, and I won’t jeopardize our team’s chances in the tournament.”

      Bootsy slammed his locker door shut, the metal rattling under his hands. “I’m just saying, Leo. It’s not all about winning.”

      I snorted. “It absolutely is all about winning. Why else do we play?”

      “For fun,” Bootsy said, ticking off the points on his fingers. “Exercise. Mental health and wellbeing. Camaraderie⁠—”

      “That must be your word of the day,” I said.

      “As a matter of fact, it is.” Bootsy waggled a finger at me. “But seriously, investigate some of your attitudes. You should bring yourself to account each day.”

      “What does that even mean?” I laughed.

      Bootsy shrugged. “It sounds like decent advice, no?”

      “That’s a big no from me.” I pulled out my gym bag. “The only account I want to see is on the scoreboard, showing us as the winners. Are you coming to David’s? It’s his turn to host movie night.”

      “As long as you promise to at least think about letting Samuel play,” Bootsy said.

      I glanced over at One-Hand Sam, who was helping Coach clean up the room. I shrugged. “Sure, why not? I’ll think about it.” I slung my arm around Bootsy’s shoulders. “Now, who’s the king?”

      Bootsy rolled his eyes. “Don’t.”

      “I can’t hear you,” I teased.

      “Go away,” he grumbled.

      “Who’s the king?” I shouted.

      “Leo,” David shouted, and everyone cheered.

      “And what are we?” I asked.

      “We are Almasi,” everyone called out together. “Bright, valuable and strong.”

      Bootsy pushed me away, laughing. “Okay, Leo, you’re the king.”

      I smiled, relieved we were no longer arguing. “You bet I am.”

      “But it wouldn’t hurt to show a bit of humility,” Bootsy added, his voice so soft that I knew he wasn’t expecting a response, so I didn’t give him one.

      After all, every team needed a captain, and every school needed its king. Fortunately for Almasi Academy, I was both.
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