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Chapter One
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The best thing about my breakup with Cody was the permission it gave me to eat frozen cookie dough directly from the tub. I was on my third spoonful when I realized the sweet, cold numbness was a better companion than he’d ever been. 

I dug the plastic spoon into the tub of cookie dough with more force than necessary, sinking deeper into the worn cushions of my sister’s sofa. “He was a lying, cheating scumbag,” I announced. “And he always used my good skincare. Without asking.” 

“The monster,” Ella said, nodding solemnly from her lounge chair. She’d been my rock through this entire messy breakup, which mostly involved letting me melt into her furniture and eat her grocery. “But this is not the end of the world, Lauren. Honestly, it’s the start of a better one. You just need a distraction.” 

“A distraction?” I repeated, pushing my prescription glasses back up the bridge of my nose. 

“Yep! What about joining a club? Get out of your head.”

A club. The idea made me want to burrow deeper into this sofa and became one with the upholstery. “I don’t want to be in some loud, obnoxious club full of people screaming about... I don’t know, interpretive yodelling or competitive crafting.”

Ella shrugged, and a mischievous glint appeared in her eyes. “I joined the swim club earlier this year and it opened up my world so much.” 

She wiggled her eyebrows meaningfully, but I just stared, completely lost.

“Okay, okay, my quiet little mouse,” Ella said, her voice fond. “You can start with the bird-watching club, then. It’s peaceful. You just sit quietly in nature. No pressure. Plus, you get to wear those vests with, like, eighteen pockets.” 

I made a face. Birds were fine. Great, even. And the promise of a utility vest with an absurd number of pockets was, admittedly, tempting. But the whole thing sounded so... passive. After months of being walked over by my ex, I didn’t want to just sit and observe. I needed something that made me feel in control. Powerful. 

“I need something that actually engages my brain,” I declared, scrolling half-heartedly through the student activities page on my phone. “Something strategic. Something where I can plot the eventual takeover of a small European principality.” My thumb paused. “What about... the Chess Club?”

Ella considered it for a moment, and then nodded in approval. “Solid choice! Totally your vibe. Quiet, serious...” 

“Yes!” I said, a spark of genuine interest cutting through the post-breakup fog for the first time in days. “It’s exactly what I need.” 

“You’ll become a grandmaster, and your ex will see your picture in the paper and weep into his sad, skincare-free face,” Ella agreed, a grin spreading across her face. 

“Perfect!” Before I could overthink it, my thumb hovered and clicked ‘APPLY NOW’. 

The following Tuesday, I pushed open the heavy wooden door to the seminar room where the chess club met, my stomach fluttering with a mix of anticipation and first-day nerves. The scene that greeted me was both exactly what I’d pictured, and nothing like it at all. 

The soft, satisfying click-clack of pieces on boards was there. The rich scent of old books and polished wood was definitely there. But the energy in the room was... different. Thicker. Charged, like the air right before a thunderstorm. 

A few pairs were playing, but their body language was... intimate. One woman was leaned so far over the board she was practically giving her opponent a lap dance. Nearby, a guy had his hand resting casually on his partner’s knee, his thumb tracing idle little circles that had absolutely nothing to do with chess theory. 

“Lauren?” 

I jumped as a guy—a senior, I guessed, with dark, perceptive eyes—walked toward me. His smile was easy, confident, and approximately 87% more magnetic than the fridge door where I hung my grocery lists. 

“I’m Daniel,” he said, his voice warm but direct. “Club president. Welcome.” He extended a hand to offer a thick packet of papers. “Standard onboarding,” he explained with a disarming smile. “Club charter, tournament schedule, liability waiver in case of... over-enthusiastic gameplay.”

Then, leaning in slightly as if sharing the most normal secret in the world, he added, “And just real quick—are your STI panels current?”

I stared. “I’m sorry, what?”

“You know. The ol’ bio-scan. The pest report. Are we clean in the machinery?”

“Yes...?” I said, too baffled to lie. “But what does that have to do with chess?”

His smile widened. “I’d strongly suggest flipping to Article Four. It’s... the most unique part of our founding principles.”

My guard immediately went up. I flipped past the standard pages on dues and meeting times, my eyes scanning for the dreaded Article IV. The wording was dense, a suffocating tangle of legal jargon wrapped in the strangest academic justifications. 


“...all members hereby provide their unequivocal consent to participate in the club’s culture of mutual freeuse, acknowledging that the alleviation of tension herein referred to as the Cognitive Activation Protocol is an integral and non-negotiable component of team bonding and psychological as well as cognitive rebalancing. 
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