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Chapter One
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The sun on her skin and the blue in the sky made it the kind of day for getting out and doing something positive. Rook, though, was out to make trouble. It’s good for my bank account at least. Rent was due and her funds had dwindled to an all-time low. It was time to make some fast cash. 

The park was teeming with people. Young couples walking, families stretched out on picnic blankets with their kids, and dogs freaking everywhere. Rook breezed right past them, headed to the back of the park. That’s where the tables were. 

Rows of stone tables and benches were set up, the checkered board a permanent fixture on the tabletops. Some of the older regulars were out playing and they nodded to her as she passed. They wouldn’t be down for the kind of game Rook had in mind. She scanned the players, looking... looking...

There.

A bunch of college-aged kids, mostly boys, were playing livelier games of speed chess. Perfect. Adopting a smile and shoving her hands in her hoodie’s pockets, she wandered over. Her heart pounded hard in her chest and thank goodness for the breeze, because she was starting to sweat. Planning something like this was easy; actually going through with it was frightening. One of the guys picked up on her immediately. “Hey,” she said, beaming at him. 

“Hey! What can I do for you?” He sauntered over, ignoring the game he’d just been watching with keen interest. 

She flipped her hair over her shoulder and hoped to hell that these weren’t the kind of players to keep up with the sport outside of their small clubs. “Well, I heard that there was chess here. I’m just learning to play, so I thought I’d come out and see if I could practice against some people.” 

His condescending smile rankled Rook, but she didn’t let it show. If anything, it helped boost her confidence. Fleecing people wasn’t high on her bucket list, so she was glad the guys were going to be jerks. It took the sting out of it. “Sure, sweetheart. But you should go over there,” he nodded at the older gentlemen playing, “and try them. Our games can get a bit... intense.” He waggled his eyebrows as he said it. 

She giggled while imagining her eyes rolling instead. Please. “How so?”

“Well, sometimes we like to put money on the games. Just to make the stakes a bit higher.”

Rook gave a gasp she hoped sounded real. “You bet on chess? I mean, isn’t it like, boring?”

“That’s why we like to raise the stakes. I’m Hank.” He held out his hand and she shook it. Her palms were moist, but he didn’t seem to notice. “Wanna watch?”

“Sure! I’m Rook.”

His eyebrow went up. “Rook like the chess piece? That’s a cool coincidence.”

“I wish,” she huffed. “Rook like the bird. My mom is an Ornithologist.”

“A what?”

“She studies birds.”

“Oh,” Hank laughed. “Got it. That’s, um, interesting.”

It was interesting, but he didn’t care and she wasn’t inclined to enlighten him. What was important was he didn’t recognize her face or name, and he was buying her act. I’m cool as a cucumber. It was the mantra she used in tournaments when the stress started to build up. “Not so much. So, they’re playing?”

And just like that, Hank ushered her in. Rook tried to ignore the hand that touched her shoulder occasionally, or lingered on her back as he steered her into place. She needed the money more than she needed to let him know they both ate pussy and clearly this was the way he was going to lower his guard. The matches were going quickly. Rook liked speed chess. The rush of having to think on her feet made her more focused. 

“Are you having trouble keeping up?” Hank asked, before launching into a play-by-play. As far as commenters went, he wasn’t that bad. He knew the game and he had a familiarity with the players that helped him give insight into what they were probably thinking and their play styles. Which, in turn, meant Rook had insight into those things now as well. 

“Okay,” she said cautiously. “I think I’d like to try it. May I play one of the losers?”

“Sure,” Hank agreed. When it was her turn, the loser had a goofy smile. Playing against a pretty girl helped get him out of his funk. 

Rook sat down and waited. He went first. A King’s Gambit. Amateur. But she played into it. Despite knowing how the game would go, she puzzled and pushed the clock and, at the last minute, set her King up for a check-mate. Her opponent won, but his cocky smile had faltered a bit. “That wasn’t as easy as I was expecting.”

“Well,” she laughed nervously, “it was harder than I was expecting. I’ve been playing awhile and clearly still need the practice!” 

One by one, others challenged her. She lost more than she won. Slowly, surely, she became a magnet for those who wanted to show off, to “teach her some moves,” or who just wanted to feel better about themselves. It was more difficult than she thought to keep her skills under wraps. Once the clock was on and the board set up, her competitive nature shone through. Keeping it tapped down was more stressful than trying to convince everyone she was an idiot. 

On the side, the final players of their make-shift round robin were competing with $500 on the line. Rook won her game, narrowly. “That was so lucky!” She rejoiced, jumping up and down and clapping. “I want to play winner!”

Hank gave her his now-signature condescending smile. “I don’t think you’re ready for that, sweetheart.” 

Now, this part of the negotiation wasn’t that much different from the game. Rook had come in with a plan and so far everything was playing exactly the way she wanted. “I know. Here’s the thing, Hank. I’m learning so much already! I think losing to the winner might help me the most.”

“And I admire that, babe, I do. But those guys are only here to play for money, not for fun.”

She bit her lip. “Well, I could play for money. It’s kind of like paying for a teacher, right?”

“It’s a lot of money. More than I think you’re willing to part with.”

There was a cheer that stopped the conversation for a moment as a winner emerged. He was young and eager and shaking everyone’s hands. Perfect. Rook was close. Hank motioned the winner over. “Paul, this is Rook. She wants to play you for winner.”

“Is she any good?”

Hank raised his eyebrows and shrugged. The message was clear—she was just “okay.”

“I can bet,” she said, reaching in her pocket. She pulled out the last of her cash. It was $700 in rolled twenties. Rook had emptied her account that morning. “Is this enough?”

Hank’s eyes went wide and Paul licked his lips. “I can’t take that kind of money...” 

Rook heard his hesitation and pounced. “You’re not just taking it. You have to win it, Paul. Now, I’ve lost more than I’ve won today, but maybe I’ll win now.” She put some challenge in her voice. Bring it on, Paul.

He did. Nodding, he sat down and put his own cash on the table. Double or nothing, winner takes home fourteen hundred dollars. Enough for rent and groceries. Maybe a pint of ice cream to celebrate her first step into criminal behavior. 

While they set up the board, some of the loud talking had brought over other park-goers. Rook had an audience. She loved it. It added to the thrill and challenge. Yeah, right. Like this is going to be hard. Paul even let her start, White. What a gentleman. Soon to be a poor gentleman.

She moved her first piece. She’d been opening English the whole day. Now she went with a Bird’s opening. Hank frowned, but she ignored him as she hit her timer. It was on. The crowd murmured at her speed. For each of Paul’s moves, she was faster. It didn’t take long for her to put the pressure on his King. Soon, he was just dancing on the board, trying to evade capture. Rook was ruthless. 

“Checkmate.” She smiled, feeling good. Paul stared at the board, but Hank realized what had happened as she pocketed the cash. 

“You fucking hustled us?” His anger was intense, but she was so high from the win it no longer scared her.

“I did indeed. Thanks for a lovely afternoon, guys!” 

A stranger came up. She’d seen him watching the last few games. Probably just a casual observer. “Wait, you just won all that cash at chess? I didn’t know you could bet on these games.”

“It’s a bit ‘off the record’ if you get what I’m saying,” Rook winked. “But these guys were ripe for the picking.”

The stranger nodded. “Congratulations—”

“Thanks—” Rook stopped when she saw the badge and handcuffs. 

“You should have let me finish, young lady. Congratulations, you’re under arrest.”

––––––––
[image: image]


THE OFFICERS WEREN’T gentle putting Rook in the back of their car. She clipped her head on the door on the way in. “Ow, Jesus! Be careful!” They ignored her protests, though, and the locked door slammed shut. 

I’ve just been arrested. The thought felt like it should come with more surprise. Like, “Oh no! I’ve been arrested!” or “Damn it, this will ruin my life!” But it didn’t. It came just as a fact. Yes, really, you’ve been arrested. Okay. 

Of all the ways she’d pictured this day ending, this hadn’t been a factor. Because who got arrested for freaking chess? 

Rook pressed her head back against the seat. The car rocked as two officers got in the front. The gentle start of the engine. The forward motion that should be making her sick with worry, but she was still reeling in shock. It made her numb for the ride. Numb was good, because panic wasn’t something Rook handled well. Then again, she would probably have to tell her parents about this (eventually) and they would definitely have a cow (thank you, nineties slang). Ah, yes. There was the cinching knot of anxiety that had been missing. 

The officers were talking in the front seat. Rook wasn’t really listening, but she caught the gist of it. They’d figured out who she was. They couldn’t believe it. Did chess Grandmasters commit crimes? Weren’t they too busy being the smartest person in the room? And, like clockwork, there it was. “How does someone so smart do something so stupid?” One of the officers asked, more to his partner than to her. It didn’t matter, she’d heard it all before. 

Because I’m bored was the shameful truth. It was shameful because it was cliche, because she should have known better. Because everyone probably feels like they’re pigeonholed at some point in their lives, so why was Rook any different? Maybe it was because, with all the problem solving skills she had, she never got courage or social niceties or the other things that make a person likeable. Bored was her predictable answer and she’d had a lot of practice turning it into a thick, defensive wall. 

They took her mugshot and Rook had to admit when she saw it that she looked good as a criminal. Her shaggy, caramel brown hair was full of natural wave and body and made her look like she tried when she didn’t. The profile section of her mugshot showed off the angular, high cheekbones and sharp chin. Rook smiled for the mugshot because, if she was lucky, she could frame it later and give it to her mom when the shock had worn off and they could laugh about it. God, I hope she can laugh about it. There was baggage between Rook and her parents, but not the kind that made getting arrested something they’d expect. Of all the things she’d done to disappoint them, this would definitely claim winner. 

She was escorted to an office, not to a cell, and Rook found that some small part of her was relieved. They probably did the cuffs and the mugshot just to scare her, then. Now she’d be let off the hook, her parents wouldn’t have to know, and while she’d still be out the rent money, she wouldn’t be completely boned. 

A female officer came in and sat across a table from Rook. She was older, but in shape, and Rook appreciated that she didn’t have a fake smile on. The one thing she hated more than being treated differently because she was a chess star was being pandered to like she was a child. Her hands trembled a bit because, let’s face it, this was scary. But seeing a female officer helped and, if Rook was honest, maybe this would be over quickly. 

“Here’s the story I’ve got, and you can tell me if it’s what happened, okay?” The woman began, not even introducing herself. 

“Sure,” Rook agreed. 

The officer began listing the eyewitness accounts that had been gathered while Rook had been put in cuffs and read her rights. “You came to the park around eleven in the morning and found some of the regulars playing chess. You hovered around, probably acting cute and dumb.” The officer stops and narrowed her eyes, piercing Rook with her gaze to let her know what she thought of that. “Witnesses say you played them by pretending to be a beginner before you placed a large bet, openly, with a Mr. Paul Danforth. Is that right?”

Rook nodded, the knot in her gut tightening. She was betting that Hank and Paul would get their stories exact since her win had stung them quite a bit. “Yep, that’s it.”

“You’re supposed to say, ‘I need to talk to my lawyer’,” the officer replied. 

“I was hoping that if I was up front, you’d see my record—which is totally clean—and how nervous I am—totally nervous—and maybe give me a pass. Since gambling laws are gray, anyway, so I don’t even know how much my crime would hold up in court.”

“You led well, but probably not great to mention gray laws. I get that this is your first offense, but a first offense is still an offense. You broke the law. I’m giving you a ticket and recommending jail time. You can contest it in court, and you’re right—the laws are gray—but it’s going to cost you. 

Rook looked at the ticket. It was more than she’d have leftover after rent, and that wasn’t beginning to touch court fees. “Um... got any recommendations for a good lawyer?”

––––––––
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PROBATION. WHAT A JOKE. Her lawyer had been good, and Rook really owed her parents for paying the fees (she’d have to pay them back, eventually), but it still hadn’t been enough to get her a full out-of-trouble card. 

Her probation officer was a petite, perky officer named Betty Thomas. Officer Betty had just shaken Rook’s hand and said “See you next week, Miss Black,” before walking away, leaving Rook standing beside her best friend, Rooster. 

“Jay-sus,” Rooster whistled. “That’s a great looking probation officer. You lucky bitch.”

Rook rolled her eyes. “Officer Betty isn’t really my type. I’m the one who likes to put people in handcuffs, if you know what I’m saying.”

This earned her a quick jab to the shoulder. “Drop it, Rookie. I’m your friend, remember? I know you aren’t some badass criminal bitch. Just because you finally got in some trouble doesn’t make you the newest member of ‘Orange is the New Black.’ You’re just a lovable, clever little coward.”

Ouch. She turned to eye her friend. At six foot five, he was tall. At a buck eighty, gangly. His hair was long and his red beard thin. The red hair and beard were reminiscent of Shaggy from Scooby Doo, but his ability to puff up his chest and get mean with anyone who picked on his friends earned him the nickname. Rooster. Cocky and protective, and Rook knew she was damned lucky to have him. Still...

“I’m not a coward. I just don’t want to do the things everyone expects of me.”

His arm draped over her shoulders and Rook was tugged into an awkward side hug. “You’re the only one who thinks those things, Boo.” 

“And my parents. And my coach... and basically everyone who isn’t you.”

Rooster planted a kiss on the top of her head. “Well, now we can just focus on what’s next. Which is you not getting into anymore trouble.”

“I wasn’t looking for trouble, I was just looking to pay for rent.”

“You’ve got more bills, now. What’re you going to do?”

Rook sighed. This is the thought that had been keeping her up at night since her arrest. “I’m fucked, Roost. The only way to get the kind of money I need right now is a tourney, and the next one with a big enough pot is in Stockholm in three months. I haven’t played in over a year, and I don’t have three month’s rent, much less money for a plane ticket.”

“Ask your parents?”

“They just paid all my legal fees. I can’t ask them again.”

“You know why they paid them, right?”

“I’m gonna owe them now and they can cash it in.”

“Or, and maybe I’m crazy here, they love you. And seeing their only daughter, who has been a poster child of excellent behavior and world-renowned chess player get arrested and struggling is hard. They’re just helping the only way they know how.”

What a reminder. Rook’s mind bubbled and thoughts began bouncing around, refusing order. “Yeah, I know. I’ve just dug a hole deeper than I know how to get out of.”

He sighed before stopping and swinging Rook to face him. “Okay, here’s the deal. I’ve been tutoring on top of teaching and I know the local university has a chess club that’s looking to be competitive. I’ll put your name out and set up the sessions for forty or fifty an hour. I’ll loan you the money for three month’s rent. You’re in it, deep, Rookie, and I want to help.”

“That’s too much, Rooster.” But her heart was already relaxing, her breaths coming a little easier. If he’d do this for her, she might actually be able to save up enough to get to Stockholm. Tutoring sucked in a major way, but it was practice, too. Did Rook want to re-enter the chess tournament scene after over a year off? Nope. 

Did she have much of a choice?

Hell, no. 
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Chapter Two 
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Carmen’s phone rang while she was getting her weekly blow-out. Normally, she wouldn’t answer, but it was her manager and when he called, it was because he had something for her. Muttering an apology to her stylist, she stepped out of the chair and answered the call. 

“What do you have, Mikey?” Her tone was jovial because Carmen was in the business of being positive and bright all the time. As Miss United States, she didn’t have much of a choice. Not that she was prone to the blues; she had so many opportunities to do amazing things because of her title. Hopefully Mike was calling with just such an opportunity. 

“I think you’ll like this one. It’s a fundraiser for Homeless Teens at the Hyatt in two months. They want a guest speaker and you’ll have a bunch of photo ops with the kids.”

Mike was good at this part: Honing in on the charities she cared about. “Awesome. When do I get to spend time with the kids?” Carmen didn’t mind the photoshoots or the speaking engagements so long as there was some feet-on-the-ground volunteering and aid that went along with it. It was her goal to use her position to give hope, not just smile as she was carted from place to place. 

The pause on the other end caused her heart to sink. “There won’t be that much time, and...”

“And what?”

He sighed and she felt his frustration despite their distance. “And the woman who runs the organization isn’t thrilled about the fundraisers using a Beauty Queen as their prime speaker.”

“Why the hell not?” The familiar heat began to build in her stomach. Carmen could tolerate a lot. She had to in order to win all the pageants and work her way to the crown. But the one thing that got under her skin like grit she couldn’t wash off was people dismissing her because she was a beauty queen. Pageants were the best way she’d found to have the most impact, and it meant so much to her mother, too. It didn’t mean she was a bimbo. 

“Well, she—and don’t quote me on this, I’m getting it third hand—wants mentors and volunteers who are, uh, well—”

“Brainy. Smart. Scientists and doctors and lawyers and all the things that aren’t Miss United States, according to her. Did you tell her about my work on the—”

“She’s seen your resume. I’m sorry, Carmen. I’m sure I can pull some strings. Let this one go, though. You’re already busting your ass for five charities. This is the first two month period you aren’t flying every few days. Enjoy that, and don’t let her ruin it. You’ve only got a little while longer with the crown.”

Three more months is what she had. She both dreaded and highly anticipated handing the title to the next girl. Relief would come from not having to work ten and twelve hour days at a small army of people’s whim. It would mean being able to eat a slice of cake and not be on the treadmill at midnight, working it off. In three months, she could be herself again. 

But. 

But Carmen also knew it would be hard going back to school. It would be even harder to get a job she could be excited about. Most of the former pageant winners she’d spoken to shifted into modeling and some B-acting. That didn’t appeal to her at all. Three more months to make a difference, and she’d barely scratched the surface of what she’d hoped to accomplish. 

“What kind of fundraiser is it?”

“The usual. Banquet.”

“What if...” Her brain was churning. She liked challenges, liked being backed into corners. It brought out the best in her. “What if we held a competition the day before, for the kids? They could compete, but we could also do a buy in for adults and have an amateur bracket and a professional bracket and—” Her mind was spinning, and she could see it all coming together. It would force the woman at the organization that helped homeless teens to see that there was more to Carmen than her abs and megawatt smile. “Oh gosh, we could contact sponsors for the prizes and donate the money—”

Mike’s laughter gave her pause. “Holy hell, Carmen, you’ve already talked me into it and I don’t even know what we’re talking about. What kind of competition?”

She scrunched her nose, thinking. It would need to be something that was perceived as smart. An iconic activity that was accessible to anyone but also spoke to a select few. Oh. Oh. Brilliant. “A chess tournament. Help me find a chess tutor to teach me and the kids and then we’ll have the competition.”

“Okay, but you have other obligations, you know, and—”

“I know, I know. I’ll be stretching myself thin for sure. But you’re the one who’s made my no-travel time possible, you miracle worker, you! So freeing up some time in the mornings for the kids and at night for me shouldn’t be a big deal, right?”

“I’m sold, I’m sold. Besides, you’d find a way to make this happen without me. I’ll sell the others and find the tutor. You start learning chess, I guess, and prepare a proposal for Ms. Albert. She’s the one who runs YIN. The one who—”

“Thinks I’m an airhead. Got it.”

Youth in Need. It had been her favorite charity, but also the one she’d done the least for. Her initial months as Miss United States had meant doing just about everything for everybody else, with no time for her own interests. This... this was going to be different. She was going to sell Ms. Albert. 

I’m going to need a name. Something to really wow her. And someone who can work with the kids. 

She had connections at the local university. There was a chess club there, and the coach would probably help and know who to call...

––––––––
[image: image]


HER E-MAIL FROM MR. Wells, the chess coach, pinged at the last minute. Her presentation was ready and she was scheduled to meet Ms. Albert in a week to go over the specifics. The tournament was already coming together, but nothing was concrete without her agreement. Jesus, Carmen was nervous. It was hard to build the scaffolding and see the foundation of an amazing project and know that one wrong blow could send it all tumbling down. 

The email opened and he’d come through with a name. A big one, according to him. Rook Black. Apparently Rook had stopped playing chess for a year and was looking to tutor locals. It’s a pretty badass name, Carmen mused, as she did a quick internet search. She expected to find an older, nerdy type. 

Oh. Well, color her embarrassed. Here I am, not wanting all pageant girls to be thought of as stupid, and I was assuming all chess players were nerdy guys! There was something else coloring her, too... it was the heat of more than shame in her cheeks. The photo next to Rook’s name showed a very attractive female. Tumbled brown hair, slim but muscular frame, and dark eyes that seemed to challenge the camera. 

Girl is good, one part of her mind raced. Girl means she can reach more of the kids. And she’s young and hip looking, so they might actually enjoy learning from her. Girl is good. But the other, darker corner of her mind, the one she didn’t want to pay attention to ever, was saying something else. I’d like her to teach me all kinds of things. Maybe it was the tough-chick look that Rook projected or the confident angle of her chin in the photo, but Carmen couldn’t stop looking at her. 

She finally clicked back to see what else she could find on Rook. 

Grandmaster Chess player at age sixteen made Carmen feel even more attracted to, and quite a bit intimidated by, Rook. But she also liked that she could identify with the kind of drive it took to accomplish that sort of title. You have a title, too, and you worked damned hard to get it. Don’t let this shake you. Rook had competed on a rigorous circuit for two years, earning the highest pay a female player had earned in winnings. Another article that was from a less reliable website said Rook had been tested and had an IQ of 173. Super genius, basically. It was all adding up to perfect, because Ms. Albert couldn’t say no to a female genius chess player. 

I’d say yes to anything she wanted. The thought was a blip, only there for a microsecond, but it was too long for Carmen’s comfort. Yes, Rook Black was perfect. She’d meet her and, like everyone else Carmen crossed, she’d woo her—but only to her cause. There were images that had to be upheld. Hell, she had basically been told no boyfriends whatsoever while she was queen. It was the image of wholesome, virginal, and optimistic that she’d signed on to promote. So she could only imagine what would happen were she to give any time or weight to those feelings she’d so carefully stored away. Rook Black was the perfect solution to her fundraiser, but she needed to keep it at that.

Because with the buried feelings that were threatening to bubble up at just the thought of the chess player, Carmen knew Rook could be the worst choice ever. 
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Chapter Three
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Rooster had set up the meeting in a coffee shop, which Rook was grateful for. She drank her large, extra caramel macchiato with whole milk and an extra shot of espresso with relish. She couldn’t afford the drink, really, but he’d promised this meeting would be the answer to her problems. So she splurged because Rook liked sugar, she needed the caffeine, and she was terrible at making good decisions.

Her parents had finally left, giving her worried kisses and hugs and making her promise to call them more. The worst part was, Rook hadn’t found the courage to thank them. For the money. For still being there after she’d screwed up so much. Instead, the same immature defensiveness that had been her modus operandi since her teens was in full swing. 

It wasn’t something she liked to dwell on. But the more anxiety she felt, the more bitchy and defensive she became, even to the people who loved her. Quitting competitive chess had helped with the chronic, stomach-souring nerves but the defenses she’d set up had never fully dropped.

She took another deep sip, the cream and caramel tasting the best after beating herself up. Sweet masked all the bitter. 

Speaking of tasting the best... her eyebrow raised at the brunette bombshell that walked through the doors. Day-yum. Super fit, but soft face and legs like whoa. The woman could easily be a model. It wasn’t just her perfect face or perky breasts. It was the way she carried herself; shoulders back and precise, measured steps that commanded Rook’s attention. The woman went to the counter and ordered a small tea and a bottle of water. 

Then she came straight over to Rook’s table. 

Rook’s breath hitched at the large, white smile and warm, blue eyes. She’d always been a sucker for the dark hair/light eyes combo and this woman packed a wallop. “Rook Black?”

Too stunned to speak, Rook just stared. Why on earth was this gorgeous woman speaking to her? How did she even know her? “Um,” was the best she could manage. 

The woman held her hand out and at least Rook maintained enough awareness to shake it. Firm grip and long, slender fingers. Elegant hands, but capable. “I’m Carmen.”

“San Diego?” She blurted it out before she could stop herself and Rook had never been so embarrassed of her lack of filter. 

Carmen gave an exaggerated eye roll and holy hell, how did she make even that sexy? “Yep. You got me.” She released Rook’s hand and sat across from her. Their knees skimmed under the table and even that briefest of touches was enough to send her blood thundering in her ears. “I’m Carmen Barnes? Miss United States? Your friend Joey set up this meeting?”

Joey? She hadn’t heard that name in so long. Still, it helped things click into place. “Yeah, Rooster. He’s acting as my manager right now, I guess.” The part that didn’t click neatly was the Miss United States part. “Wait, you mean like the pageant?”

Carmen gave a delicate laugh and Rook swooned a little. “Yep, that’s the one. I’m queen for another few months. Do all Grandmasters need a manager?”

It was the bucket of icewater Rook had desperately needed. The reminder of who she was (who you still are) and why they were there spoiled the mood. “Only the ones who’re doing awesome, great things.” The reply was tipped with venom, because she wasn’t exactly doing awesome or great things. She was struggling to pay her bills and now had a criminal record.  And here was a successful beauty queen talking to her about chess. Rook’s stomach dropped and her defenses flared; she had a good idea of where this was headed. 

“Well, then, we’re a perfect match,” Carmen said. Rook wanted to believe it, but she could already tell that the looks might be all right with Carmen, but the attitude was going to clash. Rook didn’t do dreamy or inspirational. “I’m hosting a fundraiser. It’s a chess tournament, and I need someone who’s available for large chunks of time to help coach homeless kids in chess. And, um,” Carmen chewed her lip and for the first time since she walked in, appeared vulnerable. “Me. I’m looking to learn how to play.”

“Why does Miss United States need to learn to play chess? It isn’t something that’s easy to use for the talent portion of the competition.” Rook didn’t mean to be so abrasive. She knew she was being rude, but it was her default state. She’d been reactive for so long she wasn’t sure how to turn it off, or even tone it down. 

Her snarky reply didn’t go unnoticed. Carmen’s smile faltered and she sat a little straighter. “I don’t compete after this. I want to learn because I like trying new things and challenging myself.”

“It isn’t exactly twirling a fucking baton.”

That erased any kindness left on Carmen’s face, and Rook was sorry for it. The worst part was, she couldn’t stop. It was as if the more she dug her own hole, the faster she shoveled. Maybe I can just fall in it now, and Carmen will walk away before I really screw this up. 

“Well, I suppose that stereotype is true,” Carmen spat back. “That incredibly smart people lack social skills and the ability to be pleasant.” 

Her words cut to the quick. Rook hated, absolutely hated being cast into roles, even if they were true. She didn’t want to be Grandmaster Chess Player Rook Black, but she was. She didn’t want to be The Smartest Girl in the Room, but she usually was. This was a new one, The Intelligent Asshole, and Rook didn’t want to be it, either. But she’d certainly painted herself that way, hadn’t she?

Her palms pressed into her eyes and she leaned back. This helped when she played, too. Remove herself from the board. Think about the pieces without staring at them. Plan her next moves. It was clear to see who was at fault here, and it wasn’t the gorgeous brunette sitting across from her. 

“I’m, um, sorry. I’m being a bitch.”

“Well, you aren’t winning any favors for sure. If you don’t want the job,” Carmen huffed, “Just say ‘no.’ I’m a big girl, and I can take it.” There was a lot of subtext in her voice, and Rook caught it all. First, she believed Carmen when she said she was a ‘big girl.’ It was reassuring and, well, attractive. Carmen wasn’t the kind of girl Rook could make cry with a few well-placed zings. She’d push back. Second, Carmen might be saying she didn’t need Rook, but she did. It was obvious that she was banking on Rook’s expertise and name. 

And Rook was banking on a much-needed paycheck.

“Okay, so how long do I have to tutor? How many kids? When, um, would I be tutoring you?” Her tongue darted out to drag along lips that were dry and Rook could have sworn that Carmen’s eyes tracked every movement with something that looked like hunger. 

Is she a lesbian? That would be a shock, for sure. And yet... she brushed her knees against Carmen’s again. This time as a test. She felt the same alarming jolt of attraction, and Carmen jumped a bit in her seat.

Then her cheeks turned pink. 

Interesting. Rook’s wall was still built around her, thick and strong. But Carmen’s reaction gave her something to focus on. Akin to a poker player’s tell, Carmen’s sudden nervousness gave Rook a needed upper hand. Her confidence seeped back in, settling in place, and she sat up straight.

“Well, my days are pretty busy, especially with planning this tournament. I was hoping you could tutor the homeless children at the shelter from about one until three each day, and then me at eight or nine at night.”

“At the shelter?”

“No, gosh no!” Carmen smiled again and Rook was relieved that she was back in her good graces. Carmen was the first person in a while that Rook strangely did not want to push away immediately. “I could meet anywhere that’s open. Coffee houses, or a hotel—”

Rook’s eyebrow shot up. Carmen blanched. “No! Not like that, I mean, they have conference rooms or bars or something. You could come over to my place,” but then, those words made her stumble more. “Damn! I don’t know. Uh, what would, uh, you like?”

“Your place is fine.” Rook pinned Carmen with her eyes. Knowing that maybe, just maybe, there was some chemistry between them emboldened her. It made her more comfortable than the stuttering, blank feeling she’d first had when Carmen had walked in. Rook enjoyed feeling in charge of her situation. It made her stronger and allowed logic and planning to keep her safe.

“Okay.”

Rook took another sip of her coffee. It tasted all the sweeter knowing that, while she hated tutoring, she at least knew she’d be coaching the prettiest woman she’d ever met. And if there’s a spark there, well... It had been a few weeks since Rook had been with a woman. This felt more exciting than her usual bar conquests, though. This felt, well, like something new. A challenge, maybe? It didn’t matter. It meant that while life had handed her a shit sandwich, at least she’d have someone pretty to focus on while eating it. 

“What are you drinking?” Carmen asked, gaze lingering yet again on Rook’s mouth. 

“Large whole-milk caramel macchiato with an extra shot of espresso and caramel.”

Carmen’s eyes went wide. “Do you know how many calories are in that?” 

Rook wasn’t a big calorie counter. Maybe it was because she was a fidgeter, or because she maintained a low level of stress all of the time, but she’d never had to worry much about her waistline. Besides, it used to be when she was super focused on the game she wouldn’t remember to eat for hours. “Nope. It’s delicious. Do you want a sip?”

The look of lust in Carmen’s eyes almost made Rook moan, it was so intense. There was an ease with the beauty that Rook hadn’t experienced with other women. As soon as Carmen had called her on her shit, Rook had felt at ease. Now she sat, entranced, and really hoping Carmen would say yes. 

“I couldn’t. God, I already hate the treadmill enough.” But her eyes didn’t leave the cup as Rook took another big swig. 

“Are you sure?” Rook teased. “It’s near the bottom, which is where all the caramel has sunk to. It’s basically sex in a cup.” She pressed her leg into Carmen’s with intention. Flirting came almost as easily as snark, and it was a welcome change. She set the cup down and nudged it in Carmen’s direction. She liked encouraging the pristine woman to do something she shouldn’t. Like somehow, if she could get Carmen to try the coffee, then who knows what else she’d be willing to try?

“Fine.” Carmen grabbed the cup with both hands, holding it like it was the freaking Holy Grail, and she took a big sip. Rook hadn’t been lying—the caramel syrup was all at the bottom, so sweet it made your teeth hurt. Rook was prepared for the look of pleasure on Carmen’s face, but she wasn’t prepared for the accompanying moan. “God, that’s good.” She stole another quick sip. 

“See? Like sex in a cup.”

“Hmm. That’s some sex you’re having, if it’s as good as this coffee.” Carmen laughed and pressed a palm to her cheek, suddenly modest. 

Rook didn’t mind. She leaned over and whispered, “The sex I have is better than the coffee.”

The tables had turned completely and Rook liked being in control again. There had only been one person in her life before now that had made Rook unsure of herself: Petra Kline, a British player and the one woman Rook had been unable to beat. Now this woman, this beauty queen in front of her, was bringing back the same flustered and jarring feelings. Carmen seemed to be wrestling with the power exchange, her cheeks now deeply red. Well, good. Rook needed to be firmly on her feet, especially in the trouble she was in.

“Well, let’s hammer out the details, shall we? We have a lot of work to do.”

Sitting back, Rook let her take a handle of the meeting again. Carmen pulled out a calendar and they quickly set about scheduling the tutoring. 

The key to a good chess player is anticipation and strategy, though, and in her mind, Rook knew she was going to need to plan her next moves. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Four
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Sitting in the back of her Uber ride, Carmen looked at her hands. They still trembled. She’d been on stage in front of a crowd of thousands. Her bikini-clad body had been projected onto over a million television screens. There were videos of her on the internet! And yet, a short, slender, know-it-all lesbian with more attitude than she’d expected had shaken her to her core.

Her assumptions going into the meeting had been way off base. Chess players were supposed to be mild, right? And beauty queens are dumb. She knew better. I deserved that. 

How had the tables turned so quickly? One minute, Carmen had been confident and in charge of the meeting. A few knee brushes and tense looks later, her mouth had been dry, her heart had pounded, and she’d barely been able to string together a complete sentence. 

Rook intimidated her in ways she couldn’t have accounted for. It wasn’t just the intelligence, though that was a part of it. It was the way she’d transformed in front of Carmen’s eyes from belligerent and irritating to flirty and confident. Did she sense something about me? Carmen worried at her lip, replaying the meeting in her mind. Had there been a look, or a comment, or a gesture that had somehow flipped a switch for Rook? Something that screamed “I find you sexy as hell?” 

There was no doubt that Carmen was attracted to Rook. With her shaggy hair and brooding looks, she was sexy and a little androgynous. Mysterious, too. But Carmen had been attracted to women in the past and, after careful evaluation, decided it was just a form of hero worship. Who doesn’t admire and love strong women? Maybe it’s just that I admire her so much. It must be nice to be the smartest girl and have everyone just know it. But smart and confident didn’t explain the shock of nervous pleasure each brush of knees had elicited. 

There wasn’t room in Carmen’s life for a boyfriend. There was certainly no room for... questions. Feelings like butterflies in her stomach over coffee with another woman. Now, thanks to her great idea for the fundraiser, Carmen would be stuck with Rook six nights a week. At her apartment. 

It’s to play chess. Nothing else. You’ll be too busy learning something new to be curious about Rook. Chess would be the distraction she needed. Besides, she had the fundraiser to think about. It was beginning to feel like the perfect legacy project—the kind of thing that would define her reign as Miss United States and create a new role for her after. Maybe she could even start her own non-profit! 

Feeling more confident as she focused on her goals and future, Carmen still kept her hands clasped firmly in her lap. Better to quell the uncertainty now. She called Mike to let him know that she’d landed a major player for the tournament. 

“Carmen, what’s the news?”

“Are you at your computer?”

“Yeah, why?”

“Look up Rook Black, Grandmaster.”

She could hear his loud, staccato typing. Mike always did his work with a hard efficiency that she admired. “Oh shit, this is gold! You’ve got her coming to the tournament?”

“Not only attending. Tutoring the kids and me for it.”

There was an unexpected pause that made Carmen hold her breath. “She’s pretty,” Mike added. There was another flurry of typing. “And a lesbian. Did you know that when you landed her?”

No, Carmen hadn’t known when she’d booked Rook’s services. The local university’s coach had connected her to Joey, who’d connected her to Rook. Carmen had researched the name, but she hadn’t looked hard. The whole first page of hits on her search had only listed Rook’s achievements. When there’s a good-looking Grandmaster living close by who fits your need exactly, you don’t exactly look a gift horse in the mouth. 

Not that hearing that Rook was a lesbian came as an enormous surprise. First, there was the way she dressed. Black, shredded concert t-shirts and loose jeans. Sneakers. Her gorgeous brown curls were obviously natural and Rook hadn’t had a lick of makeup on. But Carmen never liked to assume, since female fashion seemed to be moving in an androgynous style, anyway. 

“Oh, well—”

“Do you think that’s going to be a problem?” Mike’s question was like his typing—sharp and to the point. 

Despite being on a call, Carmen’s palms began to sweat. It was the sensation of being sent to the principal’s office that crawled through her. Like she was in trouble. The only problem was, she hadn’t done anything wrong! “No, not a problem. Why would it be? We’re hiring her for her chess skills. Nothing else.”

He waited a beat and Carmen wondered what else he thought she was going to say. Or what he thought she wasn’t saying. “Okay. Just be careful, Carmen.”

“She’s tutoring me. You’re making it sound like all lesbians are lurking, out to get us girls.”

“No, God no! That’s not what I meant.”

“What did you mean?”

“Just... good job. That’s it. Good job, and let me know if you need anything.”

What he thought she’d need, Carmen had no idea. There was a caution that she was unused to hearing in Mike’s voice. It was the same tone he’d used when she’d broken up with Phillip and moved out, shortly after her win. No winner could live with a man, and she didn’t see the point in regressing with the relationship. Mike had told her not to rush and to be careful then, too. 

Maybe he just cares for me. 

But even if that was the case, where was all this coming from over one freaking tutor? 

––––––––
[image: image]


“ROOSTER, WHAT HAVE you done to me?” Rook slumped in her couch. It was old and sagged, creating the perfect cradle for her body. She should probably replace it but, aside from not having any money, there was a comfort found in something that knew her shape so well. “I’m in serious trouble.”

Her friend paused his peanut butter and jelly sandwich making to stare. “What now? You can’t afford any more trouble!”

“Well then you shouldn’t have set up this tutoring thing with a fucking beauty queen!”

His looks softened and she could tell he was trying not to laugh at her. She glared daggers in return. “I’m so sorry, Rook. Is she unbearably stupid? Because that doesn’t matter—her checks will cash.” 

Rook let out a dramatic sigh. “Nope, she’s not stupid. She’s actually pretty astute. She called me on my shit after like, five minutes.”

“That’s good,” Rooster replied dryly. “So what’s the trouble?”

“She called me on my shit, dude.”

He shoved their food onto plates and brought them over, snuggling into the small portion of couch she’d left for him. One good look at her and his eyes lit up. “And she’s a beauty queen. You’re into her!”

She shoved a large bite into her mouth so that she wouldn’t have to reply. He chuckled and they ate in silence. But Rooster was a fast eater. It probably was due to a monstrous metabolism, that allowed him to eat anything and still look underfed. “Well, I’m sorry. I know it’s going to suck working with a hot, straight girl. Crushes suck when you know there’s no chance. You need that hope, you know?” There was a wistful edge to his voice that she understood. As long as she’d known him, Rooster loved to fall in love. His relationships tended to not last long after because of it. The honeymoon phase could only last so long.  

“Well, so that’s the thing. I don’t think she’s straight.”

Watching his jaw drop was supremely satisfying. “You’re joking.”

“Nope. As soon as I got a hint of it, I kind of pushed my luck with flirting. She didn’t back away. Just blushed a lot.”

“And you’re going to be spending all this time with her? Oh my God, that’s too delicious.”

She felt a small tingle in her stomach, surprised at how much just talking about it made her excited. When was the last time she’d felt curious about anything? “I’m worried I’m going to fuck it up.” Because the more excited she grew, the more Rook was likely to get weird. More brash, more condescending, more not someone a lady like Carmen would want to have sex with. “I mean, I’m glad she called me out and we ended on a good note, but I can be—”

“Oh, you’re a big old asshole with heaps of baggage, Rook. Everyone knows that. But there’s someone out there for everyone, and Carmen seems like she’s off to a good start.”

“We’ve only hung out the once.”

“She still wants to work with you. With the way you tend to treat people, that’s promising.”

They chuckled and he turned on a movie. Rook let him sink into it, but her own mind was humming. Parts that felt rusty with disuse were starting to fire again. This was something she’d once tried to explain to a psychologist. There wasn’t the left or right side of her brain that she favored: She used both equally. Her logical side was listing the pros and cons of trying to seduce Carmen. Risk evaluations and the different scenarios that might lead to a happy ending (or catastrophe). But the other part of her brain, the creative one? It was on overdrive. It was picturing Carmen in few clothes. Tangled in sheets. She visualized the curve of Carmen’s plump lips and the way she bit them when her confidence was shaken. 

She wondered if Carmen’s bronzed skin was as soft as it looked. And how she’d taste.

And behind all that was the part that was darker. They part of her that, when nurtured, might become malignant. Rook wasn’t ever sure how much she fed it and how much she fought it. It was the part of her that thought she wasn’t good enough. That reminded her in tiny, hissed whispers that she would ruin this, just like she’d ruined everything else. Its voice was getting just loud enough that she couldn’t hear the movie anymore. 

“Rooster?”

“Yeah, babe?”

“Am I really an asshole? Like, not just a funny one, or one of those people who seems like an asshole but everyone knows has a good heart? Or am I just a plain, unadorned asshole?”

He reached over and lifted the cuff of her shirt’s sleeve, revealing the tattoos wrapped around her arm. It was an ocean scene, with whales and sharks and a tiny octopus on the delicate inside of her wrist. “I wouldn’t say unadorned...” She cringed and maybe he saw that this wasn’t a joke—that she really needed to know.

“I’m not going to lie to you, Rook. You’re real difficult. With me, you’re at ease. I can see the chip on your shoulder is real and it haunts you. But to everyone else? Yes. You’re a bitch.”

“Just because I’m a bit snarky?”

He sat up straighter and shifted to face her. “You’re more than a little snarky. You can get mean. It’s a good thing you don’t drink often, because I think you’d be a ruthless alcoholic. Now, I’ve known you a long time, and you weren’t always so hard on people—”

“When did I change?” Rook thought back on it, but self-reflection wasn’t her strong suit. She might be smart, but when it came to herself, she didn’t know a damned thing most of the time. Rook was excellent at knowing what she didn’t want, but pitiful at figuring out what she did. 

“That’s easy. When you quit playing competitively.”

Ouch. That, for Rook, should have been the moment she became a better person. After all, it had been the first time she’d stopped letting something that someone else had chosen define her. To hear that it was the moment she’d become unlikeable made no sense. “Really? Because I think that’s when I was free.”

“Free from what?”

“I was just another brainy person playing chess. Nothing else.”

“Is that how you saw yourself?”

The conversation was venturing into an area Rook didn’t want to illuminate. The more she questioned it, the more she’d have to admit the full reason. Chess had been what her parents had chosen for her. She had been in it for all of her formative years, until it felt like it was the only thing that defined her. But it also had been the source of her largest humiliation and if chess was what defined her and it was the source of her shame, what then? Quitting chess was a decision she’d made and damn it, she was going to stand behind it. Hell, she was tired of justifying it to everyone! “Look, forget about it.”

His expression wavered, like maybe he should push the conversation, so Rook crossed her arms and stared decidedly at the television. With a sigh, Rooster turned and let it go. They finished the movie and he headed out with a gentle reminder that she had an appointment with homeless kids tomorrow and yes, she had to go. 
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Chapter Five
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The woman was intimidating, no doubt. Carmen admired her office while waiting for Ms. Albert to meet with her again. It needed to be soon, because she was supposed to meet Rook downstairs at the shelter in just a short time. 

The thought of seeing Rook again filled Carmen with something that wanted to be dread but flitted into eagerness. It was in the way her skin heated when she thought about the feisty chess player and the flutters in her stomach. 

The office provided ample distraction. There were several degrees on the walls. Photographs of Elena Albert doing mission trips, establishing better orphanages overseas, and watching homeless children she’d help house with foster families graduate from high schools and universities. 

It was the kind of office Carmen envisioned for herself. Of course, she only had the one degree. Her Miss United States win had come shortly after graduation and taken up a substantial amount of her time. At least it helped pay off the degree. Her certificate which said “Bachelor of Arts in Social Work” was among her most prized possessions. It stayed with her mother since Carmen was always traveling. 

One day I’ll have an office and I’ll hang it in an elaborate frame. She could surround it with the photos that came from this year of earning her title. 

“Thank you for your patience, Ms. Barnes.” Elena Albert walked into the room and straight behind her desk without shaking Carmen’s hand. It stung but it didn’t rattle her. Mike had made it clear that Elena wasn’t a fan of hers. 

Carmen sat back and crossed her legs at the knees, not ankles. It was a trick she’d learned early on. Cross at the ankles for pageants, for when you needed the judges to think you were demure and pious. Cross at the knees, stiletto heel pointed, to let them know you’re not screwing around. Ms. Albert didn’t flinch, but she did look up from her shuffling papers, so that was a point to Carmen. 

“I’m curious about this tournament, Ms. Barnes. What made you think of my shelter? Why was your manager so adamant that your charity work should be done here, and now?”

Taking a deep breath, Carmen smirked but didn’t smile. Ms. Albert didn’t care about her straight, white teeth. She wanted someone with substance. “To begin, I’ve been traveling non-stop for the better part of seven months. Finding a charity in the city was to my benefit, as I’m here for the remainder of my time as Miss United States.” 

“So we’re a convenience, then?”

Ha. You won’t throw me off this soon. “Hardly. If you look at my charity and fundraising for this entire year, the large majority of it has been to help homeless and foster children. So your shelter, being the largest homeless shelters in the city and the largest shelter for teens in the state, was an obvious choice.”

“You’ve suddenly become a philanthropist with a crown, then?” Ms. Albert leaned back in her chair, hands steepled under her chin. She had all the look of a predator, and Carmen’s chin went up in response. 

She mimicked Elena’s posture, showing she wasn’t afraid. She knew better than to show fear. “Please. My crown has given me the means to gain a larger audience and substantial funding for the things I care about. Your shelter is the largest, but it’s overpopulated already. You don’t have a kitchen that can support the people staying with you, or adequate laundry facilities for their sheets and blankets and clothing. You provide a shelter over their heads, but you and I know there is much more needed. This is a great place, but with a hefty donation, it could become monumental.” Carmen balanced her facts with a gentle smile, her head cocked to the side. “That’s what the tournament and I hope to give you. Along with some free press, which we both know is the best kind.”

“You did your homework.”

Carmen pounced, uncrossing her legs and leaning forward. “Of course I did my homework! I study up on the things I care about—it’s part of my passion for contributing. I want to be more than the face of a tournament or a couple of publicity photos. If you’d done your homework on me, you’d know that I’ve raised over three million dollars—million—this year alone. But you’d also know I’ve been doing this since I was eighteen. Volunteering, fundraising, raising awareness. I didn’t win the crown until I turned twenty five, and I’m twenty six now. Eight years I’ve been doing this, only seven months with a crown.”

For the first time, Ms. Albert cracked a smile. “You’re feisty, I’ll give you that, Ms. Barnes.”

“It isn’t feist. I just... I don’t know why I’m having to fight so hard to do something good.”

“Oh, well I can answer that for you. You’re right—we are the largest shelter. So I get a lot of help like what you’re offering. Politicians, celebrities, they all come here and do their good work and, like you said, get their photos and their free press. Then they disappear. The kids here need more than a celebrity face once in awhile. They need heroes who stick around, who learn their names. I’m tired of being someone’s stepping stone to whatever else they’re planning. So forgive me if I’m skeptical about a pageant winner coming here to play chess of all things.”

Carmen’s chest was hot and she was thankful she didn’t wear a v-neck, or Ms. Albert would see how angry she was. Her face was composed though, her hands out of sight, clenched in her lap. “Well, I think you’re justified in your wariness. However, like I said. I’m here for at least three more months. And because of the tournament, I’ll be here several times each week from now until then. This isn’t a press drop and roll.” 

Ms. Albert waited, staring Carmen down. Carmen met her, steel forming in her nerves. Finally, the older woman nodded. “Okay. I like you, I think, though I’m sure that comes easily for you.”

“It took work to get where I am, Ms. Albert, including my likability. Nothing comes easy.”

This earned her a real smile. No catch, no wariness, just simple pleasure. Something in Carmen relaxed. “Call me Elena. One more question.” 

“Shoot.”

“Why chess?” There was a doubting but sincere tone that was too close to the internal voice Carmen had been listening to since she decided on the damned game. 

“Two reasons, I guess. Chess is something that is universally approachable; anyone can learn to play it. It doesn’t require a lot of expensive equipment. So it seemed like something worth teaching the teenagers because they can keep those skills for the rest of their lives. But, Elena, I’ll admit that I chose it because I am a beauty queen, and I’ve been fighting people since the first time I signed up for a pageant to make them believe we aren’t stupid. So there’s some ego involved, if I’m honest.”

“I appreciate your candidness, Carmen. Those kids have been lied to enough. I feel better knowing that you can be honest, even if it might become unflattering. Of course, funny trick, it makes you even more endearing, instead of off-putting. I’m glad to have you on board.”

Carmen now worked to keep from over-celebrating. Success is a heady thing, but gloating can put you on the fast track to someone’s shit list. So she smiled, shook hands with Elena, and waited until she was in the elevator to do a little dance. 

Her dance involved a lot of swaying and hips because damn, she rocked that interview. She was so caught up in her exuberance that she forgot that she’d only been one floor up. The elevators silently slid open and a loud cough yanked her from her internal dance party.

Carmen’s heart leapt into her throat. She turned, hip still awkwardly cocked from a particularly deep sway, to see Rook standing at the open doors, an amused look in her eyes. 
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“They told me to come find you upstairs.” Rook’s grin was relaxed but her loins were, well, intrigued. Could loins be intrigued? Rook wasn’t sure. All she knew was she’d caught Carmen doing the sexiest dance ever in an elevator. No one Rook knew danced in elevators. She wouldn’t have considered it on her best day. 

But Carmen... Carmen made it look good. She made Rook want to put her hands on those curvy hips and dance alongside her. Carmen flushed an attractive pink. “Sorry. I just conquered the Mount Everest of interviews.”

“Oh, that sounds rough. I brought you coffee.” Rook held out the small coffee. God, the anxiety she’d faced just deciding if she should get Carmen a coffee. Would Carmen like what she’d picked? Had she overstepped some bounds? Was she coming on too strong and would chase away the prettiest girl she’d ever met and who she wanted so badly and holy fuck, those hips—

Carmen took a sip. “Oh!” Her eyes widened. “This is delicious! Is this what you were drinking before? Because I can’t really afford the calories, but it’s so thoughtful.”

Rook smiled. “It is what I had before, but I had them split the syrup with regular and sugar free, and it’s skim milk. And it’s a small, instead of the gigantic sizes I like.” Rook held her own cup up and it dwarfed the one in Carmen’s hand. “It still has the extra shot of espresso though.”

She watched as Carmen took another sip, deeper this time. Her eyes shut as she drank, her lips caressing the lid just so, and Rook was licking her lips and leaning forward before Carmen finished her taste. Just being close to her made it easy to forget the morning’s irritation of having to call her parole officer and tell her where she’d be for the day. Or the groaning, frustrated fit she’d thrown over the phone to Rooster as she considered teaching chess to so many teenagers. 

Teenagers, for Christ’s sake! Maybe the only people on earth surlier than she was. Or, at least, that was Rooster’s joke. Which he apparently thought was hilarious, ha, ha. 

“Thanks. You shouldn’t have.” Carmen gave her a smile that could turn night into day, and did the lip chew thing that made Rook want to groan. 

“What was your interview about?”

“Walk with me, and I’ll tell you. We’ve got to get to the kids, anyway.” Rook tried not to feel the flare of ire at the thought of sharing Carmen. She followed, having to work to keep up with Carmen’s determined stride. 

“The director of this shelter wasn’t my biggest fan. She’d partially agreed to the tournament, but she wanted to talk about my role in it.”

“What is your role? I mean, aren’t you organizing it?”

“Yes! I am. I mean, I have a bunch of help from my manager and people who work for the pageant, but it’s basically my baby.”

Rook was feeling a bit out of breath and the coffee she’d gulped on the way over was sloshing in her belly. Maybe I need to work out a bit. Carmen’s lithe, toned figure was certainly inspiring. “So why isn’t she excited about this? Who gets mad about free money?”

“People who are used to others using them and dropping them after. I get it. She’s been burned by some of the ‘help’ offered by others. And I guess she didn’t plan on being impressed by a beauty queen.” 

Rook’s instinct was to rush in and make Carmen feel better, but the truth was she’d expected to be disappointed, too. The title ‘Miss United States’ apparently came with more baggage than she’d realized. The realization felt too close to home. 

“Well, I’m glad you proved her wrong.”

“I’m getting the chance to prove her wrong. It’s not quite the same thing, since I have to get there, first.”

As they walked, Rook pretended not to notice how close they stood together. Their shoulders would brush and it caused such a thrill that she had to watch where she was going, or she’d trip. There was something magnetic about Carmen. Rook was good at focusing in on what she wanted and figuring out how to get it. Carmen, though, made her doubt herself.

The doubt was refreshingly welcome and it was frustrating as hell. At least, unlike when she used to battle Petra, she didn’t completely clam up around Carmen. Even if flirting ended up just being teasing, it gave her a place of comfort to stand in. She didn’t know anything about beauty queens, but she knew ladies. 

“So today I figure we’ll just introduce ourselves and why we’re here, and then maybe go over the basics, okay?”

Oh, right. The meeting other people part. Draining the last of her sugar-loaded caffeine, Rook prepped herself. I should have brought a flask. 

They stepped through a door and Rook’s whole world tilted. 

She’d come expecting the teenagers she was familiar with. Self-absorbed, cocky, and full of anger. What she was seeing was something completely different. It was a giant space, like a warehouse. Across half of it was rows and rows of stacked bunks. They were pushed tight, like army barracks. There was barely enough room per bunk for a person to sleep. 

The other half of the space was filled with some couches that made hers look new, an area with desks and a chalkboard, and a door leading to what sounded like a kitchen. Teens were milling about, but they weren’t cocky. Slumped shoulders, rail-thin, and torn clothing that had been washed and worn well past their usefulness. For as many kids as she saw, the volume of the place was hardly above a whisper. They looked up and saw Carmen, and Rook would have thought they’d be excited. Instead, there were only a few interested stares, and no one approached them.

“They’re probably used to cameras following people like us, Rook,” Carmen explained. Rook resisted the urge to link arms with Carmen. It was instinct, the desire to anchor herself to another in the face of too much pain to be processed in one go. In a matter of days she’d found herself intimidated by Carmen and now a bunch of kids who looked like they couldn’t give a fuck about her being a Grandmaster. 

“Jesus,” was all she could muster. 

Carmen paused and turned. Her eyes softened and her smile gentled. “Hey, this is going to be good.” Rook wasn’t sure, though. That is, until Carmen reached out to grab her hand and give it a squeeze before pulling her toward the area with the desks. 

Her palm, pressed hot and close against Carmen’s, was the center of her universe. In her past, Rook had several lovers and a few girlfriends. None of them had made her heart jump with something as simple as holding hands. Was it the challenge that Carmen presented? Just her looks? Or was there something more that kept her disoriented and out of her league? It was embarrassing how unsure Carmen made her feel. Rook spent a lot of time and effort not caring what others thought about her. She wanted to be authentic when she said “I know myself.” What was happening now, though, was sending her spinning into less-than-confident territory. 

You know this game, start playing better.

Except she didn’t know this game. Her conversation with Rooster had left her feeling delicate. Rook Black didn’t do delicate well. Her mind was in overdrive thinking of all the ways to not be a jerk, and her stomach churned knowing how plausible it was that she would be and would ruin whatever it was she felt between Carmen and her before it even had a chance. 

Then there wasn’t time for anymore doubt. Steadfast like a pirate captain, Carmen commandeered the kid’s focus. She hustled them into seats, and gave a short enough speech that they actually listened. Rook was impressed by how Carmen didn’t try to be their best friend. She wasn’t there to be buddies. She was there because she wanted something from these kids who had nothing, and she wouldn’t stop until she got it. 

“You’re going to practice each day. It won’t take the place of your schoolwork—this is extra, like an extracurricular. But we’re going to compete for a prize, including several individual cash prizes. And if this is the success I think it’ll be, the center will be getting a hefty check, too. Now, I hope I’ve sold you on why you should care about this tournament. I’m going to let World-renowned chess Grandmaster Rook Black sell you on why you should care about chess.”

Suddenly, Rook found herself the center of attention. The eyes pinned on her weren’t bored, but they weren’t eager, either. She was so out of her league, she wasn’t sure where to begin. Mouth dry, she tried to think of what chess had meant to her when she was younger. Before the prestige and fame and pressure. Finally, the moves lined up and she knew what she wanted to say. 

“My title only sounds important to people who play chess. Grandmaster sounds badass, but chess? Yeah, you can basically stamp me with a nerd card. Not so impressive. So you won’t want to get into chess because of the title. It doesn’t get you paparazzi or free food or dates. And believe me, this is the first time in my life I’ve had someone who looks like a supermodel hanging around by my side.” This earned her some snickers and some of the tendrils of anxiety loosened. 

“Furthermore, unless you are the best of the best, and I’m talking top five in the whole world, you aren’t going to make millions of dollars. You might make a few thousand, but no one who is a chess Grandmaster is driving a Rolls Royce.

“So no money, no hot dates, no fame. Why even bother to play chess? For one, I think it’s a great equalizer. Anybody of most any age has the potential to be great at it. You won’t have to retire at thirty because your body can’t play anymore. You want to be great now? Cool! With hard work you can do it. I’m not saying everyone can be a Grandmaster, but it’s not hard to gain enough skill to beat most of the people you come across.” Rook found that as she spoke, it became easier. She wasn’t lying and that felt better. Delving back into chess was scary enough. Trying to lie about it seemed worse, especially to these kids. 

“There are some scholarships. There’s articles to be written and things like that. But honestly? If you want to play chess, you have to want to play chess. The rest of the shit is an illusion. Titles can trap you, your winnings will be spent, and sometimes—often—you’re going to lose. I’m here to teach you chess despite all that. I’m good. Really good. I can help make you good, too. And no one can take that away from you after you’ve achieved it.”

Rook looked at Carmen, unsure of what came next. Speaking had been cathartic, but the frown on her counterpart’s lovely face made her wonder if she’d been a little too forthright. After an awkward second, Carmen broke their gaze and swooped in, taking control again. She divided everyone into sets of two and distributed brand new boards to each pair, donated to the shelter. After that, Rook spent two hours going over the pieces, what they could do, and basic strategy. Then the kids began to play while she walked around and watched.

It would have been awesome if, like some movie, they all had a sparkle in their eye and showed promise on the board. But it was much more rooted in a disappointing reality. The teens struggled to learn and Rook found herself forgetting their situations and focusing on their failures. Unfortunately, one of her weak spots when it came to chess was her ruthless approach as soon as the board was out. She got tunnel-vision and didn’t give a damn who her opponent was. 

Finally, just as she was on the verge of really icing a kid who was continually mixing up the bishop’s movements with the knight’s, Carmen’s warm hand squeezed her shoulder. That squeeze held all the power needed to break her out of the zone. “It’s time to go.” 

Rook let Carmen give everyone some words of encouragement and told them they’d see everyone the next day. While she spoke and shook hands and smiled, Rook worked to shake off the game. Her mind was in calculating overdrive. It flipped through moves, past matches, and past tournaments, shuffling them like a deck of cards. 

“Where’re you parked?” Carmen asked, and Rook realized they’d already moved outside of the shelter. The sun was just starting to set and the cold was drifting in. “I’ll walk you to your car.”

“I took a bus,” Rook replied, suddenly embarrassed by her lack of vehicle. Carmen was a mirror she didn’t much like looking in. Thirty one with no car, talking to an early twenty-something who was doing tremendous things with her life. Rook had a bad attitude and Carmen could charm the pants off anyone. Let it be me, though. Yeah, she’d been a Grandmaster, but then what? She hadn’t lied—she made a decent living on the tournament circuit, but she’d also had to practice for hours. Travel all of the time. She’d lost weight from stress. So there wasn’t that much behind the title, was there? And could she really even call herself Grandmaster when she hadn’t competed in a year?

Carmen took it in stride. “No worries. Do you want a ride? Or—” she glanced at her watch, “We could go to my place. I need to make dinner and we were going to practice tonight anyway, right?”

Rook recalled all the confidence she’d had when she’d championed the idea of teaching Carmen at her place. Could she get it back? “Okay, that sounds good.” 

It turned out Carmen’s car was actually an Uber (“I take them everywhere”) and her apartment was in a well-known building downtown. The couple who sponsored the Miss United States competition were big into real estate and had several buildings they owned. One of the perks of winning was a penthouse apartment for the year. 

The elevator had gold trim and red velvet carpet. It was opulent, ridiculous, and every kind of wonderful. “I can’t believe you live here!”

“I’m hardly home! This will be the first time I’m in one place since I won,” Carmen admitted. “So maybe it will feel like home for three months, then I get the boot!”

“How are you going to survive living like us plebs after all this?”

The elevator doors opened, as if to make a point. The penthouse was massive. The living room, kitchen, and dining room featured an open space plan. The floor was chic knotted pine, giving it a rustic feel that was balanced by modern industrial accents like the concrete counter tops and raw metal finishes. There wasn’t much of Carmen in the space; it felt more like a hotel than a home. But a swanky hotel. 

Rook couldn’t help but drag her fingers across each surface. The walls had wallpaper that had come from France, Carmen explained. The leather chesterfield couch was that perfect-worn, looking aged and elegant. Everything about the space screamed class. 

“Is there anything you don’t eat? Carmen asked as she went into the kitchen and started digging in the refrigerator. 

“Anchovies, mayonnaise, and strawberries.”

Carmen’s head popped up over the open fridge door. The light inside illuminated her tan, smooth skin and dark, shining hair like a heavenly spotlight. Rook sucked in a breath. “No strawberries? Really?”

Rook shrugged and sat on a steel barstool. “I think I might be allergic to them. Whenever I eat them, my tongue feels thick and fuzzy.”

“Well okay, no strawberries.”

With a small sense of awe, Rook watched Carmen make dinner. Rolled up sleeves expose those beautiful forearms and long fingers. She diced like a chef, and managed to keep several dishes going at once without losing a beat. There was a drive, a focus to what she did that Rook recognized. It was hard for her to imagine, but she and the beauty queen had a lot more in common than she would have guessed. 

“Where did you learn how to cook?” Rook asked.

“My mother is a great cook. She taught me when I was very young. I wish that cooking could have been my talent for the talent portion of the pageant.” Carmen smiled as she worked.

This intrigued Rook. “What was your talent?”

“Baton twirling,” Carmen replied with a straight face. Rook remembered her previous snark at Carmen's expense, and her cheeks warmed. 

“Oh shit,” she said. “I'm sorry, I shouldn't have poked fun at that. I'm sure that there’s a lot of skill needed for expert baton twirling.”

“Yeah, totally.” Carmen managed to cut a few more vegetables before her smile broke through, and she began to laugh at Rook. “I'm just kidding, of course! I did start with baton twirling, but that was when I was doing pageants in Middle School. After that, I needed to upgrade my talent.”

“So what's it now?”

“Okay, don't judge, but I play the ukulele and sing.” It was Carmen's turn to blush, and while her modesty was appealing, it was her answer that made Rook the most interested. 

“Obviously you’re going to have to play and sing a song for me after we're done with chess.”

“Are you judging me on my talent?” There was a flirtatious tone to Carmen’s response that triggered Rook’s own libidinous nature. 

“First the talent portion of the competition, and then I expect to see a bikini.” The bold words felt good coming out of her mouth, but horrible to her ears. Had she really just said that? 

Carmen, too, seemed surprised, and her knife slipped. “Ouch,” she cried, dropping the knife and clutching her finger to her chest.  Rook jumped from her barstool and rushed around the corner. There was a clean towel hanging from the handle of the oven. She grabbed it and swiftly made her way to Carmen’s side.

“Let me see.”

Hands shaking, Carmen held out the finger. It was a good knick, but it missed the joint, and though it was long, it was also shallow. “You won't need stitches, but it looks painful. Do you have a first aid kit here?”

“In my bathroom, down the hall. It's under the sink.”

“Okay. Hold the towel on tightly and I'll go get it.” Rook rushed to the bathroom and found the bag easily. Opening it, she grabbed some rubbing alcohol, some antibiotic ointment, and two butterfly Band-Aids. Once back in the kitchen, it was quick work to get Carmen's finger cleaned up and bandaged. “There you go. I'm so sorry, I shouldn’t have made that joke.”

Carmen's face was pale, but she managed a weak smile. “No, it's okay, it just caught me off guard.”

“Can I help fix anything else, since I mauled the chef?”

“There are some oven mitts in the drawer next to the oven. The salmon should be ready about now.”

Rook followed her directions to a tee. She was mortified that Carmen had been hurt over her dumb joke. Steam rose from the oven, but she managed to pull out the baking sheet without incident. “ Is it done?” The fish still looked pink and Rook had never had salmon that hadn't been turned into a patty and deep fried. 

“Touch it,” Carmen commanded. Rook’s eyebrow cocked. “If it's firm to the touch, then it's done.” 

Rook touched the fleshy top and found it firm to the touch. “Yeah I guess it's done. Should it be this color?”

“What other color would it be?” Carmen asked. 

“Um, White maybe? I don't eat a lot of fish. Or a lot of green stuff.”  Rook added the second part because she saw the large salad that Carmen had created. It was pretty to look at, with its yellows and oranges and purples and reds and greens, but it wasn't familiar.

Carmen seemed as shocked by Rook’s revelation as Rook was to be served something so fresh and... healthy. “What do you eat, then?”

“A lot of pizza and some Chinese. And if I'm feeling fancy, a steak and some potatoes.”

This earned her the dubious full body check out, courtesy of Carmen. “If I ate like that, I would be the size of a house.” 

Rook returned the look with equal disbelief. “You are the fittest person I know. I doubt that size would be an issue.”

That made Carmen smile. “Aren’t you sweet? It's part of the job description. Gotta look good. And looking like this takes a hell of a lot of work. Now, help me plate our dinners.”

With Carmen's direction, Rook made two attractive plates of food and set them on the dining room table. Carmen started to ask her to put out water, but Rook spied her wine rack. 

“How about we open a bottle instead? It'll be a compromise. I'll eat your healthy food, and you have a drink with me.” It sounded more like a come on than a suggestion, but if Rook was going to eat this food she needed a little liquid courage. 

“Deal.”

Once the wine was poured and they were seated at the table, Carmen dug in. Rook took a tentative bite of salmon. “Oh God, this is delicious.” She'd never had fish that was so moist that it kind of melted on her tongue like butter. It was delicately flavored with something sweet and citrusy. The salad, too, was no ordinary salad. The combination of chunky, crunchy vegetables and crisp lettuce would have been good on its own, but Carmen had dressed it with olive oil from a bottle that looked expensive and a healthy squeeze of lemon. 

“I'm glad you like it,” Carmen murmured between bites. 

“I mean, it's no ranch dressing and bacon bits,” Rook joked, “but I'm not choking it down, either.”

“A ringing endorsement.” 

The food was so good that they ate quickly. still feeling bad about the knife cut, Rook even helped clean up. If Rooster could’ve seen her, he wouldn't have believed it. At her own house she tended to use paper plates and napkins so that she could avoid washing up. Something about Carmen made her want to try a little harder. 

“Do you have a chessboard?” Rook realized she should have asked this before agreeing to come over, because she hadn't brought one with her. 

“Yeah, I do,” Carmen said. Then she looked a little sheepish. “It came with the penthouse, so it's not really mine.”

“Well let's get to playing.”

“What about tutoring? Aren't you going to explain stuff to me first?”

“You were with me today so you know all the basics. The best way to learn chess is to play it. We'll have a couple of matches and talk about what happened when they're over.” 

Carmen looked as nervous as Rook had been feeling all day. Like Rook had said, chess was the great equalizer. Although there was more at stake than just a win. 

They went to an office. The decor was done in a masculine style, with dark paneled wood and leather seating. There were books on the shelves, but they were so perfectly lined up that they were obviously ornamental. To Rook’s deep delight, the chessboard was old and beautiful. It was a classic French brass chess set kept in a walnut case with what looked to be a bone inlaid top. Exquisite. 

“Will this do?” Carmen asked, her voice soft. 

Rook’s fingertips stroked the smooth, hand-crafted surface. It was slightly scuffed; someone had used and loved this chess set. The obvious history made it even more exceptional. Something tugged at her heart. Yearning, maybe, though she was too entranced to give the feeling a name. All she knew was that touching this set was like coming home. It helped that someone was with her, witnessing its beauty, too. Even if Carmen didn’t understand the craftsmanship and cost that went into a set like that. “Yeah, it’ll do.”

Rook set up the board for them while Carmen grabbed their wine and glasses from the dining room table. They poured with a heavy hand, the deep, goblet style glasses holding more than enough for each. Rook sat across from Carmen and gave her white. “You can go first.”

“Offensive is good,” Carmen said as she focused on the board. 

“Why?” The statement hadn’t even been intended for Rook. Just one of those things that slip out from time to time. But it hooked her, because it meant Carmen was actually thinking strategy. 

Carmen’s finger pressed to her soft, pouty lips while she thought. Rook’s focus was inevitably drawn to her mouth. “Well, I suppose offensive is more comfortable for me. I don’t like being backed in a corner. I like being in control of my situation. So starting feels more powerful, like winning the toss in a basketball game.”

“Interesting,” was all Rook said, but she was thinking a lot. Like how Carmen had a lot to learn but, unlike most of the teens at the shelter, she seemed to have the interest that would make learning quick. She liked that Carmen associated her own traits to her traits as a player. This wasn’t poker, she didn’t need to keep her emotions off her face. She didn’t want to telegraph, either, but that came later. 

“Interesting? What does that mean? Oh gosh, it means I’m wrong, doesn’t it? Damn it, I’m screwing this up already.” There was a streak of insecurity that blazed so openly across Carmen’s face that Rook leaned back, startled. Up until that point, Carmen had definitely shown some chinks in her armor, but nothing so naked and afraid. 

“Whoa, whoa, I didn’t say anything about it. I literally only said ‘interesting.’ Where’s all this coming from?” 

Carmen pressed her palms to her cheeks, like she was feeling the heat there. “I guess I’m more nervous than I thought.”

“It’s just a game, Carmen.”

“Against a Grandmaster.”

“Everyone has to start somewhere.”

“Yes, but you’re so smart. And intimidating. And now you want me to play chess with you!”

Something in Rook’s whole being shifted from liking Carmen and being attracted to her to feeling, well, more connected. On a deeper level that wasn’t entirely welcome. “I'm intimidating? I'm in my thirties and I’ve barely accomplished anything beyond winning a few tournaments. you are—what—not even 25, and have already won a national beauty pageant and dedicated a year to philanthropic stuff? That's intimidating. Plus, look at you! You know how to cook, you know how to set up a fundraiser in a short amount of time, and all while managing to handle a chess player with an attitude.”

Carmen's smile was enough to set Rook on fire. The wine only exacerbated the lust and attraction she already felt. In the intimate setting of the office, with the soft light from the sconces on the wall, Rook wasn't thinking about chess at all. She was thinking about the taste of Carmen's mouth. 

The brunette reached out and moved her pawn. She opted for a bold two space opening. Rook absentmindedly moved her own pawn in response. The game had begun. Neither of them spoke. Carmen’s eyes never seemed to leave the board, giving Rook ample opportunities to sneak glances at her. Carmen was wearing a classy silk tank top with a cowl. The soft shell peach of the silk made her tanned skin seem even more toasted and lovely. The cowl stole Rook’s breath on more than one occasion as it dipped and hinted at the cleavage underneath. 

This wasn’t speed chess. Rook allowed Carmen to think each of her moves through. Carmen’s one advantage was she didn’t know traditional strategies, so each of her moves was a bit of a surprise to Rook. But it was hardly enough. Because she was thinking move by move, it didn’t take long for Rook to checkmate her. 

“Damn, that’s hard!” Carmen drained her glass. The wine had made her cheeks very flushed. The rosiness was sultry and alluring. Rook cleared her throat. 

“Let’s play again.”

“But shouldn’t we talk about why I lost?”

“Not yet. This game, try to remember what you did before. Think about what worked and didn’t, if you’re able, and change them.”

“Okay.” Carmen sounded sure and it pleased Rook. Of course she’d gone into the match expecting to win, but it was nice to see that Carmen could take losing. Part of learning to play meant losing a lot. 

They went through several more games. Each time Rook captured a piece of Carmen’s, she’d cuss or hiss, making Rook smile. Each piece of Rook’s that Carmen claimed earned a clap or a cheer. She’s more animated than the people I used to play with, I’ll give her that. 

Finally, though, there were no more smiles. Carmen’s forehead never lost its frown and her pursed lips signaled to Rook that she was too frustrated to keep playing. 

“Okay, we’re done. Let’s talk about it.”

“You’re so much better than me,” Carmen spat in frustration. 

“You’re used to being good at everything, aren’t you?” Rook teased. 

Carmen huffed and leaned back in her seat, drawing her knees up so that she formed a little ball. “That’s mostly true. I’m used to being good at things I try, or picking them up quickly.”

“I’ve been playing chess competitively since I was twelve,” Rook drawled. “I stopped playing when I was almost thirty. You can do the math and see how much practice it took to get to where I am.”

“Sure. But in that last game you beat me in fewer moves!”

“I did, but you were trying a radical new play compared to your previous cautious ones.”

“So... be more cautious?”

Rook leaned forward. Her head whooshed with the move and she felt heated and bold. “Do I look like someone who likes cautious?” This close to Carmen, she could smell the spicy cinnamon-clove smell of her perfume. It was surprising and exotic. 

Carmen’s pupils dilated and her breathing hitched. Rook couldn’t help but notice her knees dropped further to the side, but she didn’t withdraw from Rook’s advance. It would only take a little more effort to close the distance and kiss her. Seconds ticked by in Rook’s mind, her arms trembling with indecision. More than anything, she wanted this kiss. Needed it. 

But it was the first time they’d spent together. She barely knew Carmen.

She definitely wasn’t positive Carmen would welcome the attention.

And even if she was a lesbian...

How could I possibly be good enough for her? 

Carmen thought she was intimidating now, but she didn’t know about the hustling, or Rook’s debt, or about her being on parole. Carmen didn’t seem like the kind of girl to be okay with a fling, and no one wanted relationships with bad girls. Especially bad girls in their thirties because, if she were honest, Rook knew she was less badass and more hot mess. 

The moment was gone and she flopped back, her eyes squeezing shut so she could hide from her cowardice. “I think I drank too much. I should go home.” Her lids fluttered open again, but she stared at the board, not ready to look at Carmen yet. 

“Oh gosh, I’m so sorry. Let me call you a ride.” Carmen didn’t say whether she was going to pay for it, something Rook really should have thought of. 

“How close is the bus station?”

“It’s too late. Buses aren’t running. The car won’t take long—”

It make Rook’s stomach roil to admit it to Carmen, but she was screwed either way. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll walk.”

“You live close by?”

No. “Yeah, it’s not too far.”

“I’m not comfortable with you walking alone this late at night.”

Sighing and exasperated and with the wine dulling what little filter she had, Rook snapped. “I don’t have money for the car, Carmen. It’s walking or nothing. That’s the only reason I’m tutoring you and those kids, anyway. I’m broke and I need the cash.”

She knew she was imagining it, but it felt as if the air got colder as soon as she’d spat her confession out. Finally, Carmen spoke. “Okay. I’m sorry, I, um, wasn’t thinking. I could pay for your cab. Or... why don’t you stay here? I have a guest bedroom.” Her tone was guarded and Rook flinched. She knew she’d screwed up. 

“Thanks,” was all she could muster. Carmen showed her the guest room. It had it’s own bathroom with plastic-wrapped accessories ready for her, so she’d be able to shower and brush her teeth before sleep. Carmen’s fucking guest bedroom was nicer than Rook’s entire apartment. 

“So I’ll see you in the morning, then,” Carmen said, hovering in the door. Rook stepped as close as she dared. It wasn’t close enough. Wine speaking or not, she wasn’t sure it would ever be close enough. 

“I’m, um, sorry.”

“For what? Not having money for a cab? You don’t have to apologize for that.”

“I just feel like an asshole.” Carmen didn’t immediately shut this down, hammering another nail into the coffin Rook knew she’d built. She didn’t know how to get out of it. She was burying herself with her own dumb baggage and she hated it. “So, goodnight. Thanks for letting me stay over.”

“Sure.” Carmen lingered for a moment more before leaving Rook alone. 

The warm shower washed away some of the drunk-fugue in her mind and it became clear that she’d screwed up by letting Carmen know she was broke. She should’ve called Rooster or something. Brushing her teeth helped her feel more human, but it didn’t help the plaque of dejection growing in her heart. Sinking into the plush, luxurious bed should have sent her straight to sleep, but her mind was turning too much for rest to come. 

Some genius I am. 

For once, it was her thinking, How can I be so smart and yet so fucking stupid?
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Chapter Seven
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Carmen shut off her alarm before it went off. She hadn’t slept much, tossing and turning for most of the night. A lifelong good sleeper, her eyes itched and her mood growled at the lack of rest. 

How could she be expected to rest after the night she’d shared with Rook? 

Things had been going so well. Carmen flushed each time she remembered how tender and efficient Rook had been when bandaging her finger. Or God, that moment in the office when Rook had leaned so, so close. Carmen had gripped the arms of her chair to keep herself from moving forward and meeting Rook halfway for a kiss. 

That particular vision had plagued her thoughts more than she was comfortable with while in the dark, in her bed. Normally she loved the king size bed. Room to sprawl, no one to bother her. She could have all the covers and as many pillows as she wanted. Thinking about kissing Rook had made the bed too large, empty, and cold. 

Jesus. This can’t be happening. It’s just been too long since I last had sex. 

Except that while yes, it had been a long time, sex hadn’t been something she’d ever craved. She’d slept with the only two boyfriends she’d ever had and it had been nothing to write home about. Her friends all told her to communicate more in bed, and to tell her boyfriends what she wanted, but language wasn’t the issue. Attraction was. 

She was attracted as hell to Rook, and this time she didn’t think it was admiration or wanting to be like her. In fact, Rook was everything she didn’t want to be. Aimless, for one. She’d wondered why a world-class chess player was so eager to tutor a bunch of homeless teens in chess. Carmen had hoped it was because, like her, Rook was eager to change lives and make a difference. But Rook had set that straight last evening. “I’m broke and I need the cash.” Ouch. 

The money wasn’t the issue. It was the blasé way she’d shrugged off what they were doing for the kids at the shelter. This was Carmen’s passion. She’d devoted so much of her life to it... because she’d lived it, albeit for a short time. 

She knew how crowded shelters were. How hard it was to get fostered, especially if a person was older. She’d been lucky. Her mom had gotten her shit together and had come for Carmen. It was a rare case for parents who’d screwed up like Carmen’s mom had to regain custody of their children. 

She was so, so grateful. But having a happy ending to what could have been a tragic story didn’t stop Carmen from wanting something better. She just wanted it for all the teens who’d been like her. 

Hearing Rook dismiss those kids, dismiss the effort that Carmen was putting in... it changed the way Carmen viewed Rook. 

Maybe that’s a good thing. After all, you can’t afford to view her in any light except a business one. It’s not your fault she doesn’t understand or care. 

Carmen opened the windows to her bedroom. It was her favorite moment of each day. She woke up right before dawn, when the city was mostly sleeping. She could look out the window of the penthouse and see the early morning commuters on their way to work. Cafés and bakeries were just turning on their neon “open” signs. The sky was starting to wake up, too, stretching its purple, orange, and pink limbs across the horizon. 

Hard work and luck had changed her life. She’d started in pageants when she was young, before her mother’s drug addiction had cost them their home. When luck and her mother had found her again, hard work had gotten her back in the pageant circuit. It had helped her pay for college. It had helped her win her current title. Carmen wasn’t a quitter and she believed in the power of change, because so many people had taken a chance and believed in her. If she didn’t believe change was possible, what was she even doing trying to make a difference?

Which meant that, while Rook might not understand her fundraiser and passion now, maybe she could. And if Rook was broke when she had the skills she had, then there had to be a story there that Carmen didn’t have yet. 

She pulled on her running clothes and then grabbed a second set for her guest. 

Rook might not get it, and she might be broke and snarky and living with a wall around her heart that was one hundred feet thick, but that could change. If Carmen believed in her. If they worked hard together. 

The luck would come. 

“Rise and shine, Sugar Booger!” Carmen rapped hard on the door to the guest room. There was something comforting about sharing the austere apartment with another person. 

“Go away!”

...even if that person was grumpy in the morning. 

Carmen liked living rent free—loved it, because who wouldn’t?—but it wasn’t her place. Not really. Just a glorified hotel room with an extended stay program. It was in her contract. No painting the walls. No adding furniture. Certainly no removing furniture. She didn’t even have a say on the art on the walls. Mike had explained when she signed her agreement form it was because the apartment needed to always give a certain impression if press or photos were shot there. 

The perks almost made up for it. She had a cleaner who came once a week and someone who took care of her laundry. Because she didn’t have to pay rent and was paid a small stipend on top of any money she got from magazines she interviewed with or modeling she might wish to do, she was actually saving a small nest egg while working. 

But it wasn’t home. And now that she was going to be there for a while, she could feel the loneliness of the space seeping in. 

She pressed her ear to Rook’s door. There was no sound. My place, my rules. Carmen always woke with the dawn because she had shit to do and time waits for no woman. She knocked again, with both fists, creating a cacophony of obnoxious pounding. “Get up, Baby Boo! Time to meet the day, Magnolia! Wakey, Wakey, eggs and Bake-ee, Cookie! Time to—”

The door swung open and Rook looked positively evil as she glared at Carmen. Very hot evil. Tousled brown hair fell in heavy chunks around her face. It was wild in a went-to-bed-with-wet-hair way and her fingers itched to brush it back and out of her face. Gorgeous dark eyes were currently staring daggers, but Carmen’s gaze traveled to the tank top Rook was wearing, which showed tight nipples, and boy shorts.

No pants. 

The boy shorts were black and had a thick band like the boxer briefs she used to buy Phillip, her last boyfriend. They’d lived together long enough for small domestic gifts like that. But he’d never looked as good in them as Rook did now. Despite the mega sugar bomb coffees and junk food Rook favored, her stomach was flat and her torso long. The obviously braless breasts were small but perky. 

“If I wasn’t so goddamn irritated by this early wake up, I’d be flattered by all this staring,” Rook grunted. Carmen was jarred back into reality. She thrust the extra clothes she had at Rook, turning before the heat that prickled her cheeks made her even more obvious. 

“I brought you some clothes. What size shoe do you wear?”

“Um, I have shoes.”

“You have a pair of Vans, Rook. Now answer the question.”

“Eight and a half.”

“Perfect.” Carmen handed her a pair of running shoes, too. “Hurry up, we need to hit the pavement in ten minutes if I’m going to stick to my schedule. And no, this isn’t optional.” She turned and walked away before Rook could argue or try and talk herself out of running with Carmen. Though, as she rounded the corner and leaned into the wall, eyes shut and forehead pressed on the smooth surface, it had felt an awful lot like she just ran away from the shame of the situation. 

I was checking her out. Like, really checking her out.

It was undeniable. Carmen had seen plenty of girls in less than what Rook had been wearing. During the bigger pageants there were only large, shared spaces and quick costume changes. That meant she’d seen more than her fair share of fully nude women. She’d even admired them from time to time, admiring the toned abs on one or the sculpted calves on another. 

This had felt different. Her eyes hadn’t just been staring. They’d been devouring. Jesus, Rook made her feel things that were so new that she just felt sick with it. Like how her hands now clutched and unclutched and her side, like they were angry with her for not touching Rook’s body. She’d wanted to explore the curve of her waist and the sharp bones of her hips, jutting out above the low rise of the boy shorts. And holy hell, had anyone ever looked so amazing in basic underwear? Even Carmen’s sexiest pair of lace tangas wouldn’t hold the magnetic appeal of those shorts. She could be a Calvin Klein model. It was that slim, androgynous kind of sexy that suddenly Carmen couldn’t get enough of. 

Maybe it would be better if Rook bailed on the run. Carmen could jog to an ATM, take out some money to pay for a car for Rook, then take the longest cold shower of her life before heading back out to the shelter. It was tempting. So much so that she turned the corner to go back and call it off, only to collide with Rook in the hall. 

Their bodies knocked hard enough and Carmen was so out of it that she fell backwards, landing hard on her ass. 

“Fuck! I’m sorry,” Rook apologized and immediately held out a hand for Carmen. Dazed, Carmen grabbed it. As soon as their hands made contact the jolt that came from it shocked her into focus. Her heart felt like it was wedged in her throat. Rook pulled her up, and standing, she was suddenly extremely close to her. 

This close, she could see the fine lines that were hinted at the corners of Rook’s eyes. Her style and attitude helped Rook give off the impression of being much younger, early twenties. But Carmen knew from her research that Rook was at least thirty. The laugh lines were faint but it was obvious Rook was going to become even better looking with age. Lucky.

“Are you okay?” Rook released Carmen’s hand and she felt its absence immediately, only to be soothed by its return—this time on her shoulder. Heat flowed from the touch and it wasn’t until Rook repeated the question that Carmen realized she needed to answer. 

“Yeah. I’m, um, I’m fine. Let’s eat some peanut butter and go.”

“What?” Their bodies still hadn’t stepped away. Instead, they were slowly leaning into each other. 

Carmen reached out and hooked her fingers lightly under the hem of Rook’s borrowed shirt. She dragged her slowly, pulling the jersey out, until the woman shivered and wrestled back her control of herself. Carmen stepped away quickly. “Peanut butter. It’s just a little fat and protein before we run. Come on.”

She led the way into the kitchen, painfully aware of how that moment had almost become a moment. Like the night before. Less than twelve hours between almost-somethings. And she’d be spending most of her days with Rook, leaving room for a lot of almost-somethings. Be careful here, Carmen. You’ve got so much on the line. One misstep and it’ll all be gone. 

She thought about a former winner who’d been disgraced halfway through her reign. Photos had emerged of some lingerie and artistically nude photos of her from early in her life. It didn’t fit within the image Miss United States promoted, and her crown was removed and passed on to the runner up. Now the contestant lived forever in infamy, thanks to Wikipedia. It was all anyone would ever associate with her name. 

The rules were not explicit. They didn’t have to be. No living with boyfriends, no husbands? If they didn’t want even the implication of sex with a man, then imagine the scandal if—

“What are you thinking about?” Rook said before taking a giant lick of the peanut butter on the loaded spoon Carmen had handed her. Her tongue dragged long and pink across it. 

Carmen took her own small bite, using water to rinse her mouth before speaking. “I was thinking about the Miss United States winner two years ago. Anna Camptos.”

Rook’s nose wrinkled in the cutest way. “Why were you thinking about her?”

“She lost her crown halfway through because some photos of her surfaced.”

Dark eyes widened. “Ohh, were they fetish photos? Like leather and studs and ball gags and dildos and shit?”

Carmen’s mouth would have hung open if peanut butter didn’t have it glued shut. She swallowed hard and had to gulp water to recover. “God, no! It was just some partial nudes and lingerie! How do you even know about that kind of stuff?”

It was hard not to laugh when Rook rolled her eyes. “The internet, hello! I lost my e-virginity in an AOL chatroom when I was like, thirteen. I’m sure the other person was a creepy dude, but it was my first venture into pussy and I never looked back.”

There it was. Official and out. Rook was a lesbian. Carmen had known, but there hadn’t been anything official in her web scouting of the chess player. The undeniable attraction that was happening between them and the way Rook moved around her, spoke to her, flirted with her—all led to an obvious and logical conclusion. Lesbian. 

But without stating it, Carmen had an excuse. Because if she didn’t know, then her feelings, those clusterfuck feelings, might not be returned. So better not even fantasize about acting on them. “Wow.”

Shrugging, Rook put her fully-licked spoon in the dishwasher and smiled. “Yeah. Chat rooms were the best. But then there were the sites, and streaming porn, and that’s better sex education than the good folks of Davie County were willing to give in school.”

“When did you lose your virginity not online?”

Rook gave her a seductive, wicked half-grin. “Fourteen. She was a sophomore and I was a freshman. We made out for eight hours until our lips were numb, and then we had sex.” Carmen’s mind was in overdrive imagining eight hours of making out with Rook. How amazing their crushed, bruised lips and hungry hands would be. It sounded amazing and the look in Rook’s eyes made it clear that it was a happy memory. 

Looking at her watch, Carmen realized they were already ten minutes behind schedule. “Time to go.”

“You’re really going to make me run?”

“Yes. Come on!”

“You’ll regret it and you owe me breakfast after.”

“Deal.”

They hopped in the elevator and Carmen swiped the card that essentially locked down her apartment until she got back. “Why were you thinking about the former queen?” Rook asked, leaning against the handrail while they waited for the bottom floor. 

“Just feeling the pressure, I guess. I only have a few more months and I’m scared of screwing it up.”

“How would you screw it up? You’re the poster child of pageant. Great teeth, banging body, fabulous hair, do-gooder attitude.”

You forgot latent lesbian tendencies flaring to life at the worst possible moment. Carmen needed a subject change. She was still thinking about Rook’s making out for eight hours story. “What are you thinking about?”

“Now I’m thinking about leather and studs and ball gags and dildos.”

The elevator pinged, the door open, and Carmen took a deep breath as she stepped out. She couldn’t keep up with Rook’s flirty nature and bluntness. But I can make her keep up with me now.

Setting a quick warm up pace, she needed to gain back some of the time lost in the morning chat with Rook. And if the woman responsible for making Carmen lose focus was punished a bit by the brutal pace, well, it added a little comfort. After all, it wasn’t fair that she was the only one struggling.
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Chapter Eight
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She’d made her run. As Rook sat, helping a teen named Jane through some basic defense tactics, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to stand after tutoring. Every inch of her lower half was sore. Her thighs still quivered, even now that they were stationary. 

Not only had Carmen forced Rook to run an impossibly long distance at a pace that would challenge athletes, but then she’d made her a green smoothie for breakfast. After exercise like that, she deserved a stack of pancakes smothered in syrup with a side of eggs and bacon. Instead, she’d watched Carmen put bananas and weird seeds and almond milk and protein powder and fucking kale into a blender and then have the audacity to declare it “scrumptious.” It was a salad in a blender! There is no scrumptious about it!

Okay, okay, it wasn’t actually that bad. And, perhaps feeling a little guilty, Carmen had poured her an extra large glass of it and added some honey to hers. 

The final straw had been skipping coffee. 

Carmen made her skip coffee so they weren’t late to the shelter. There had been time for Rook to go find some while Carmen was in a meeting, but Carmen kept assuring her the meeting was “just five more minutes” about five hundred times. So instead of caffeine, Carmen had given her tea and said in such a chipper tone that Rook had seen red that it was time to get to work. 

It didn’t matter that Rook felt full and, despite the weakness in her lower half, more awake than she’d felt in years. It was the principal! Carmen was punishing her, she was sure of it. It was probably because of her comment about only working at the shelter for cash. 

Yep, the run and the healthy food cleared the wine right out of her system. There was no doubt that it wasn’t the money that had changed Carmen’s tone the night before. Only being inebriated would lead to that conclusion. Carmen was devoting all her time and energy to helping people without money. Rook felt like an idiot for even coming to that conclusion, drinking or not. 

In fact, it didn’t take her long to connect her off-hand snap about money and the shelter with Carmen’s change in disposition. Rook had made it sound like Carmen’s passion for the fundraising tournament was a trial for her. Up until she’d actually helped out, it had been. Rook had never been one to ‘help out’ and she’d screwed up by making it sound like she didn’t care that Carmen cared, well, so much. Rook never would have guessed that contributing to a cause greater than herself could actually be rewarding. 

But Jane mastered a few defense maneuvers and smiled as she held off Rook’s attack for five more moves than their previous game. And others were showing the same aptitude. Asking for books. Asking good questions about plays. They weren’t great players, but they were interested, and with time that was what mattered. 

It was, well, fun to be playing again. Even if she wasn’t challenged on the board, Rook enjoyed the challenge of balancing teaching with playing and seeing the leaps and bounds the teens made with little instruction. Carmen was there, too, giving her secret smiles and quick, reassuring brushes across her back and shoulder. 

Hopefully that meant the punishment was over. Because Rook absolutely was not running again the next day. As soon as she was on her own, she’d do her best to eat a whole pint of ice cream, too. Just to feel a little like herself. 

That’s assuming you stay with Carmen again. Last night was situational. Unless you plan on getting her drunk each night, then you’re headed home tonight. It made her heart sink a bit, even if it was the logical answer. The past twenty four hours had been the most time she’d spent with a single person in years. Rooster came close, but he had a job as an adjunct professor at the school. When it was exam season, she wouldn’t see him for at least a week and often longer. It had been nice to spend so much time with Carmen. 

It helped that Carmen was at least a little attracted to her. Rook had felt the sexual tension between them in the kitchen and elevator like negative and positive electrons. If they ever managed to come together...

Teasing her had been delightful. Carmen wore her emotions on her sleeve. Rook took pleasure in her discomfort as she relayed losing her virginity. When she’d said the word “dildo”, Carmen’s face had been the deepest shade of red Rook had ever seen. That had been a riot. 

I need to apologize. That was another thing Rook didn’t have a lot of experience with. Oh, she’d been sorry about being caught doing wrong things plenty. But being genuinely sorry about something she’d said or done? Rare. 

Carmen was doing something to her that was unfamiliar. It was changing her, quickly, snapping and reshaping her into someone who yearned. The last time she’d felt want like this, she’d been much younger and the situation just a sticky and messy as the one with Carmen. But it also had been threaded with pain and emotional wounds that had sent her running. This thing with Carmen didn’t have that, yet. Probably because it doesn’t have anything at all. This is a one-sided game.

As the teens began a series of round robin, she pulled Carmen to the side. “Hey, thanks for last night. I appreciate you letting me crash at your place.”

The dusting of pink across Carmen’s cheeks made her heart soar. “It was no problem. I’ve got all that space. No thanks for the run and the smoothie?”

Rook pulled a face. “Uh, nope. I’m still not sure how I’m going to get up the stairs to my apartment after this. The only thing motivating me is the promise of junk food.”

“Gross,” Carmen said, but she was laughing. “Why don’t you just come home with me? Skip the stairs?” 

“Are we ordering pizza?”

“No, but I’ll make one. A little less greasy but it will have cheese. Come on, I’ll order us a car.”

Rook was in the clouds. The only thing holding her back was something pretty basic. “I’ll need to pick up some clothing from my place.”

“Okay, that makes sense. We’ll drop by, you can pick up some clothes, and then we’ll go to my place and play.” Of course Carmen meant chess, but both of them bit their lips at the same time at the unintentional innuendo. “You know what I mean,” Carmen added, as if that clarified things. 

“Right. Sure.” 

Time slowed down after that, until finally, finally, it was time to go. 

Rook found that, despite her wobbly legs, when she left with Carmen she had a little pep in her step. 
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“THIS IS MY PLACE. DON’T judge.” Rook darted in, heading straight to her room to grab some clothes and pajamas. With her focus narrowed, she could pretend her place didn’t look drab and sloppy compared to the penthouse suite. 

“Are you kidding me?” Carmen’s voice echoed, following her. “This place is amazing!” 

It was, or it could be, if Rook took better care of it. Exposed brick walls and a revamped kitchen, paired with the original hardwood floors, made the apartment chic. Her drab furniture and messy habits were not so hip. The rent, too, was not cheap. Something Rook was painfully aware of as she remembered her debt to Rooster and her parents. 

She’d done the math. There wasn’t going to be enough money at the end of tutoring to pay off what she owed and pay rent. And this job was temporary. After the tournament she’d have no job at all. 

The sound of another voice made her jerk up and rush back out. Rooster was standing in the doorway with the goofiest smile ever. “Hey, Rookie. Care to introduce me?”

“Dork, you know her already. You’re the one who connected me with her, remember? This is Miss United States, Carmen Barnes.” As she said Carmen’s title, Rook added a flourish with her arm and did a small curtsy. 

Carmen reached out and shook his hand. “Joey, nice to put a face to the name.” He took her hand but was giving Rook such an obvious oh-man-do-you-see-this-hot-chick look that she wanted to slap him. 

“Please, my parents don’t even call me Joey. Everyone calls me Rooster.”

“What? Why?”

He released her hand and pointed to the red hair and beard. “I’m quite the cockerel.”

“Nah, just a cock,” Rook joked as he walked over and wrestled her into a hug. 

“I see Miss Congeniality hasn’t rubbed off on you,” he shot back before releasing her. 

“Actually, Miss United States can’t be Miss Congeniality. It’s a different award.” Carmen looked embarrassed as she corrected him, but Rook loved every minute of it. Take that, Rooster. “And Rook has been the pinnacle of class and manners since we met.”

That made Rooster’s jaw hang comically open. “No,” he breathed. “Say it ain’t so! I refuse to believe it.”

Carmen held a straight face for an admirably long time before erupting into chuckles. “You shouldn’t, I’m lying. She’s been a bit sassy, but I’ve been keeping her on her best behavior. I find it’s best if you wear her out with long runs in the morning. Helps keep her calm. And no coffee—too stimulating for the crass part of her mind.”

This time Rooster swept Rook back into his arms protectively. “Oh, babe. She made you run?”

“Uh huh,” she groaned, every bit as pathetic as she could manage.

“And no caffeine?”

“Uh huh. She gave me tea.”

“You poor, poor thing. You need to charge more.”

Carmen laughed loudly then, and Rook’s stomach did a flip. “You two are delightful. But speaking of paying, we’ve got to get going, Rook. It’s my tutoring time, and I’d hate to have a breach of contract.” 

“Okay, let me grab my bag.”

Rooster followed her back into her bedroom and closed the door behind them. “Rook,” was all he had to say. 

“Oh fuck, I know.”

“You are so hot for her.”

Rook plopped on the edge of her bed. “It’s obvious?”

“Even the blind would see it, babe. Is she even gay?”

“Hell if I know. It feels like she is, or at least curious, but I haven’t exactly asked.”

“Why not?” He began to pack a bag for her, picking t-shirts that were flattering and her tightest jeans. 

“Um, because I’m just her chess coach? ‘Hey, let me tell you about the Desperado strategy and oh hey, are you gay?’ I don’t think that would go over well.”

“There are ways to work it in. Besides, your gaydar isn’t bad. If you think she’s at least curious, then she probably is.” 

Rook zipped the overnight bag shut. Rooster was a good friend. No, make that great friend. But he was as hopeless with the men and women he dated as she was in her own romantic endeavors. A romantic at heart, he assumed every crush had the potential to turn into the real thing. Flowers, ring, marriage, and a happily ever after. Rook tended to be a bit more cynical. Drinks, sex, and losing the phone number the next day. 

Carmen was different. For one, no one else could ever had convinced Rook to go running. Not even Rooster. Yet Carmen had dragged her out of bed at the ass crack of dawn, given her the shoes, and got Rook out the door. More importantly, for all her groaning and griping, Rook still wanted to spend time with Carmen. 

So yes, she had a pretty good gaydar and yes, she desperately wanted to find out if there was a mutual attraction between them that Carmen might consider acting on. But Rook was also painfully aware that if she was wrong, even in the slightest, Carmen had no reason to try and repair what would be broken. She’d fire Rook, or at the least move on, and Rook would be left trying to put the pieces back on the board. 

In chess, an opening was a gambit. Rook could see most any gambit by another player and know what they were thinking and how to counter it. Her mind flipped through the moves and scenarios before they happened. With Carmen, though, everything was a surprise and she was struggling to set up a defense before it was too late. 

They were in the same spot as the night before. The gorgeous board was set and Carmen had slowed her attack, continually asking questions about the pieces. This was the new strategy. Rook knew she’d win, and so did Carmen. This time she had her go piece by piece and try to imagine all the ways Rook could use it to win. 

It was slow going and not as fun as a game, but Carmen’s eyebrows were pressed tight together and the tip of her tongue kept darting out as she concentrated. “Okay, so this piece here—”

“The rook?”

“Yes. Oh lord, your parents didn’t name you for a chess piece, did they? Because if they did, I can start to understand some of the baggage you’ve got with the game.”

“My mom studies birds, and I don’t have baggage.”

Carmen sat up, ignoring the board. “You totally have baggage. No one quits at the height of their success and is as grumpy as you are unless they have baggage.”

“I’m not grumpy, either.” Rook folded her arms in front of her chest. 

Carmen rolled her eyes. “Right. And you aren’t contrary, either. Fine, don’t talk about it.”

“Don’t talk about what? And if you move there, I’ll just take your bishop with my queen and you’ll be two moves away from losing.”

Flustered, Carmen set her piece back and tried to see the moves that Rook was threatening her with. But, obviously distracted now, she chose wrong again and moved the same piece. Rook retaliated, taking the bishop with the queen. Carmen tried to move her king to a safe spot. Rook moved her pawn, trapping the king. Only one move left. Carmen took it. Rook slid her queen into place. 

“Checkmate.”

“Yeah, just like you said.”

“Then why did you do it?

“Why are you avoiding talking to me?”

Rook pressed her palms into her eyes. “I don’t know. I’m not big on talking about my past.”

“Is it super tortured?”

In spite of herself, Rook laughed. “What if it was? You’d feel like an ass, then!”

“Maybe I’d just feel like a kindred spirit.”

Whoa. She searched Carmen’s face for a hint of a joke, but there wasn’t any. “I’m, um, sorry.”

“For what? You don’t know anything about me beyond my crown. I’m surprised you’ve wanted to spend this much time with me.” Carmen mirrored Rook’s frown. “Sorry, that was insecure. I don’t know why I said it.” 

“It’s okay. And you’re fun, Carmen, and super smart. It’s easy to spend time with you.” You also have a smoking hot body and you make me feel like I could be more than I am and sometimes when I look at you it hurts because you’re so fucking perfect. Rook’s thoughts gushed, disordered and messy. Clearly she was in deep. “I’m going to get more wine. Is that okay?”

“Sure. I’m going to set up the board again.”

Rook walked away, unsure of what was happening. Her gaydar was pinging her mighty hard. Carmen wanted to get to know her. Wanted to share. Weren’t those the things you did with someone you were interested in? Isn’t that date-stuff? But she was also setting up the chess board. And they still mostly talked about chess. Maybe Rook spending the night was solely a convenience for Carmen, who was busy from the moment she woke up. 

Relax. You’re making yourself crazy. 

When Rook got back, she was startled to see checker pieces on the board. She was red and Carmen had black. “Um, do I really need to go over the chess pieces that much?”

“Nope. I just need something different. With checkers I have a chance at winning.”

Rook was intrigued. She hadn’t played checkers since she was a kid. Pouring them both large glasses, she tried to remember the game. “Okay, this could be fun.”

“Let’s make it extra fun. Aren’t you always telling me you need a motivation to win?”

“Sure, but how does one make checkers ‘extra fun’?”

“For each piece you claim, you get to ask the other person a question and they have to answer it honestly.”

The air seemed to freeze in Rook’s lungs. Now she was sure. This felt... flirty. And while she didn’t have a smooth opportunity to ask Carmen about her sexuality before, this was a chance that made total sense and held little to no risk. Confirmation that something was brewing between them. 

“Deal.”

“You go first.” 

It only took a few moves for Rook to lose a piece to Carmen. “I’m starting big, baby. Why did you quit Chess?”

Rook didn’t want to answer. She wanted to ask her questions, to skip Carmen finding out too much about her. What good was it if Carmen turned out to be gay, but then wasn’t interested in Rook after getting to know her better? The competitive nature in her won, though. Tit for tat. 

“I hate saying it out loud. But I just didn’t want to be the smart chess girl anymore. I’d been labeled as a genius and a prodigy chess player for most of my life. It felt like that was all people saw of me. It sounds dumb, but it was like the title came with all these expectations. I felt boxed in by them. So when I had a string of big wins, I banked the money and I just quit.” Rook picked at her fingernails, too afraid to look at Carmen. When she heard her reasoning out loud, it always sounded bratty and spoiled. Oh no, poor smart Rook Black with all her championships wants to be something more? Boo-fucking-hoo. 

You’re leaving a part out, there, Rookie. Are you going to tell her you quit because you kept losing to Petra? That each time you face her, you lost your confidence? That you ran like a baby from something you wanted so badly?

“I get that. Titles definitely come loaded with expectations and it can be exhausting proving them wrong. Even after all the effort, some people just don’t care that you’re a human and not just a title. I mean, hello, beauty queen here. Everyone thinks I’m ditzy and shallow and probably just waiting around for a rich husband.”

The squeeze in Rook’s chest was almost too much to bear. The courage rose like a wave within her and she directly met Carmen’s gaze. It was like they’d both been swimming alone for so long, and this connection helped them rest, even for just a moment. “That’s it exactly. The difference is you’re doing good and trying to better the world while proving everyone wrong. I’m getting arrested and coming off as a royal ass to get my point across.”

Carmen’s mouth opened a little. “You’ve been arrested? Why?”

“You’ll have to get another piece.”

Apparently Carmen liked challenges as much as Rook did—she jumped two more pieces soon after. “Why were you arrested, and why do you need the tutoring money?”

“Fuck, straight to the heart of it. Just know I’ll be asking you big ones, too.”

“You’ll have to jump a piece, first.”

Rook grunted in appreciation. “Fine, fine. They’re one and the same, anyway. I blew through my winnings. Like I told the kids—you’re not going to be driving Mercedes off Chess Trophies. I had a nice savings account, but then there’s rent and food and partying and traveling. It goes fast. I don’t have a degree, you know. Or any marketable job skills. What good is a high IQ other than wowing people at parties? So I started hustling the chess kids in the parks around nearby cities. Like pool hustling but substantially less sexy. Then I got caught.”

“I don’t know, smart chess girls can be pretty sexy.” Rook’s heart skipped a beat and Carmen’s gaze dropped. She quickly added, “Your move.” 

Flustered, Rook looked at the board and spotted an opportunity for a piece. She jumped, smiling in triumph. “Ha.” 

“You’ve got a pressing question for me there, Rookie?” Carmen’s words came out sultry. The moment became thin, stretched, and alive. Two components waiting for a catalyst. Then Rook-the-tournament-winner took over. 

Her life since meeting Carmen had jumbled into a ball. It was messy. Tangled. A roller coaster of feeling on top of the world and feeling so insecure and feeble that it cracked her planning. Her process, which had so far let her get to where she was. 

And where exactly is that, Rook? Undeserving and lonely? Broke and a criminal? 

Her mind filtered the scenarios and before, her gambit seemed solid. Play her hand hard and fast. Are you gay? Or Do you find me attractive? But those questions fell solely on Rook’s side of the board. What she wanted was the Queen. If she ignored all the other pieces in her quest, would she lose? Was she leaving herself open? 

“Tell me about your childhood.”

The safer choice. Redesign defense. Tackle the issue from a distance. 

“That’s not a question.” Carmen was leaning back, her tone less sure. Whatever chemical response they’d been having, the end result wasn’t what she’d expected. 

“Why did you say your past was super tortured?” 

Carmen finished her wine and tucked her feet underneath her. “So, remember when I said I understood titles and roles and expectations?”

“Yes.”

“This is sort of like that. My dad left when I was a baby. I don’t know who he is and I’m okay with that. But my mom had a pretty hard time with it. She had a super tough time working three jobs to keep me in school and pay bills. The way she got through working three jobs and raising a daughter was by using cocaine.”

Rook’s stomach sank, but she nodded. “I guess that would help.”

“It did. She put me in a lot of pageants, I think, so I wouldn’t feel unworthy. Maybe she was worried that I’d believe my dad leaving was my fault. I never thought that. I did see how happy my winning made her, so I kept at it to make her happy.

“Eventually the amount of cocaine she needed was too much for her body to keep going. She crashed and lost her jobs. We lost the apartment. We lived in the car for a few months until one of my teachers figured out what had happened. She called it in and I went to foster care for a while.”

Rook leaned in, wanting to reach out and comfort Carmen. But Carmen’s warning was echoing in her mind. She didn’t want comfort or to be labeled because of this. So Rook’s hands stayed folded in her lap. 

“I was lucky. My foster family was awesome. I’m still in touch with them. And my mother went to rehab and was able to get her life together. She came for me. It was rare and it was lucky. But for a small chunk of my life, I was homeless. So I try to give back and show that it’s possible to move on.”

She wanted to say something, but there weren’t words. Rook had asked a question and Carmen had answered it. “That’s an incredible story.”

“It is. Thanks for not saying any of the regular bullshit.”

“Like what?”

“How brave I must be, or how hard it must have been, or how I’m a real trooper. That sort of thing. I get that people are trying to be nice and that the admiration is real, but my childhood helped make me who I am. It’s not the totality of who I am.”

Rook’s whole body was singing. Carmen was articulating something she’d felt for so long but been unable to fuse together into a coherent package. “I really get that. Like, so much.”

“I didn’t think that’s what you’d ask,” Carmen mumbled, before directing her attention to the board. “But now you need to prepare for the interrogation!” With that, she jumped four of Rook’s pieces in one go. She’d been luring Rook’s attention with one piece pushing hard, while setting up the rest for this bold move. 

“Oh, shit,” Rook stared in awe. Carmen had almost double the pieces on the board that Rook had. She was going to lose, and at freakin’ checkers. “Okay, ask away.”

“What do you mean, you really get it? You seem so confident. So much yourself.”

“Yeah, but that’s just, I don’t know... a mechanism of coping, I guess. My IQ was first tested when I was five and I scored better than most adults. My parents didn’t know how to raise someone like me, so they picked something to challenge me. Give me focus, you know?”

“Chess.”

“Yep. And it helped. I liked being good at something. But the tournaments were increasing and with each win, the media exposure. But it was always the same labels. Genius girl or chess prodigy, and eventually Grandmaster. Which isn’t as rare as you’d think. Anyway, I always got asked the same questions, and labeled with the same titles. There wasn’t a chance, in all of that rush, to figure out who I wanted to be.”

“So you made a persona? Like this tattooed, rock-chick looking, tough-acting Rook?”

“Yep. It helped for a while, but then it also became part of the label. It was like I couldn’t claim anything, just be the person other people thought I should be.”

“Yeah, you get it. That’s nice. I didn’t expect to find so much common ground, you know?”

“I didn’t expect you to be so smart, if I’m honest.” Rook offered an apologetic shrug. 

Carmen smiled in response. “Yeah, we were both a bit guilty of jumping to conclusions. Second question: What’s it like being so smart? Do you think it changes how you interact with people?”

“Do you mean, do I find everyone stupid and boring?”

“Maybe I was hoping it didn’t sound like that. But yeah, kind of.”

Rook cracked her fingers. “Okay, so here’s the thing. I’m good at problem solving. So all those tests for my IQ were based on that. How things work. My brain just sees patterns and remembers things with a scary degree of accuracy. But just because I get concepts easily doesn’t mean I do things with ease. I made shitty grades in high school, you know? I don’t have a lot of friends, I don’t date people for very long—”

“Because they can’t keep up with you?” Carmen interrupted. 

“That’s your fourth question,” Rook teased back. “Sometimes. Usually, though, it was because they expected a lot from me. Money, success, whatever. And when they’d see I just played chess and read a bunch of books, they’d leave. Or I’d leave them.

“I guess it’s like asking a twin if what they feel is different. How would they know? They’ve always been a twin. I know I’m probably different, because the ‘normal’ things people use to explain the world don’t click with me. But I’ve always been this way, and it’s exhausting.”

“I’m not going to lie and say I get that, specifically. But I think you sell yourself short. I understood the concept as you explained it. Now, it’s your move.”

“You’re going to win.”

“And you’re going to lose. Have you lost before?”

“Sure. Tons. But never to someone like you.”

Carmen’s nose wrinkled. “I think I’m supposed to be offended.”

“Nope. I meant that as the biggest compliment.” And Rook did. Like Rooster, Carmen was able to whittle away the pretense. When she asked a question, all she expected was truth. No glamor or ‘wow’ factor. Just Rook’s answer, however she chose to give it. But unlike Rooster, when Carmen listened and responded, it lit Rook up. Made her crave more. Made her interested in learning and growing into someone worthy. 

She asked silly questions after that. Favorite food (sushi), most embarrassing moment (Carmen once peed herself on stage as a child contestant), and guilty pleasure (it changed. Currently caramel macchiatos, thanks to Rook). As if taking a clue from Rook, Carmen kept the rest of her questions light, asking Rook for her favorite book (Sideways Stories from Wayside School), her favorite memory (roller skating with her mom and dad), and her guilty pleasure (The nineties television show ‘Sliders’). 

Then Carmen won, did a dance that was deliciously similar to the one from the elevator, and called it a night. She walked Rook to the guest bedroom. “Thanks for playing with me and letting me win.”

Rook loved the way Carmen leaned against the doorframe, lingering. It felt comfortable but made her stomach flip, because she still didn’t know what comfortable meant. Was Carmen as attracted to her as she was to Carmen? Was the honesty they’d shared because they wanted to get to know each other more intimately, or was it just friends? For all of her bold claims, this was one puzzle she couldn’t figure out. She thought she had all the answers, but the assurance she usually had was gone. “I didn’t let you win. I don’t know that I’ve ever played checkers more than once or twice. It was fun to do something different.”

“To be fair, I will probably put ‘beat genius at checkers’ on my resume.” 

“Go ahead. I’ll put ‘spent the night with beauty queen’ on mine.” 

Carmen’s breath hitched and her pupil’s expanded, black and wanting. Her makeup from the morning had mostly faded and the eyeliner smudged, making her hooded lids sultry and inviting. She licked her lips as she stared at Rook’s, her body leaning in. 

Jesus. It was an invitation. Every cell in Rook’s body was twisting, eager to connect. Her pussy throbbed and all she had to do was close the distance. “Final questions. I get one and you get one,” Rook whispered, lust making her voice shaky and husky. 

Carmen bit her lip before nodding and Rook swallowed her moan. “I’ll go first,” Carmen said. “Will you go to a fundraiser thing with me? It’s at the Hyatt. Black tie sort of thing, but it’s the preliminary event before the tournament. I meant to ask you before, but we’ve been busy.”

She was being asked out. On a date. By Miss United States. “Yeah, I’d like that.”

“Okay. Good.” Carmen exhaled and Rook wondered if she’d been worried that Rook might reject her. That she felt the same caution and fear made it more real to Rook. It wasn’t just in her head. She never needed checkers to ask the question (not that she’d asked it, chicken). It had been obvious all along and, like so many other things, Rook had just created excuses not to pursue what she wanted. 

Now it was time to just go for it. Hands clenching, she bit the bullet. “Okay, my turn. May I kiss you?” 
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Chapter Nine
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How many moments had led to this one? A handful of flirtations, maybe? Or a lifetime of ignoring impulses and writing off desires? It felt like the latter as Rook’s words seared through Carmen, a hot flame which wounded and cauterized at the same time. When Rook looked at her like she was then, it was as if Carmen’s skin peeled back and revealed every hidden secret in every crevice of her body. 

Exposed and raw and utterly free. 

“May I kiss you?”

To answer out loud was to give voice to something Carmen wasn’t ready to admit. Acting on it somehow felt easier, less complicated. So she shut her eyes and leaned in, lips ready. 

The kiss was a breath of life. It invigorated and shook her in ways she’d only imagined. Rook’s soft lips slanted against hers, their hot breath mingling, and Carmen’s whole world lurched. The tip of Rook’s tongue traced her bottom lip and it was easy, oh, so easy, to open and invite her in. The hot press of fingers on her waist drowned any protests she might have had and Carmen let herself be pulled close, pressed hard against Rook’s body. 

Still, she didn’t explore. Not yet. Instead she inhaled the moment like oxygen, breathing in every sense of rightness she’d never known before. All other kisses and touches were rubbish compared to this. Was it even still a kiss? Was she being touched? Her nerves were firing so quick it was as if she hummed. 

“Jesus,” she gasped, before finally opening her eyes. Rook was right there, filling her space, her mind. She wanted for her to fill her body, too. “I’m asking another question.”

“Okay,” Rook answered before trailing a finger along Carmen’s jaw so slowly her skin sang beneath the touch. 

“How did you know?”

“That you were gay?” The finger moved to her mouth, brushing softly against moist lips. “I wasn’t a hundred percent sure. But it’s just been so... easy, with you. To be softer.” The hand dropped and Rook’s thumb began drawing designs on Carmen’s collarbone. She leaned into the touch, though they were already so, so close. “And I’ve wanted you since you walked into the coffee shop. My turn. Have you done this before?”

World spinning, Carmen leaned her forehead into Rook’s shoulder. Arms circled her and hands stroked up and down her spine, soothing her and turning her on in turns. “No,” she whispered. “I never have with someone like you.” A woman. It was on the tip of her tongue and Rook had just named it—that you were gay?—as if it was the most natural thing in the world. 

It is the most natural thing in the world. Dolphins are gay and have homosexual sex for fun. So do gorillas and giraffes. She’d done her research, trying to make sense of her desires, or maybe trying to talk herself out of them. Did it matter? 

Because there was no denying this. She would never be able to undo the kiss or the things she knew would follow it. Every touch was being etched in her bones and she wanted that writing deep, and she wanted it everywhere. “Show me. Teach me. Touch me, please,” she begged, her hands gaining a frantic life of their own. 

Carmen grabbed at Rook, never clenching, but relishing how the angles of her shoulders felt the way she’d imagined. She hooked the bottom of Rook’s t-shirt and the chess player let her tug it up and off. She let Carmen’s eyes roam over smooth, creamy skin. There was a constellation of moles across her chest and her flat stomach. The tattoos on Rook’s arms were suddenly invitations and Carmen traced each design before leaving a tender kiss on the octopus on the inside of Rook’s wrist. 

“Come on,” Rook murmured, taking her by the hand and leading her into the guest bedroom. It helped that they weren’t going to Carmen’s room. She wasn’t sure she was ready for that. Something about it screamed committing to a future she was too scared to consider. Inside, Rook began to undress Carmen. With each article of clothing she’d look her in the eye, questioning. Is this okay? Is it okay if I do this? Carmen was grateful for Rook’s patience and compassion, but the more naked she became the more secure she felt with what was about to happen.

Yes, it was all okay. 

When they stood, naked, Rook began to kiss her again. The tips of their breasts pressed together and Carmen realized that without her trademark heels, she was only a little taller than Rook. Skin burned and craved more skin. Rook’s tongue began to dip and taste. First the hollow of Carmen’s neck. Then her clavicles. Rook’s hands grazed below Carmen’s breasts before lifting them. It was so different from other times she’d been touched. Carmen’s mind wasn’t drifting and she wasn’t desperate to get it over with. She was focused, wanting to keep prolonging this first step into the forbidden. 

Rook, god, Rook kissed her everywhere. Not an inch of skin was skipped until Carmen was writhing and begging for something deeper and wetter and harder. She lay on her back with Rook sucking a hipbone, sheets tangled at their feet. Soft hands gripped her knees firmly and Carmen let her legs fall open. 

There was something powerful in laying so open and exposed for Rook. Her insecurities disappeared. Her hips rolled, and invitation that became demand. When Rook slid a finger inside, Carmen gasped. 

How had she thought this would be difficult? Foreign? It made so much sense she almost laughed as Rook added another finger, and then another. Everything felt familiar; the touches, the sounds, her moans. But it was better. So, so much better. 

When she came she cried and Rook kissed away her tears. 

And if she’d thought being touched was a joy, it was only because she had yet to discover the rapture of touching another. Rook’s calm voice coached her, telling her the things she liked and didn’t. Carmen listened, relishing the gentle instruction. She found herself aroused again as Rook’s voice and demeanor finally cracked, back arching and thighs clenching. 

I did that, Carmen thought with wonder. I want to do it again. 

And so she did, until both of them lay in a sweaty tangle, limbs languid and lust sated. Carmen was asleep before she could contemplate what the change truly meant. 

––––––––
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“I KNOW THAT FLUSH,” Rooster joked. “It’s been six weeks, Rookie. Six weeks and I’ve barely seen you! How are you even able to walk straight? Oh, that’s funny. Ha, straight.”

“Yes, you are so clever,” Rook responded, rolling her eyes. “I’ve been busy. Tutoring. Making the money I need to pay you back.” She knew she wasn’t fooling him. Tutoring took up four to five hours of her day, max. But despite it, her days felt full. There was running or lifting weights with Carmen in the morning. She still didn’t love it, but when she flexed her former chicken arms had some impressive tone. Mostly she enjoyed watching Carmen workout, lithe muscles making even the toughest exercise look graceful and easy. Then Carmen went to meetings and jetted around town while Rook went to the local coffee shop and worked. They’d needed a part-time barista in the mornings and it suited her. Not so much the talking to customers, but she liked the science of brewing and the artistry in latte foam. Also, and this was quite important, Carmen couldn’t stop her from drinking her mega caramel macchiato. With two extra shots, just to be spiteful. Her parole officer, Betty, could meet her there, too. Betty was pleasant and efficient and Rook lost the sense of shame she’d felt about having to meet with her. 

There was just enough time to grab lunch and the bus to get to the shelter. It still wasn’t a movie. No one at the shelter was radically changed by learning chess and suddenly found a new lease on life. But Carmen said that she’d heard their grades were improving and that more than a handful could be found playing matches even when Rook wasn’t around. Their gameplay had improved and it was fun to challenge them with more advanced strategies. 

Nights were spent with Carmen. They played, they played, then they played some more. To Rook’s delight, Carmen was a fast learner. She had a good memory and was able to practice a host of strategies. She still couldn’t predict or read well, but for someone who’d only been playing a little over a month? It was impressive. If Ms. Albert wasn’t stunned by Carmen’s abilities, then Rook would be surprised. 

“So it’s going well? You look like it’s going well.” He shuffled through some dresses, pulling one out now and then and throwing it over his arm. 

Rook looked at her feet, her cheeks heating. “The tutoring is going well.”

“Don’t make me spell it out. Because I will start asking intimate questions in a very loud voice.” Seeing as they were in the middle of a chic, high-end clothing store, Rook would rather he not. They were already getting looks from the sales women and she didn’t have Richard Gere’s credit card to help achieve a “Pretty Woman” moment. 

“Fine. Fine. Things with Carmen are incredible.”

“I think this is the longest you’ve dated someone since we were friends. It might be a record for both of us,” he mused. “So you’re going to have to let me know all your secrets.”

“There isn’t a secret. She challenges me. I’m never bored with her.”

“Is she also a super genius?”

Rook frowned. “No, but that’s not what I needed. God, I can only imagine trying to date someone with the ego I had before Carmen. I only had this one thing that made up my world: Smart Chess Player. She’s made me try other things I’d never considered.”

“Like tribbing?”

She punched his arm. “You’re so crass. Also, tribbing is Lesbo 101, so no. I’ve tried cooking. You’ll never believe it, but I’ve been eating vegetables. Like, every day. And the exercise.”

“You aren’t going to become one of those couples that look and act exactly alike, are you? Am I going to have to buy matching flannels for Christmas? Here, try these on.” He thrust an armful of dresses at her and hurried her toward the dressing room. 

“Why do I keep you around, Rooster, when all you do is make fun of me?”

“It is because I make fun of you, babe. You need someone who knows your shit stinks like the rest of us.”

“And with that, I’m locking you out of the room. Shoo.” She slammed the dressing room door shut in his face and locked it. She could hear his snickering through the door. 

Hanging up his picks, Rook frowned. For one, everything was a bright color. Her wardrobe was one hundred percent jeans or leggings and black t-shirts. Second, there was glitter. And sequins. And... was that tulle? Oh hell no. 

But the fundraiser was that night, and she’d told Carmen she’d go. It would be their first date. Sure, they’d made love and fucked a hundred different ways, but this was a date. Out. In public. She’d have Miss United States on her arm. The thought made her breath shallow and her stomach fluttering. I can’t believe I have puppy love in my thirties. 

She’d never tell anyone, not even Carmen, but it was kind of awesome. Really awesome. 

The best. 

The last time she’d felt something remotely similar had been in her teens, and it had resulted in the puppy love getting twisted into an angst that had haunted her until she’d quit chess. No use lingering on that. That had been the stupidity of youth. Carmen’s the real thing. 

With that, she huffed and stripped, pulling on the dress that had normal straps and made sense. It was royal blue and slinky, with sequins at the bust. Unfortunately, Rook’s bust was a healthy A cup on her best day. Which meant there was too much fabric. 

“Let me see before you say no!” Rooster shouted. Rook cringed. The door swung open and she put a hand on her hip. He covered his mouth, stifling a giggle. “Okay, nope. I knew you had small ones, but—”

“You are really asking for a punch to the testicles, Roost.”

“Fine, fine. No need to get violent. Wait one sec, because none of the other dresses I picked out will work.” She waited, the air conditioning humming, while Rooster disappeared into the store. He returned with a sales lady and motioned to her. “We need to find something that makes those assets actual assets.”

The lady smiled and didn’t look upset by the request. If anything, there was a glint in her eyes at the challenge. So much so that Rook added, “I prefer black, too.”

“Okay. Give me a minute.”

It barely took that. She came back with three dress bags. “Try these, they’re new.”

Inside one was a mermaid cut, black silk number with a halter neckline. The back was totally open. It showed off Rook’s tattoos and accentuated her bust. It was flattering and fit like a glove, but Rook didn’t feel comfortable. Still, she stepped out of the room and gave them a twirl. 

For once, Rooster didn’t have a snappy thing to say. It was... nice. 

Bolstered, she undressed and hung the black number with care. In bag number two was a metallic silver dress. Short, it clung to her hips and cut off way before her knees. In the mirror, she could see the running had changed her thighs and, damn, her legs looked nice. The dress had long sleeves and a cowl neck. Very seventies disco, but without being tacky. Rook liked it a lot. When she showed it off, it was obvious the saleslady loved it. Rooster gave her a thumbs up, but wasn’t as enthusiastic as he’d been with the black. 

Finally, it was bag number three. As she pulled the two piece out, Rook broke into a smile. She hoped to hell the saleslady got a decent commission, because she’d nailed it. 

The pants were cigarette style, with pleats. They tapered hard at her ankles, yet had a defiantly masculine flair. The top that paired with them was a black leather shell, the sides cut out in harsh angles. With her slim, angular frame, the suit looked couture and edgy. The crepe of the pants paired with the feminine swathes of exposed skin helped balance the look. Rook felt sexy and powerful, but still herself. 

When she stepped out, it was obvious she wasn’t the only one in love. Rooster nodded, his eyes wide and appreciative. “That’s the one, Rookie. Holy shit.”

“Thanks.”

She changed and then made the mistake of checking the price tag. It was way more than her credit limit. Her heart sank as she closed the dress bag up, fingers lingering on the buttery leather top. It had been perfect. The black dress was still in there and had a more reasonable (though still ungodly) price tag. 

Well, I guess this is part of being a grown up. 

She grabbed them and headed to the register where Rooster was waiting. 

“Wait, what are you doing?” He asked when she handed the suit back to the saleswoman. 

She shrugged, trying to look unphased. He didn’t need to know how disappointed she was. More to the point, she was broke because she’d been dumb. The smartest girl in the room made some really terrible life decisions. But, while it would be tough, she knew once she got back on the tour circuit, she could make amends. “Can’t afford it. No big deal, the other one looked good.”

He stopped the cashier from ringing it up. “It did, but that suit was killer. It was made for you. So here’s what’s going to happen. You always say motivation is what separates a winner from a loser, right?”

Rook had no idea where he was going. “Okay?”

“I’m paying for the suit. If you win your bracket at Carmen’s fundraiser, you won’t have to pay me back.”

“For everything?”

“No, just the suit, jerk. If you lose, we’re tacking it on to what you owe me.”

Rook did like risk. And she was enthralled with the suit. Her fingers stroked the bag lovingly, and everyone took it to mean she agreed. The cashier rang it up, swiped Rooster’s card, and handed her the bag and receipt. 

It was perfect. Except for the niggling sense of guilt because Rook would dominate her bracket at the tournament. It wasn’t fair to compete, as the only Grandmaster. 

But maybe it’ll help bring some good media for Carmen.

She allowed thoughts of Carmen’s reaction to seeing her in the suit, and all the ways this first date was going to be amazing, to sweep her concerns under the rug. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Ten
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“We’ve gotta make this quick, Mike. I’ve got a hair and makeup appointment for tonight.” Carmen’s foot was jostling. She was looking forward to getting dressed up for Rook. She’d gone out of her way for her, including hiring a limo and ordering pizza for after the fundraiser. For weeks Rook had put up with Carmen’s rigid diet and exercise. Not without complaint, because there had been plenty of complaints, but she’d stuck with it. So pizza seemed like an apt treat for both of them. 

“Sure, no problem.” Except Mike didn’t sound like there wasn’t a problem. In fact, Carmen’s foot stilled and she paid attention. Her manager was frowning. This on the face of a perpetually happy guy. He managed models and beauty queens, so he had to have the patience of a priest and a cheerleader’s positivity. But now he was stiff in his chair and unable to look Carmen in the eye. 

“Is something wrong with the tournament?” Her worst fears began to feed and grow beneath the surface. All the work she’d been putting in started falling apart in her mind, flitting away like seeds in the wind. Carmen was so deeply invested in the tournament that Mike’s temperament had her worried to her core. 

When he realized how upset she was becoming, his shoulders drooped and he gave her a gentle half-smile. “No, no. Not the way you’re thinking. No, the tournament is going great. I’ve even been able to secure a few more Grandmasters, including Petra Kline for it. And the sponsors are going crazy. The winning pot for the Grandmaster slot is fifty thousand dollars now! We’ve got ten thousand for the mid-tier and five secured for the amateur brackets. Tickets for attendees have almost sold out. It’s going to be a success and a damned fine end to your legacy as Miss United States.”

“So why do you look like someone died?”

His pencil end tap-tap-tapped the desk as he stared at her. “Okay, so here’s the deal. You’ve been spending a lot of time with the tutor, Rook Black.” If her worry over losing the tournament had been black like fear, this turn of conversation was white. Pure and horrifying in its inevitability. It peppered her like drizzle, washing away everything but the dread and the knowledge of what was coming. 

“Sure,” she managed. “She’s my tutor.”

“Who has been spending the night. Often.”

“How do you know that?”

“You have to know we watch who you bring home. You have a reputation to uphold.”

Carmen was stiff, unable to move. “You waited until now to say something?”

“It was easy to spin it as friends—you’re having a friend spend the night because of your busy schedule. But I see you have her down as your guest for tonight.”

“Yes.” God, she wished it sounded more authoritative. Yes, she’s my date. No, we can’t talk about it. But instead it came out a question. Yes? She’s my guest?

Mike steepled his hands and leaned back. “Okay, here’s the deal. We went over the contract when you won. Now, if anyone pushed what you’ve done already, you could lose your crown. However, I’ve got it covered. But I need it to stop. Under no circumstances can you date Rook Black while you represent Miss United States. Is that going to be a problem?”

Flustered, Carmen sprang to life. “What if she stopped spending the night? It was just hanging out?”

“You’ll do your tutoring in public spaces. You can go out to dinner with her if it’s a casual restaurant. It would be better if you invited other girlfriends. Or Phillip.”

The mention of her ex made her cringe and Carmen understood, loud and clear. It wasn’t just about the purity of the position. It was about the same sex, too. Miss United States couldn’t love another woman. 

“Please tell me you understand,” Mike softened. “Because I really like you. You’ve done more with your time as Queen than most of your predecessors. It’s only a few more months. This isn’t just about losing the crown, remember? You’ll lose your credibility. Your name will be in all the papers and none of the articles will be flattering. No girls sleeping over. Final.”

She inhaled so much air her lungs ached and held it there, letting it burn, before exhaling in a loud gust. “Okay. I understand. No more sleepovers.”

He patted her knee, oblivious to how Carmen felt as if she was crumbling inside. “That’s my girl. Now, don’t you have an appointment to get to?”

That jerked her out of her sorrow. “What about Rook? She’s on the list and it’s public.”

“It’s too late to change that. Just make it clear she’s just a friend and your tutor. Bring it back to the tournament as often as you can. Keep a healthy distance, and you’ll be fine.”

Keep a healthy distance. You’ll be fine.

Nothing would ever convince Carmen that the last bit could be true. 

––––––––
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SHE HADN’T SPOKEN TO her hair dresser or makeup artist. Carmen just breezed through getting ready for the fundraiser on autodrive. Her face was calm, collected, like always. Inside, though, she was screaming. The worst part was, she’d have to tell Rook and they wouldn’t even have time to process it together. It would have to be quick, in the limo. 

She’d already canceled the pizza, instead having it sent to Rook’s place. The least she could do was offer up some comfort food. 

I need comfort, too. 

But a queen was always poised under any circumstance. Even her heart being broken. 

So when her limo pulled up outside of Rook’s place, she steeled her nerves and checked her nails, lipstick, and jewelry. Everything was perfect. Her hands only trembled a little. 

The door to the converted warehouse apartments opened and if she’d been in pain before, the sight Carmen took in then left her devastated. Poise was out the window and in it’s place was the fragments of hurt she’d worked so hard to contain. Everything felt right when she saw Rook. Carmen felt more rooted, more focused, more determined to be worthy when Rook was around. And Mike had made it clear that none of that mattered. What mattered was queens weren’t lesbians. 

The limo driver opened the door for Rook, who shyly ducked in, her cheeks pink and her smile electric. “Carmen, you look amazing!” 

Rook looked her over, appreciation dancing with mischief in her eyes. Carmen knew she looked pretty, but in a way she’d done countless times before. Her dress was gold and a bit flashy while maintaining an elegant cut. Her hair and makeup were dramatic, showing off her cheekbones. It was a look she’d used often, creating a sort of brand image; metallic dresses, smoky eyes, contoured cheeks. 

She looked okay next to Rook. Now that was a transformation. Carmen drank in the dark crepe pants. The deep pleats and pockets gave them a masculine edge, but the exposed ankles kept them flirty. And god, was that leather? She let her fingertips glide along the buttery soft top, tracing one of the side cut outs, confirming that yes, it was leather and sexy as hell. Rook had pulled her hair into a messy bun, wild tendrils escaping to frame her face. While she skipped heavy makeup, she’d gone with vibrant red on her lips. It was dramatic and seductive. 

“There aren’t words for how good you look, Rook,” Carmen breathed. There was so much to say and little time, but was it so wrong to want to just look at Rook for one more moment? To remember how gorgeous she was and how right it was to sit beside her, their fingers interlaced? 

Rook, obvlious to Carmen’s turmoil, smiled brightly back. “You should try to find some. Here, I’ll help you. Stunning. Or maybe dazzling? Spectacular.”

Carmen managed a laugh. “All of those things, darling. Every good thing, that’s you.” She squeezed Rook’s hand hard and that’s when the tears rushed out, spilling too quickly to try and fight them back. 

Rook immediately leaned in. “What’s wrong? I thought we were excited about tonight?”

Carmen shook her head, trying to clear it enough to speak, but it didn’t work. Damn it, there isn’t time for this! She had to tell Rook, and fast. But Rook’s arms were around her and nothing had felt so bleakly comforting in her life. If this could just be okay...

Needing to be selfish for a moment, Carmen finally accepted the tears. She’d had breakups before, but nothing had that so truly bleached the happiness from her. She felt thin, vulnerable, and Rook’s warm strength was the only thing keeping her from complete ruin. Finally, when her sobs turned into small sighs, Rook pulled away. She looked around in the limo until she found a napkin and a cold water bottle. Carmen let Rook wet the napkin and press it gently to her cheeks and eyes. Even when caring for her, she was considerate enough not to smear Carmen’s makeup. 

She’ll understand. She’ll have to. Rook was so thoughtful, could always see how things in the present affected things in the future. She’d get that Carmen had to get her feet solidly planted in helping at the shelter first. Once she’d passed on the crown, no one would remember or care. And Carmen would be where she needed to be, helping out and making a difference. Then she could be open about Rook, because there wouldn’t be a crown and all the fundraising and sponsorship help that came with it anymore. It could just be them. 

“Baby, what’s wrong?” Rook tenderly brushed her tears away, those dazzling red lips turned down. 

“I had an awful meeting with my manager, Mike. He’s great, but he reminded me of this clause in my contract. It’s pretty big, and I’ve been using you as sort of a loophole, because—”

The limo stopped and Carmen could shake herself. She’d wasted all that time crying and feeling bad for herself. Now they were at the fundraiser with cameras already flashing. There wasn’t time to tell Rook what needed to happen. Quickly, she scooted apart from Rook, hating how starkly she felt her absence. “I need you to trust me and follow my lead, okay?”

The door opened. Carmen was already scooting past when Rook whispered, “I don’t know what that means!” 

It was too late to do anything, though, except push through and hope for the best. Carmen put her largest smile on, the one that made her cheeks ache for days after, and stepped out of the limo. As soon as Rook exited, the reporters went crazy then the flashes from cameras blinded. Instead of grabbing Rook’s hand like she wanted to, Carmen hooked a platonic elbow through Rook’s. She cringed as Rook stiffened beside her, but then they were walking. 

Mike always met her at the entrance to the hotel with a few select reporters. He was there now, his eye locked onto their hooked arms. Carmen breezily dropped Rook’s, feeling worse about herself by the second, and gave him a quick hug and air-kiss. “Mike, this is Grandmaster Rook Black. She’s the one tutoring the homeless teens for the fundraiser!”

He shook her hand and Carmen pretended to not see the disappointed glare Rook shot her. “It’s nice to meet you, Miss Black. Carmen has said many good things about you.” 

“It’s nice to meet you, too. Do you work for Miss United States?”

“I do. After they win, I help the women focus their time and energy on the things that are the most important to them. I help to keep them on track.”

Carmen gave a nervous giggle. Rook crossed her arms but offered a half smile. “That sounds more like keeping them in line.” Damn it, Rook. But Carmen couldn’t be mad. It was her fault that she hadn’t used what little time she’d had in the limo to tell Rook about Mike’s warning. It was your fault for letting her sleep over, Carmen. Don’t think you get an innocent pass there. You knew the rules and you chose to break them.

The hurt, the heartbreak, they were all Carmen’s fault. She knew it, and that made it worse. It made her want to lash out and make the people around her as miserable as she was. One year. She just had to keep for the duration of her tenure as Miss United States. “Rook, play nice. Mike’s the one who’s made the tournament possible. He’s also lined up something special for you!”

Rook’s crossed arms loosened and Carmen was glad that she at least had a small surprise. Not that it would lessen the pain of their separation, but it helped her feel like she wasn’t a complete jerk. “I know I told you there’d be a bracket for you. But word has gotten out, and the prize money is fifty thousand dollars. Can you believe it? And they’ve secured some other grandmasters to come and play! You’ll be competing like before! But the prize is large enough you wouldn’t have to launch yourself back into the tournament scene if you don’t want to.”

In the quiet moments in bed, just before sleep came, they’d talked a lot about how Rook didn’t want to be pinned as a chess player forever. Carmen knew Rook needed the money to help her get more time to decide what to do next. It was a catch—she’d need to get back into playing tournaments in order to get out of it for good. A pot this large would make a world of difference for Rook. 

So when the good news didn’t bring a positive reaction, Carmen was stunned. She felt herself falter and forget for a moment where she was. And who she was supposed to be. Her hand brushed Rook’s elbow and her stomach soured when Rook flinched away. “Who else is playing?” 

Mike responded, but not before giving Carmen a warning glance cold enough that her hand dropped fast. “Petra Kline is the largest name. She’s flying in from the UK. Her manager was quite excited to hear she’d have a chance to play you again. I’m assuming that means you have a bit of a rivalry?”

The color blanched from Rook’s face. “No,” she answered, low and frigid. “A rivalry would mean I’d have to provide some competition. I’ve never beaten Petra. So,” she speared Carmen with dark, hurt eyes, “that fifty grand will probably go to her.”

They all hushed for a long minute, not knowing how to gracefully exit. Mike decided not to even try. “Rook, it was nice to meet you. Carmen, in twenty minutes you need to be making rounds. In forty you’ll be giving a speech. I’ll meet you in front of the stage, okay?”

“Yeah, okay.” 

Rook started to step closer, something akin to fury skating over her face. Carmen scanned and saw too many people’s lingering looks. They needed to go somewhere private. “Follow me,” she hissed. 

She knew this Hyatt from another event a few months before. There were the public restrooms, but a few twists and turns later, there was a private bathroom for staff and important guests. She knocked; it was empty. 

Yanking Rook in, she locked the door behind them. 

“What the hell is going on?” Rook demanded. Carmen was stunned because Rook, normally brash and confident, sounded anything but. She sounded wounded, and Carmen was the cause of it. 

“I should have told you in the car—”

“Are you breaking up with me?” Rook’s voice cracked and Carmen’s heart lodged solidly in her throat. 

“Not technically. I don’t want to—”

“Then don’t. I’ve... I’ve never been this happy. Have you?”

“No, but Mike—”

“Then fuck it. Who cares? Let’s be happy together. This isn’t a hard choice.”

Carmen let out a small, anguished scream. “It isn’t a choice, Rook! If people think we’re together, I lose everything. Everything. My scholarships, my hard work? Gone. I’ll be in the papers with words you can’t begin to list naming me every cruel thing. That’s how I’ll be remembered. And then what would it be for?”

Rook shook, her eyes watering. “What good is your title if you can’t be you?”

The pain that sliced through Carmen’s chest was as exquisite as it was debilitating. Rook understood, but she’d been able to reject her title. Still, where had that landed her? “What good was yours?” She found herself spitting back, aware of how hurtful it was. 

Rook dashed the tears off her cheek and stood a little taller. “At least I get to be who I am. Not whatever a committee thinks I should be.”

“And who is that, Rook? What do you want to do? Who do you want to be, if not Grandmaster Chess Player, Smartest Girl in the Room Rook? What exactly have you been doing since quitting that I should admire so much?”

Carmen saw Rook turn away sharply, as if her words had slapped her, and she wished like hell she could unsay them. But words, like arrows, were gone when loosed. These had struck home. 

“You’re right. I’ve been stumbling. I’ve been that person for so long, I’m afraid to be anything else. I don’t know what I want to do. But I am myself. And I don’t have anyone telling me who I’m supposed to be.” 

“It’s just for three more months, Rook.” Carmen pleaded, needing to move away from the barbed words. “Just the tournament, and three months, and we can be together. Openly. But I have to stay in the closet now. That’s all I’m asking.”

Rook wavered and Carmen’s hope flipped inside her. “I hate it.”

“I do, too. But, if it helps, I’m not supposed to be fucking a man, either.”

Rook sniffled and gave a pathetic laugh. “You never cuss. I like it when you do. But it doesn’t help. I hate, hate, hate lying.”

“Then don’t think of it as lying. Think of it as putting things on hold.”

“That’s worse.”

Carmen felt the weight of what they were talking about. Not simply the grief of having to step back from Rook, but the heaviness of asking her to keep a secret and the pressure of trying to be someone she no longer felt she was. Miss United States, sure. But not with the dotted lines. “I know. I have to get out there.”

“Is this why you were crying in the car?”

“Of course. I... I love you.” Those three words lifted her. They spilled from her lips like wine, dizzying and drunken. She still hated that this was happening, and in a freaking bathroom, no less. But while she wasn’t allowed to be true to herself while wearing the crown, she was going to be truthful to Rook, damn it. 

Rook came and gave her a gentle kiss. Carmen sighed into it, not caring if her lipstick got mussed or if she was late to meet with Mike. She wrapped her arms around Rook and kissed her, kissed her, kissed her until her knees shook and her lips were swollen and bruised. “Three months. And you can beat Petra.”

“I’ll need some time after tonight.”

“You’ll have it,” Carmen agreed reluctantly. “Mike basically has people spying on me, seeing whether you come over or not.”

“I’m not his biggest fan.”

“He’s a good guy, but this is his job.”

Rook released her. Fingers danced in Carmen’s hair, tucking stray curls and smoothing everything into place. “You’ve got a job, too. Go do it. Just don’t desert me all night. After all, I’m your chess coach.”

They exited the bathroom, putting space between their bodies. It felt forced and necessary and so very, very awful. 
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Chapter Eleven
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The fundraiser was the sort of affair that Rook would have loved, had she not just been told in a bathroom that her girlfriend couldn’t be her girlfriend for three months. Yeah, Carmen had mentioned something in her contract about not being able to live with men or be engaged. But, and she could admit it had been naive of her, it felt like they’d skirted the issue. After all, she didn’t live with Carmen. They weren’t engaged, either. 

All the weeks of bliss felt tainted. 

So the champagne and the twinkling lights and amazing women in fabulous dresses were dimmed in the knowledge that these were the same kinds of people who felt Miss United States couldn’t be a sexual being. She certainly couldn’t be a lesbian. 

She stuck as close to Carmen as she could, simply because she didn’t know anyone there. But their talk had worked its fingers in, prying them apart. Mike approved, it seemed, as he brought more and more people over. Patrons of the foundation, politicians, and several people who were avid chess fans and eager to meet her, as well. They were polite and stayed away from questions about why she quit, instead sticking to strategy and anticipation over her match with Petra. 

Jesus, and hadn’t that been a sucker punch? Just hearing Petra’s name brought on a swarm of irritating, life-sucking thoughts. Rook had never been able to beat Petra. For a while, she’d specifically avoided competitions with Petra in them just so she’d have a chance to win. Petra was smart and knew all of Rook’s tricks. In part because she’d taught them to Rook. 

Petra Kline had been Rook’s first crush. When she was thirteen, she’d seen Petra, ten years her senior, play. It had been magic. The first time chess wasn’t just something clever she did to impress the adults in her life. No. Petra’s long, elegant fingers and quirky, confident smile had Rook smitten. Her room had been covered in posters her mother had made of blown-up photos of Petra competing. So when they’d finally squared off together in a competition, Rook had been beside herself with excitement. The first time she’d lost to her, it had been an honor. The twentieth time? A challenge. 

Petra Kline had also been Rook’s first kiss that meant something. It was in Berlin, a large competition that happened to fall on Rook’s eighteenth birthday. She’d spent five years obsessively watching Petra play, playing her, and losing to her. But that tournament she’d been so sure was the one. She was going to beat Petra. But when it was time to play, Petra still managed to win. Barely—the game had gone on long, the whole room silent as they pitted against each other—but a win was a win. Petra had found Rook crying in a bathroom stall.

“It wasn’t meant to be, love.” 

Rook clumsily wiped the tears from her face. “I worked so hard. So hard! And it’s my birthday and I know it’s dumb but I thought it would create the magic I needed to beat you.”

Petra stepped into the stall and closed the beige-enameled metal door, sliding the heavy lock home behind her. Rook’s sudden intake of breath mid-sob resulted in a hiccup. “I didn’t know it’s your birthday, Rook.” It was claustrophobic in the bathroom and Rook pressed back, feeling the toilet-paper roll jab into her thighs. Petra placed her hands on either side of Rook’s head. She looked older. Exuded confidence in a stifling cloud that forced Rook to look down, a puppy showing her belly. “If it’s your birthday, you deserve a gift.” 

The kiss was fierce and possessive. It left Rook shaken and panting and desperate for more. Eighteen and just kissed stupid by the twenty-eight year old, she was giddy and confused. Her hands reached out for Petra, but the other player danced out of her reach, unlocking the stall and leaving Rook so full of want she ached. “You can have more when you beat me. You’ve got to earn it, love.” 

Mike’s gentle pat on her shoulder brought her out of the memory. He introduced some more people. Rook truly wished she could hate him. But he would give her these quick looks that were softer and apologetic. Carmen had said he was just doing his job, and his countenance backed that up. It didn’t make the decision or rules any easier to stomach.  

“Carmen, so nice to see you here.” A tall, youthful man approached them. Youthful in that most of the people Rook had met so far were silver-haired and CEO’s or Presidents of something or the other. This man seemed closer to Carmen’s age, with wider shoulders and an expensive but hip haircut. “Tell me, who’s your friend?”

Rook watched as Carmen stiffened for a moment, before relaxing and reaching out to shake the man’s hand. He wasn’t having it. “Don’t be silly,” he said as he grabbed the wrist of the extended hand and pulled her into him. Rook felt her own fists clench and her teeth grind at his rough familiarity. “We’re far past handshakes.”

Before Rook could step in, though, Carmen had pushed him gently, but with intention, away. “Phillip, we were past handshakes. Now we are acquaintances.”

“Friends,” he purred.

Carmen’s eyebrow cocked and Rook found it sexy as hell. Which, of course, made the entire situation that much more sour. Three more fucking months of this. That she was even considering it was crazy, but then again, she was crazy for Carmen. In love. Carmen had said it, too, and Rook used that memory to iron her resolve. “Phillip, let me introduce you to Rook Black, Grandmaster chess player and my good friend and coach.” Rook’s heart sang at the barely perceptible emphasis on friend. It sounded possessive and like it carried the weight it should. 

He turned his smile on her and lord, did he have a white smile. Rook had thought Carmen’s smile was white, but this guy’s was almost disorienting. However, it was also genuine and his charming blue eyes met hers with calm assuredness instead of anything malicious. “That’s right! It’s a pleasure to meet you. If you don’t mind, I’m going to whisk Carmen off for a dance.”

“I mind,” Carmen said firmly. “I have to give a speech in like, five minutes.”

“Seven,” Mike corrected. “But Phillip, why don’t you take Rook? If she dances even a fraction as well as she plays chess, you’ll be outdone.”

“That sounds like a challenge,” Phillip shot back. He was obviously comfortable with Mike. “Rook, shall we? There isn’t a challenge I can say no to.”

She didn’t want to dance, but Carmen’s mouth tightened into a pale line. Suddenly, Rook was tired. She’d had no time to absorb the break up/not break up in the bathroom. Since then, she’d been whisked from person to person, forced to act distant from the only person in the room she wanted to be with, and she was over it. Carmen’s obvious disapproval ignited the defiant, defensive nature that Rook had lived with for so long. 

She wanted to pretend to be just friends? Fine. Rook would pretend. 

Accepting Phillip’s offered elbow, she allowed him to pull her toward the large, marble dance floor. The lights were soft and plentiful and the music a slow, easy waltz. It was the kind of subtle and sultry atmosphere that would have been sexy, if she’d been dancing with Carmen. 

Phillip knew what he was doing, which made up for the fact that Rook really did dance a fraction as well as she played chess. A super small, infinitesimal fraction at that. His hand was at her middle back instead of lower, which she appreciated, and he kept a polite distance between their bodies, which allowed her to glance down and follow his feet until she’d memorized the pattern. 

After that, well... it was almost fun. He twirled her and Rook was again grateful for all the running with Carmen; dancing was more athletic than she’d thought. 

The song slowed and shifted into another tune. Phillip tugged her closer, but only so they could speak without yelling. “How do you know Carmen?”

“Like she said, I’m coaching her in chess for her tournament.”

He gave a deep chuckle. “She’s going to try to play?”

Rook felt a small flare of warning. “She is. She’s competing in the amateur bracket.”

“I hope, for her sake, the amateurs are kids or something.”

Rook tripped and recovered quickly. “Why’s that?”

“Oh, don’t get me wrong. She’s a hell of a lot sharper than the other competitors from the pageant. But Carmen’s good at managing things. Not critical thinking or strategy. She likes parties and fundraisers and things like that.”

“That’s not at all how I know her,” Rook shot back. She felt his shoulders shrug under her palms. 

“Maybe not, but you’re just a coach. You’ve known her what, seven or eight weeks tops? I lived with her and we were engaged for a while. Think I probably know a bit better than you what she’s like and what she’s capable of.”

She bristled and every instinct in her told Rook to throw up her defensive wall and clear things up with Phillip. Starting with ‘your ex fiance is smart as hell’ and ending with ‘she’s fabulous at eating pussy.’ Instead, she swallowed hard and thought ahead. Strategy, baby. 

“You see her as a challenge,” she guessed. “Because she didn’t marry you?”

“Oh, we only broke up because the pageant winners can’t live with or be engaged to men.”

“She seemed to think it was more final.”

Phillip’s eyes shifted to something uncertain. Then they narrowed shrewdly at her. “I don’t agree with how things went, but I can wait and we can talk after she’s finished with her crown.”

Rook realized he did, in fact, love Carmen. Or the idea of her, maybe. He certainly seemed to mean it when he said he could wait for her. For him, that’s what love meant. Carmen’s been working for this her whole life. She’s asking me to help her achieve something huge. Three months isn’t so long. If this guy can wait for her, I can, too. Only I’m going to make sure she’s mine when this is over with. “You should play her.” It slipped out of Rook’s mouth before she could stop it. 

Phillip laughed. “I doubt I could beat you, Grandmaster, but I’m not new to chess. I played on my college’s team for a while. Carmen wouldn’t be able to handle it. She hates losing.”

She hates being patronized. “I’m telling you, she’s good. If I get her to qualify for the mid-tier competition, would you play, too? It’s for charity, either way. But I think Carmen will surprise you—and then she’ll smoke your ass and send you home crying.” 

His laugh became a bark. “You’ve got a mouth on you. I hope she doesn’t pick up any of that sass along with the chess skills. But you’ve got me,” he grinned. “I’ll join if she can get in the mid-tier. I don’t believe you can get her ready in two weeks, but like I said, I can’t walk away from a challenge.”

“Let’s make it interesting then, shall we?” Thank god Officer Betty isn’t here to hear this. 

Phillip just nodded. “I’m in. What are you suggesting?”

“If Carmen wins, you have to make a ten thousand dollar donation to the center.”

“And if I win?”

“I’ve got a chess set signed by Bobby Fisher from the one time I played him. It’s yours.” It was incredibly valuable and cherished, which is why Rook hadn’t pawned it when she hit rock bottom. Because come on, Bobby freaking Fisher!

Phillip’s eyes glittered. “That’s some prize. Tell you what, I feel I need to make it better. The chess set if I win, and fifty thousand dollars to the charity if she does.”

Rook’s blood sang with the elation of competition. Real competition, where the stakes were high and the payoff higher. Carmen’s tournament was already bringing in a substantial amount of attention and money to the shelter. But a fifty thousand dollar contribution? That would set Carmen up for a job in fundraising easy. Maybe even help her secure the loans for her own non-profit. 

The music ceased and the MC called everyone’s attention to the stage. He welcomed everyone, made jokes, explained the charity. Then he introduced Carmen, who stepped up to the podium. 

“She looks amazing,” Phillip whispered. 

“She really does,” Rook answered, longing in her voice. Phillip shot her a quick glance and she looked at her feet. 

Carmen’s speech was simple and encouraging. Rook loved how she managed to sound empowered and kind. Her passion painted each word in vibrant emotion, and despite the evening being a disaster, Rook felt herself being stirred and lifted by Carmen’s devotion to the shelter. 

When it was over, Phillip pardoned himself from her and Rook found herself alone in a sea of strangers. Carmen was already being surrounded again. There was still a dinner and more mingling but Rook couldn’t find the motivation to see it through. It was childish, but she just wanted to be alone and pout. 

Nodding to Mike on her way out, she hailed a taxi. She didn’t really have the money for the ride, but since she’d been spending so much time with Carmen, she had actually managed to save up the money from the tutoring. The expense felt worth it. 

In the low light of passing street lamps, Rook’s fingers touched the crepe of her pants and the leather top. It was the nicest thing she’d ever worn. The pants had pockets and she’d stashed a kleenex in one. She now used it to wipe off the red lipstick. It looked dark and almost black in the night, smeared on the kleenex. 

She was going to wait for Carmen. Rook didn’t agree with the Miss United State’s policies and she hated that Carmen was being held hostage by them when all she’d been trying to do was good. But she also understood it. If she could set aside her own heartbreak, she could imagine how Carmen felt, too. She’d be just as miserable. 

I can wait for her. 

And she could. But tonight, she needed ice cream and she needed to cry. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Twelve
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The library wasn’t crowded, which was nice. But it also wasn’t her apartment, and with Rook across from her in a tank top and boyshorts, giving her flirtatious looks and seductive teases as they played, that wasn’t nice. 

Overhead the lights hummed. Really, the whole building hummed. It was the computers and the people and even the books on the shelves, which seemed to have their own presence. The table between her and Rook felt heavy and large. 

“You’re not focusing,” Rook sighed, as she slid her bishop into place. “Checkmate.”

“It’s hard to focus,” Carmen argued. Being so close to Rook and yet having to pretend like there was nothing between them was excruciating. “I miss you,” she added, whispering, as if there were Miss United State’s police hovering between the shelves, ready to catch her doing something as terrible as loving another woman. 

Rook started to reset the board. She moved with slow, deliberate care, taking the time to place each piece perfectly within its square. “Me, too. I feel like I lost my best friend, not just, well, you know.”

Carmen sucked in a deep breath. “Your girlfriend. I’m your girlfriend.” It was still whispered, but pride blazed in her for saying it out loud. “And I know. Nothing is the same without you. I hate running, I hate meals alone, I hate all the meetings. Sometimes I don’t think it’s worth it.”

This made Rook stop and look at her. “Oh, Carmen. I have thought everything you’re thinking. But you didn’t make the rules and you never counted on meeting me when you did. Mike sent me the list of participants and attendees for the tournament; you’ve done something amazing and in an incredibly short amount of time. We’re so close now.”

Carmen’s body ached. Rook was right. Mike had been telling her the same thing. But it seemed so damned unfair. No, not just seemed. It was unfair. Rook flipped the board and Carmen was white. She moved a pawn.

“Phillip is planning on getting back together with you,” Rook sighed. “He told me at the fundraiser banquet thingie.” She moved a pawn opposite of Carmen’s. 

Carmen was so startled she knocked her knight down when she went to move it. After correcting it, she glared. “And you’ve been waiting to tell me this because...?”

“Because it felt like your business. And I wasn’t worried. I figured you’d talk to him when it came up.”

When Carmen had been with Phillip, it had been an ideal relationship on paper. Good looking power couple. She was the fundraiser, the philanthroper, the do-gooder. He was the lawyer-probably-moving-into-politics that encouraged her while dominating at his firm. But everyday had felt like going through the motions. She’d admired him well enough as a person and he’d always been kind to her, but that wasn’t enough. Not for a lifetime. 

The pageant had provided the perfect excuse to move out, break off the engagement, and end the relationship. When she’d won, there had been an ocean of relief in knowing she was free to devote herself one hundred percent to the work. It hadn’t been until meeting Rook that she’d realized the relief stemmed from being free of Phillip, not the ability to be a workaholic. Some things you just can’t force to click, even if it seems like a great idea. 

“Are you ready to mop the floor with his ass?” Rook said as she moved a bishop to counter Carmen’s knight. 

Oh, right. At first, Carmen had been appalled when Rook had told her about the bet with Phillip. Phillip had played in tournaments before and Carmen was still just learning! It had sounded like Rook had done it out of spite. Until, that is, Rook explained what was on the line. The Bobby Fisher chess set was no small thing. And, of course, Rook had told her about Phillip’s condescending remarks. He knew how much she hated being labeled as dumb or shallow because of the pageants. And yet, he’d flippantly said those very things to Rook. 

Just thinking about it made her clench her fists. She looked at the board more carefully. Rook was already setting up a Sicilian defense and Carmen was playing right into it. So far, she’d been playing cautiously, if she was even paying attention at all. If she continued like this, she’d lose to Phillip. Rook wouldn’t hold it against her—if she lost because he was good. She would hold it against her if it was because Carmen didn’t try hard enough. 

Instead of dancing her knight away from the immediate threat of the bishop, she moved another pawn, clearing her rook. The smirk she received in turn made her smile. It had been a smart move. Rook moved another pawn, freeing her queen, matching Carmen’s aggressive change. 

After that, it was war. 

Carmen took five times as long to move as Rook did, but each time she did, Rook would offer her an appreciative glance or a wink. The game was lasting far longer than their usual matches. 

Finally, Rook ended it. Checkmate. 

But Carmen had taken seven of her pieces first. It was the most she’d ever grabbed off an opponent in a game. “Holy crap, that was awesome.”

“It really was,” Rook agreed. “That was your best game, hands down. Once you changed your offense, you really pushed me a few times. It’s the first time I’ve had to be careful about what moves I chose.” 

Warmth and happiness flooded through Carmen and she couldn’t help it; she jumped from her chair and rushed around to pull Rook into a hug. The instant they touched, her skin began to heat, craving more. Rook’s breasts crushed against hers and Carmen’s nipples tightened against her bra. That was all it took; a touch. 

“How am I supposed to let you go now?”

Rook’s shoulders shook in laughter. “Did you mean to ask that out loud?”

“Yes? No... I don’t know. This whole thing sucks.”

“I’m going to have to agree. And let you go, before I start touching you in inappropriate ways in the middle of the library.” Carmen’s mind swung swiftly into fantasy at Rook’s teasing. In it, she was breaking the rules and Rook, the librarian, was there to keep her in check. 

They did manage to separate, but from the look of it, Rook was just as wild-eyed and horny as she was. It stirred Carmen more, knowing she had this kind of impact on Rook. “So, back to chess?”

Rook groaned. “Back to chess,” she replied, tone loaded with resolve and disappointment. 

Both of them remained flustered, because the game went quickly. Carmen was playing sloppy again. “The thing that makes me the most mad,” she said as she began to set up the board again, “is that I’m twenty six years old and I feel like I’m being policed by the morality committee. Like, twenty six is the time when people do get married, they do sleep around. The pageant tries to be progressive, you know. There was the deaf winner, who was amazing. And all different races compete now, and do well. But this one fucking part is hung up on some antiquated bullshit idea of how a woman should love and how she should act.”

“I love when you cuss. It’s super sexy. Bad-to-the-bone Carmen Barnes,” Rook teased. “You’re right. It’s old fashioned. But I’ll admit, when I was at my angriest, I Googled the pageant. It does a lot of good, too.”

Carmen sighed. “They want us to go and help change the world, but they won’t change their own basic rules.”

“Maybe no one’s asked them to?”

That left both of them silent, contemplating. There was the pretense of continuing to play, but finally Carmen called it. All she could think about was how she craved Rook. Her senses were demanding it. All five—she wanted to taste her, to feel her warm wetness, to hear her moans. She wanted to see the tattoos and sharp angles of her glorious body. She wanted to smell the briny tang of post-orgasm in the air. 

An idea hit her. 

Carmen wasn’t a rule breaker. She couldn’t afford to be. She’d seen the consequences of breaking rules through her mother’s struggles, and they were dire. But damn it... some rules had to be broken, right? If they weren’t, there would never be change. Mike could monitor the ins and outs of her apartment. But she very much doubted there was a private investigator on her tail, sent by the Miss United States committee to screw her out of her crown. 

Now that she’d had the idea, she wasn’t going to be able to shake it. Her heart pounded, light and quick like wings, as she readied herself. “Pack up the chess set. We’re going to look at some books.” 

Rook’s nose wrinkled, then she smiled, guessing at Carmen’s plan. “Okay. I’m really into obscure, boring books. You know, the ones no one ever looks at.”

“Me too! What a coincidence.”

Giggling, they tried to walk slowly as they went up the stairs and started perusing between the shelves. The library was closing in an hour and most of the other patrons were down the stairs in the computer area. It was quiet and empty as they moved back into a section filled with books about birds. 

“My mom would love these books. I recognize a lot from our home.”

“I remember! You said she studies birds.”

“Mostly she teaches now, but she did a lot of research on flamingos.”

Carmen stopped, covering her mouth to keep from laughing too loudly. “You’re kidding!”

“Nope. I used to joke that she was destined to have a gay daughter if her obsession was a giant, pink bird.” 

“Were your parents cool about you coming out?”

“Yeah,” Rook said softly. “I’m super lucky. They were so happy about how smart I was and the chess prodigy stuff that the gay part just sort fit right in. They helped me out with my lawyer, you know.”

“Oh, right! I forgot you were a criminal. That’s kind of sexy.” 

Rook glanced around and, satisfied, pushed Carmen gently against a bookcase. The old spines and cold, metal shelves pressed into her back. The air smelled like paper and magic. “Is it?” Rook teased, her hand sliding across Carmen’s flat stomach under her sweater. “You like bad girls? Is that it?”

Carmen whimpered. Some part of her mind started to protest; getting caught sleeping with a woman in her home was one thing. Getting busted in a library was a whole other animal. But Rook’s touch was already making her wet, making her pulse with need, and Carmen couldn’t refuse if she wanted to. She needed this too badly. “Yeah,” she gasped, “I guess I like bad girls.” 

This earned her a nip on her jawline. Rook was close enough that Carmen could smell her shampoo. It was clean and basic and the best smell of her life. She felt her hands gathered up and placed above her head. Carmen’s fingers hooked onto the highest shelf, stretching her torso out. The skin tightened and nerves electrified. 

“Don’t let go,” Rook ordered, before letting both of her hands slide under Carmen’s sweater again. They smoothed and savored along her waist and ribs, making long, slow passes. Despite the warmth of her sweater and the heat of another body pressing to hers, the touches cause goosebumps and shivers. Her hands were sweating and her fingers slipped across the edge of the metal shelf, but Carmen managed to hang on. 

Rook’s hands edged up to her bra, grabbing her breasts and squeezing gently. “Jesus, I’ve missed you,” she whispered before crushing in for a kiss. Lips met with fevered intensity. Rook kissed and stroked and kneaded and kissed some more until Carmen was breathless and desperate. 

She lifted a leg around Rook’s hip and sighed in relief as Rook wedged her thigh between her legs. Carmen couldn’t help herself, she began to grind on Rook’s leg, rubbing her pussy back and forth, the friction of the layers of clothing between them only adding to the sensation. 

Rook lifted her thigh higher until Carmen was on her tiptoes, grinding in need. 

“Hold on to me,” Rook breathed. “Make yourself come.”

Biting her lip to stay silent, Carmen’s hands gripped Rook’s shoulders. Her eyes shut and she rode Rook’s leg. She felt Rook pull the cups of her bra down under her breasts. Fingers began to pluck and pull at her nipples. Gentle pinches and tugs that created spears of pleasure that lanced through her. Her hips sped up and circled, trying to find just the right pressure—

It didn’t take long. After having the constant, heated sex between them cut off by the stupid contract, Carmen had been a mess. She used to be able to go months without even needing to touch herself, but since Mike forced their separation she’d spent each night futilely trying to recreate their heat with her fingers. 

Nothing was as satisfying as the real thing. 

Grunting softly, she fell into Rook’s shoulder. Hands slid from under her shirt and wrapped around her, pulling her close. A tear dampened Carmen’s cheek despite the flood of endorphins because she’d needed this so, so much. 

“Better?” Rook whispered into her hair, slowly sliding her leg down so Carmen could sag into her more. Carmen was feeling better, and she heard the hint of urgency and need in her lover’s voice. 

“Your turn,” she said, before shuffling them around. 

“We’ve been here too long,” Rook protested. 

“Fine,” Carmen said. “Then keep a lookout.” 

She spun Rook so that she was facing the library. They were still tucked in the bookcases, but she was behind Rook. Her hands reached around and stroked Rook’s breasts before sliding back to cup her glorious ass. Carmen was lucky. Rook was wearing loose jeans. She unclasped the belt holding them on narrow hips. The waist was wide enough that she was able to slip a hand into Rook’s pants, squeezing the firm cheeks underneath. 

It required twisting her wrist, but Carmen slid a hand between Rook’s legs, touching her wetness from behind. “I’ve missed this,” she groaned in Rook’s ear before finding the hard bud that made Rook hiss. 

There wasn’t time to play. Carmen stroked Rook the way she’d showed her, in hard and furious circles, until Rook exhaled a quick, “oh God...”

Carmen pinched the bud lightly, rubbing her fingers back and forth, holding Rook prisoner to her climax. Rook tightened and jerked in her arms, barely containing her ecstasy to a small moan. 

Her hand slid out of Rook’s pants and, when she met her girlfriend’s dark, hooded gaze, she slipped the fingers into her mouth and tasted her. It was luxurious. When she pulled her fingers out, she smelled them. It felt horribly pornographic and dirty, but also necessary; she craved every aspect of Rook, and wanted to remember it all. 

They kissed again, hands gripping tightly, reluctant to let go. 

Finally, the sound of someone coming up the staircase forced their hand. Separating, Carmen brushed a loose curl out of Rook’s face. “Not so long, okay? Then we won’t leave the bedroom for a week.”

Rook heaved a sigh. “Deal. Also, please study and win. I don’t want to lose my chess set.”

“Well, you study and win, too. I don’t want you to lose to Petra. I watched videos of the two of you playing on the internet. There’s some serious competition there.” Carmen had meant it warmly, but when Rook’s already pink cheeks deepened to a ruddy shade and her gaze dropped to the floor, something flickered in her mind. “Is everything okay?” She asked, not sure what answer she was hoping for. 

“Fine.” It was all she got and she had to be happy with it because a librarian showed up and shooed them out, ready to shut down the library. 

Carmen felt sated from her encounter with Rook as she was driven home, but it didn’t last long. When she got into bed, she pulled her laptop in with her and began watching the videos of Petra and Rook again. This time, she wasn’t watching for the strategy. 
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Chapter Thirteen 
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Rook tossed and turned. The tournament was in three days and all she could think about was Petra. When she wasn’t thinking about Petra, she was fantasizing about Carmen. The former was making her itch with unease. She hadn’t been practicing chess, not really. Teaching had brought back a lot of her instincts and knowledge, but it wasn’t the same as the grueling five to six hour a day sessions she’d had at the height of her competitiveness. 

And Carmen... the time spent in the library was as fun as it was heart wrenching. They’d slip away from time to time between the shelves and there was no way the librarians didn’t know what was going on. But it only took the edge off. It never fully satisfied, and Rook knew exactly why. Unlike any girl she’d ever been with before, Carmen was more than the sex. Rook wanted the whole package. She missed her fingers knotting in unruly hair in the mornings, or the slick-sweat skin shining after a run. She missed how Carmen sneezed like a chipmunk and was unapologetically compassionate to everyone. Sex in the library was fun, but being with Carmen, really being with her? That was fulfillment. 

So why can’t I stop thinking about Petra? 

Petra was attractive, sure. It was the mix of bravado and sultry assuredness that had hooked Rook when she was young. But now, aside from being snottier sometimes, she held the same bravado. She’d earned her own swagger. Petra was still an idol, but an infuriating one. 

She didn’t hold a candle to Carmen. 

But. 

Talk to Carmen. This, of course, was her craziest train of thought. Off-the-rails nuts. Who called their closeted girlfriend, who’d just started to admit she was a lesbian, and asked to talk about the one woman who’d always been lurking in the corners of her mind? Instead, she texted Rooster to see if he was awake. Her phone rang shortly after. 

“What’s up, Rookie?” His voice was heavy with sleep. 

“You didn’t have to wake up to answer me. It could have waited.” She heard him shift and murmur something to another person. “Especially if you have a guest.”

“It’s okay. Just give me a second to step into the living room.” 

She waited, the comforting sounds of his coughing and moving through a home so familiar to her she could picture his every step. When he sat, the groan of the chair was obvious. That’s what happened with late night calls; the stillness of night amplified your every movement. “So, what’s going on?” He asked again. “Is something wrong with Carmen?”

As her best friend, he was well aware of their dilemma. While Rooster hated the secrecy for Rook, he was also the first to tell her how impressed he was. “There’s no one you’ve known before that you would have waited for. She must be something special.” 

“It’s the tournament,” she admitted. “I’m getting some serious anxiety over it.”

“Is this about the money? I know I joked about you losing and interest, but I don’t want you losing sleep over it. If you don’t win, we’ll find you a job. Something that makes enough that you can pay everyone back without having to eat ramen every night.”

His assuredness made her smile. Rooster was an optimist to the max. Glasses weren’t just half full, they were overflowing. Probably with champagne. “I didn’t say anything because I’ve been processing, but there are going to be grandmasters there.”

“So? You’ve smoked grandmasters before. And you’d only feel good about winning if you were playing people who presented a challenge.”

She took a deep breath. Time to come clean. “Petra’s coming.”

Silence. Then a long, “Oh. Oh.” 

Rooster knew about Petra. He knew that Carmen’s aggressive training after she’d turned eighteen had been her way of pursuing the elite chess player. That every loss to Petra had left Rook more and more frustrated, desire to win and desire for Petra winding tight into a noose. “So, Rooster... the thing is, I did quit because I was tired of being just this one thing, a chess genius and whatever, but—”

“Oh, Rookie. I’ve always known it was also about Petra. That evil bitch.”

“She’s not an evil bitch.”

“She did it to psych you out. And it worked. It worked so well you gave up the sport.”

“That’s not what happened. She gave me motivation, wanted me to earn it, and I never could. I wasn’t worthy of her.”

His chair scraped audibly. “Now listen here, Rook Black. You’re not my best friend because I’m a giving person. You are my best friend because you’re wonderful in your own, spiky way. So hear me when I say, Petra didn’t give a flying fuck if you were worthy. She was scared of you beating her, so she found your weakness and exploited it.”

“But—”

“There are no ‘buts.’ You’ve had more good things to say about Carmen than you ever did about Petra.”

“Well, Carmen’s an amazing woman.”

“Exactly. She is amazing. Would she ever get you hot and bothered and then make you prove yourself for more? Would she drag you over coals just for sex?”

“No, but—”

“So help me, Jesus, if you say ‘but’ one more time, I will leave my lovely companion here, drive over there, and shake you until you understand. What Petra did was screwed up. She was ten years your senior, waited until you were legal, give you the mindfuck of a lifetime, and then rubbed it in your face until you were forced to run.”

It was like cold water was being dumped on her by the gallon. Rooster’s words washed away every delusion Rook had ever had about Petra. She could see it now. The way, if she started to get a lead on Petra, Petra would snake a leg out to flirt, or wink, or something to set Rook off her game. It hadn’t been out of desire. It had been to win. It had been dirty. And Rook had fallen for it every time. 

“I feel so stupid,” she admitted. “Why didn’t you point this out before?”

“Remember? Wonderful and spiky. You were so defensive I knew you wouldn’t hear me. You needed to figure some stuff out on your own.” He yawned. “Feeling better?”

“A bit. Bu—” she caught herself. “Yes. I’m feeling better.”

“You know what this means, don’t you, Rookie?”

“That I’m going to beat Petra so badly she’s shook for life?”

“That’s my girl. Now get some sleep.”

––––––––
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THE SHELTER WAS SILENT. It was a comfortable silence, though, and one Rook was deeply familiar with. Occasional shuffles and throat clearing were the only breaks. It was because the weight of concentration was on everyone’s shoulders as they focused on their boards. 

It made Rook feel a stirring of something happy. Since her talk with Rooster, she’d come to some conclusions that had left her dizzy. Now that they’d sifted and settled, she was ready to admit some hard truths. For starters, what a baby she’d been. How her parents still wanted to talk to her after she up and quit chess, just to wander aimlessly on a dwindling bank account, was beyond her. She was grateful, though, and the loan they’d made for her lawyer stopped feeling like a yoke on her shoulders and instead a gift to lift her up. 

No wonder she’d been so impressed with Carmen. The beauty queen was years younger but already had her shit together. She wasn’t pushing people away with attitude; she was listening to them. Working for them and helping them. Carmen’s life was more ordered than Rook enjoyed, but she admired Carmen’s drive to get what she wanted. 

I used to be like that. Six to seven hour practice times with coaches around the world. Rook had read books on strategy and studied all the greats. It had started as a way to keep her mind challenged when things like school left her wanting. Then she’d been caught up in the competition aspect, loving the pressure and the fame and her parent’s obvious pleasure and approval. Rooster had called it—she hadn’t truly struggled with the role of “chess genius” until Petra had shaken her roots, loosening them and leaving her vulnerable to each push and pull. It wasn’t the label that bothered her. It was Petra, who’d twisted the game into something Rook couldn’t win. 

But now I can try to. Rook could be pragmatic now, too. There was a good chance she wouldn’t beat Petra. She might not be able to beat any of the Grandmasters coming. But she’d try to and she wouldn’t lock up. After the tournament, Rook was looking forward to deciding what was best for her—with Carmen’s help. There was no denying that they were partners in her mind, and so she wanted her input. 

“Rook?” One of the teens called. She walked over and was delighted in seeing the challenge that the competitors faced. After showing possible tactics for both defense and offense, she left them to it. Somehow, in the weeks since she’d started, all of the teens in the shelter were playing now. A handful of them showed real promise. The tournament was going to be a huge ego-boost to them, and hopefully help the shelter start creating work programs, financial classes, and education grants to help the teens move out and move on with their lives. 

Carmen came in late, but she came in with coffee, so all was forgiven. She gave Rook her giant sized sugar-dose without comment. Just a wink and a smirk. Rook both hated and loved the tension between them. She felt it in her bones. How, as soon as Carmen entered a room, Rook felt it before she even turned to verify. Her brain, always firing, had managed to create a whole area of thoughts and washes of emotion devoted to Miss United States. 

My girlfriend. Even if it was still a secret. 

“Long meeting with Ms. Albert?”

“Mmhmm,” Carmen responded, sipping her own small coffee. “She’s fully on board now. I showed her all the sponsors and participants and she is, well, excited.”

“You didn’t think she could be?”

“I wasn’t sure if she could feel anything but cynicism.”

“My kind of woman,” Rook joked. It earned her a quick hip-check from Carmen. 

“How’s it going in here?”

With pride, Rook took Carmen around and they talked to all of the teens. Rook handed out praise instead of criticism, and they blossomed at her words. In the weeks since being at the shelter, she’d heard most of their heart wrenching stories. Many were like Carmen’s own mother, but without the happy ending. Drugs and prostitution, or a parent’s mental illness, had landed children in the streets. They’d grown into young adults while sleeping under newspapers, eating someone else’s tossed out food, and hiding from the adults who hid menace behind a smile. That they even trusted the adults who worked in the shelter was a miracle. 

Rook had set a few of them in their own pocket. Not because of their skills on the board, but because their stories united them. Carmen had been so busy and, because of Mike, avoiding Rook a bit in the shelter, that she hadn’t been able to spend time with the teens in the way Rook knew she wanted to. Now I can help her.

Slowly, in whispers, she helped them tell Carmen their stories. 

They were all gay. Girls and boys who’d been turned out of their homes because their orientation hadn’t met their parent’s beliefs. A handful of teens who, just for being gay, now had no family but the family they made at the shelter. More than a few had tried to commit suicide, or get arrested, just to get out of a situation that left Rook’s mouth dry and her guts clenched in rage and despair. Carmen’s eyes got misty, too. She thanked them, giving many big, long hugs. 

“Jesus,” she whispered as they stepped back to talk and circle around. “I knew about it, but putting faces to the stories—”

“It got me, too.” Rook answered. Her hand itched to grab Carmen’s, to squeeze and reassure her. “I’ve been thinking about the competition and the proceeds.”

“Oh?”

“If either of us win, I think we should donate some of the money to LGBTQ homeless kids. This shelter accepts them, but a few have mentioned that they were turned away from some of the other rescue places in the city.”

Carmen’s back straightened. “What?” she hissed. 

Rook shrugged. “A lot of them are run by groups who don’t agree with homosexual lifestyles.”

“That’s outrageous! They’re just teens!”

“Exactly. I think... I think I want to stay and help you, Carmen. After all this. I was thinking of devoting my time to coaching chess locally part-time and I thought...” Rook’s body heated and the conversation that had seemed so natural in her mind suddenly became bulky and awkward. “Well, you were thinking of starting a non-profit, and I thought we could work in tandem with the shelter—”

“For LGBTQ teens.”

“Yeah.”

A whoosh of breath left Carmen. “I’d like that. The thing that sucks is now I know. I’ve met those teens, thanks to you. And they’re willing to be on the streets to be who they are. No conversion therapy, no lying to get into other shelters. They’re paying such a huge price to live authentically.”

“I doubt they’d see it that way, right now. It isn’t about standing up for what they believe in. It’s that there’s no other option. They are who they are and in this case, it’s landed them in the shittiest of situations.”

Carmen started twisting her hair. Rook noticed that it was braided, the dark brunette catching the rays of sunshine sneaking through dusty windows and casting a red hue to the strands. The blue eyes that Rook found so devastatingly honest and beautiful were moist, creating pools in her irises deep enough to imagine swimming in them. “You’re so beautiful,” Rook whispered so no one but Carmen could hear. “Even when you’re sad.”

The warm smile she earned for that swept through her, heating her and making her skin crackle with pleasure. “I’m sorry. I’m being morose and not making much sense. I just mean... I wasn’t willing to admit I was a lesbian until I met you. I worked so hard, used every excuse I could for my desires. That I admired women because I wanted to be them, so the attraction wasn’t actual desire. Or, when I was with Phillip, I just assumed I was so driven and focused on other stuff that of course sex would be anti-climatic. I told myself I’d have time to want him more later.” 

Rook’s nose wrinkled. She hated remembering that Carmen had been with a man. “It’s so gross to think about.”

“Eh,” Carmen shrugged. “It wasn’t anything to write home about, for sure.”

“Oh, so are you writing home now to tell your mom about all the amazing lesbian sex you’re having now?”

“Yeah, right. I don’t think she’ll mind when I do tell her, though. I always suspected she at least experimented with other women for a while, before we got kicked out. Like, I remember a friend’s mom from elementary school spent a lot of time with my mom behind closed doors—”

“You’re kidding me!”

Carmen just smiled. “Nope! We just never talked about anything except food and pageants. Coming out to her will be easy. It’s the rest of the world that will be hard.”

Rook tried to empathize but couldn’t. She’d always been out. Ever since figuring it out at a young age. “I don’t think I’ve even seen a penis that wasn’t in a photograph.” The photographs hadn’t inspired anything other than a vague sense of revulsion in Rook, so she didn’t exactly seek them out. “I’m sorry it’ll be tough. I wish it didn’t have to be, but you know I’ll be here for you no matter what, right?”

There was a long pause. The change in Carmen’s countenance was slow but eventually even Rook could feel the shimmer of anger that radiated from Carmen’s slight, curvy frame. “I’m so mad at myself! I can’t believe I’m trying to help these kids while keeping something so important to me silenced. Especially since they’ve been so freaking brave. I don’t think coming out will be hard for me. It’ll be explaining my cowardice while I was Miss United States. Like I kept a secret because I knew it was wrong. There’s nothing wrong with me!” She was bristling so much that this last bit was louder than Carmen probably intended. Several teens peered at them in confusion, their games stalled.

Rook placed a gentle hand on Carmen’s shoulder. Ignoring how good it felt just to touch her, she patted gently until she felt the boil of emotions simmer down. “Hey, don’t beat yourself up. You had good reasons. Like you said, you hadn’t even admitted what your feelings meant until you met me. That’s different from hiding.”

She saw Carmen cast a guilt-filled gaze at the gay teens. “I know, on some level, you’re right. But on the other, I also know I’ve been ignoring it because it was so much more comfortable not to confront it.” 

Carmen’s words tore at Rook. She wanted to help comfort Carmen. While she couldn’t understand what it was like to be in a place where something so basic as who you loved mattered, she understood that it was causing Carmen pain. There was an instinctive need to wrap around Carmen, provide shelter and comfort. Become a blanket and a shield all in one. But the other part of her was feeling validated. Yes, please, confront this. Because she was so tired of living in shadows that weren’t cast by her own decisions. 

The Miss United States title gave Carmen so much. No student loans. A voice that was loud for someone so young. Motivation and discipline to move and shake the things Carmen wanted to move and shake. But it also came with rules, and people like Mike, who swung imaginary rulers to smack emotional hands any time Carmen strayed from their prescribed path. 

With the tournament looming the next day, Rook couldn’t decide how much to encourage Carmen’s frustration or try to dampen it. After all, the tournament was going to do so much more than she’d thought. She’d put in long hours to tutor and coach the teens. It would be shitty to do anything to take away from the focus on them. But then there were those who’d benefit from knowing Miss United States was just like them. Gay. Had been homeless. Had managed to become something more. 

In the end, she said nothing. Because, Rook knew, it was Carmen’s battle. But Rook was fighting for whatever side Carmen needed her to. After a silence that left them too much time to contemplate how badly they wanted the other, bodies leaning in and palms sweating, Carmen broke the tension. 

“How’re you? Ready for tomorrow? I bet the kids would understand if you needed to go study or something.”

“Nah. I’ve been cramming as much as I can. It is and isn’t like riding a bicycle. I’m sure the techniques and strategies will be there, but I haven’t been able to research opponents the way I used to. So I don’t know how I’ll react to their playstyle.”

“Well, I think you’re going to be amazing. There’s a bunch of media coming because of Petra Kline. That’ll be cool, right?”

Rook sighed. There were so many places she knew she needed to improve on in her life. But with that awareness, maybe this was a fresh start. Not lying to Carmen. “I’ve been dreading it, actually. Remember? I’ve never won against her, right?”

Carmen turned to face her, concern etched into her features. “Oh no! I’m sorry, I do remember. I’m such a jerk!”

“It’s okay. It was my own fault, I think. Chess at my level is a ton of psychology. Trying to unnerve your opponent or throw them off. When I’d started playing, Petra was my first celebrity crush. We’re talking posters on the wall. Then I became good enough to start going rounds against her.”

“What happened?”

“She figured out I had a crush on her. After I turned eighteen, she used that to psych me out. It worked. I mean, you don’t need to worry about anything with her. That’s history.”

Rook’s heart wedged tight, reluctant to beat, as she waited for Carmen’s reaction. All she got was a quick, vaguely-platonic kiss on the cheek. “I wasn’t worried and I’m not now. Thanks for telling me. If you win, rub it in her face.”

“Deal. Ditto for Phillip. You’re definitely set to cream him and please, please be sure to be a bad sport about it.”

They both laughed and Rook walked back to help the teens feeling lighter than she had in years. 
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Chapter Fourteen
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Because the tournament started so early, Carmen was running before the sun came out. Yeah, she could have skipped it. It was a big day and she’d need her energy. But she’s also need her focus, and nothing helped give her that more than running. 

The strikes of her shoes on the pavement and the sharp intakes of breath were the only sounds. The city was still sleeping and only the bakeries, starting their days with yeast and stars, were active. Her stomach grumbled as she passed a cafe after catching them artfully stacking still-steaming croissants in their display case. 

Carmen should be tired. She’d spent the night going over the chess maneuvers Rook had taught her. She’d succumbed to curiosity and looked up Petra. The woman was stunning in a severe way. Hard jaw, hawkish eyes, and dazzling long, auburn hair. There had been some articles about Rook when she’d played Petra. In the photos, Rook looked different. More round-faced and idealistic. It was endearing and sweet to see her so young. 

Thank goodness she told me. Her heart beat in steady, measured beats, but her ribs were starting to ache with the familiar strain of pushing herself hard. Rook had told her about Petra while sparing the details. After hearing it from her and looking the woman up, Carmen felt prepared for their match. Rook wouldn’t have said anything if there was still something going on.

This was her first real relationship. Being engaged before, all the short-term boyfriends, they had been relationships only in a technical sense. But in that deep, self-crushing weight of love and delight and god, desire? Nope. Just Rook. 

The concierge nodded to her as she slowed to a brisk walk in her building. In the elevator, she allowed her breathing to slow and relished the blood pumping through her muscles. She’d miss some parts of this life, like not having to clean. The elevator dinged and she made her way straight to the shower. The view impressed her, but the stark, modern lines never felt like home. Now she pictured a home, a real home, with Rook. Funky furniture, fresh flowers, and cozy nooks to play chess or read books together. She could picture nothing better. 

Her phone beeped, letting her know time was catching up to her. She showered quickly so she’d have time for hair and makeup. These she did herself, but she did them at almost pageant level, skipping just the glittery finish. There were bound to be photos galore and at least two televised interviews today, and Miss United States had an image to present.

That last thought left a bitter taste in her mouth. 

The faces of the teens she met the day before haunted her. One of the things Carmen had always wanted to be was a role model. You can’t be Miss United States and not have thousands of little girls looking to you as the epitome of character and grace. Some of it was cultivated (the makeup, the diet), but most of it was a genuine desire to make the world better. There is no greater tenant of character than honesty. Authenticity. 

And I’m shoved so far in the closet I may as well be choking on mothballs. 

She missed Rook desperately. The few weeks they’d spent almost 24-7 together had been the happiest time of Carmen’s life. Mike gently asking her to cut Rook out was like asking her to cut off a hand. Yeah, she could do it, but it hurt like a motherfucker and she felt like less of a person after. 

It shouldn’t be so rigid. Not just with the sexual orientation, although that was certainly the largest issue. No, thoughts about “purity” being linked to “integrity” were rubbing Carmen raw. It hadn’t bothered her before because honestly? It got her out of a loveless relationship with Phillip. Now, though, she was looking at the whole contract through a new light. 

It was if the pageant was saying that little girls couldn’t be amazing unless they were virgins. Aside from that being so unrealistic it was laughable, it also presented an ugly side to what Miss United States meant: That a woman’s worth was intrinsically linked to her chastity. 

Ugh. Major, unapologetic, enthusiastic ugh. Carmen’s nose wrinkled as she considered it. 

Her ride was waiting for her and Mike was already texting to prepare her for the tournament. It was the perfect distraction to the thoughts that twisted and wound themselves into her otherwise positive outlook. 

Kids first, approach this later.

Carmen made sure to stop and grab coffees for herself and Rook. Feeling rebellious, she ordered two large, full-fat caramel macchiatos, extra caramel, extra shots of espresso. Add whipped cream. God, that’s good. She remembered when Rook had offered up her first sip of the caffeine, fat, and sugar-laden drink. Rook had called it “sex in a cup” and Carmen had naively made a joke about how good the sex was that Rook must be having. Rook had shot back that sex with her was even better. And how, Carmen mused, her smile deepening and blush burning up her cheeks. The coffee was good. Great, even. But sex with Rook? Spectacular.

All her confidence came into play as soon as her ride pulled up outside of the shelter. There was already a small mob of vendors, a platform being erected on scaffolding, and throngs of people hustling as they prepared for the event. Mike was already there, opening her door and filling her in on what was happening. It was overwhelming and exhilarating. The combination of adrenaline and coffee added pep to Carmen’s step. 

It was like her mind narrowed in and focused. In no time at all, she was helping direct and give gentle orders, praising people who look like they needed a pick-up, and guiding newcomers to the areas designated for them. It was second nature; something in Carmen leapt to the challenge, making her firm, attentive, and decisive. In only a few hours, the event had come together. It wasn’t a proper chess tournament in that it was outdoors, so noise was a factor. Rook had warned her not to hire a band, though, and the decision had been smart. It made it feel more serious, adding a weight of maturity she knew the teens would appreciate after all of their hard work. 

Soon, people began to gather in the risers set up for the occasion. Mike had been smart and made general tickets affordable, while making donor tickets more lucrative be giving them close seating and catering. 

Ms. Albert found her as she finally relinquished control to Mike, preparing to compete herself. “Well, Miss Barnes, this isn’t what I expected.”

Carmen’s nerves jangled. “Is that a good thing or a bad thing?”

“It’s an impressive thing. I’ve never experienced a fundraiser of this magnitude before. And the fact that it incorporates and encourages the teens here at the shelter is my favorite part. They’ve been practicing non-stop, you know. We had to start double-checking lights out, because they were staying up with flashlights to keep playing.”

Pride bloomed warm and soft in Carmen’s chest. “That was Rook. She met the challenge head on.” 

Ms. Albert gave her a knowing look. “I think she was motivated by someone else. The gift of giving doesn’t come as naturally to Rook as it does to others. Then again, you’ve changed my mind, so I’ll allow that you changed hers, too.”

She couldn’t help a small smile. “Well, it’s easy when you’re working with special people.”

“Indeed. I noticed Miss Black took a particular interest in our LGBTQ teens.”

“It’s close to her heart, I guess,” Carmen replied. Her eyes darted around for anyone too close, who might overhear. Her fingers twitched and she forced herself to take a deep inhale. “She’s a lesbian, you know.”

Ms. Albert laughed, a deep chuckle from her belly. “She doesn’t exactly hide it, does she? She’s only got eyes for you.” Unsure of how to reply, Carmen said nothing. Instead, she looked at her shoes and realized that in only a short time, she wouldn’t have to wear heels if she didn’t want to. Ms. Albert didn’t let her off the hook, though. “You know, it meant a lot to them. All of the teens, but especially those ones. Seeing someone like Rook excelling in something so prestigious as chess was inspiring.”

An old wound that had healed under Rook’s care ripped open a little. “Well, we can’t all be chess savants,” Carmen said, before realizing how bitter it sounded. And how she said we after Miss Albert had been so specific about the LGBTQ teens. She wheeled. “I’m sorry. That sounded rude. As you recall, I’m sensitive about how pageant winners are perceived, and—”

“You don’t need to apologize. And I’ll have you know, you’ve proved me wrong about that, too. You’re quite clever, Miss Barnes. Look at all you’ve made possible! Just think of what you’ll be able to do when your wings aren’t clipped.” Ms. Albert walked away before what she said sunk in. Fear raced jagged through her. It was obvious that Ms. Albert was onto Rook and her. But was she slighting Carmen for not being out? What did she mean, that her wings were clipped?

But a hand on her elbow by a volunteer jerked her out of her thoughts and led her straight to a small set of tables, each with a chess board set up. There were forty people playing mid-tier. As she steadied herself and waited to be matched with an opponent, Phillip caught her eye. He’d actually shown. Of course he did. Rook made a bet and you know how he is about competition.

It was one of the few things she had in common with him. They both liked to win and worked hard to do it. I can’t believe he said those awful things about me! In the end, though, Carmen could admit that she’d kept a lot of herself hidden from Phillip. It had always felt more like a business relationship. So if she wasn’t presenting all of herself, she couldn’t blame him for not knowing the powerhouse she was. 

But I’ll show him.

Her match came in and, to her delight and dismay, it was one of the teens. Apparently a handful had done well enough to participate in the mid-tier competition. The teen, a boy named Fred, have her a big goofy smile before shaking her hand. He drew white, so he’d be going first. When it was time, the announcer told them to begin. 

It took Carmen a little while to find her groove. Her mind wanted to flit between a hundred different distractions. Like, where was Rook? Was she playing already? How did she feel? If Mike and Ms. Albert caught on to the relationship and attraction between Rook and Carmen, who else knew? Was her crown in jeopardy? Did she really care? 

But the long practice hours with Rook guided her on course. Slowly but surely, she pruned the distractions like errant branches, hedging her focus onto the game at hand. In a quick twist, she managed to snag the teen’s queen and rook. After that, she achieved checkmate in three moves. 

“That was awesome,” Fred breathed. 

“I’m sorry I won,” Carmen whispered. 

“Don’t be! This was great. Thanks so much for spending time with us. It’s nice to feel like I’m good at something.”

There wasn’t time for more chat, because she was quickly re-matched. 

Then there wasn’t time for anything but the game.

“Break,” the MC announced, and not a moment too soon. Carmen’s brain ached, like it was swelling with all of the plays, the practice, and the strain of competition and arguing with her skull’s capacity to keep it in. When she shut her eyes, she could still see the pieces staggered on the checkered board, demanding to be played. 

Mike came over with some water. “Holy shit, Carmen, you are rocking this!”

When she met his gaze with eyes that felt glazed and dry, he filled her in. “You’re in the final four. Everyone is talking about your plays! This is some advanced game play and you make it look easy!”

“It doesn’t feel easy,” she admitted before gulping the water. It helped. “I feel numb, honestly. This is harder than the Miss United States pageant, and that was brutal.” The pageant, aside from long days filled with choreography, practice questions, and last minute adjustments to talent and wardrobe were also days with no salt, no carbs, nothing but chicken breasts and broccoli and more sit ups than she’d ever do again. At the time, that had felt like the worst trial she’d chosen to sign up for. This, though, took the cake. 

Then again, as her focus widened and she broke free, bit by bit, surging back to the moment, the rush slammed into her. Her hands and fingers tingled with it and she smiled so big her cheeks stung. “So you’re saying I have a chance to win?”

“Hell yes!”

She jumped up and down and clapped. “And what about media? Where are we with that, and money for the shelter?”

“Oh, you know, just the measly sum of about eight hundred thousand, after prizes.” 

Carmen froze. “Are you kidding me? That’s amazing! Paired with the banquet’s funds—”

“This shelter is about to come into a large, large sum of money. Thanks to you.”

“Well,” Carmen said, “Thanks to Miss United States. I’m not naive enough to know that this sort of thing required the backing and support of the foundation.”

“Sure, for the banquet. But this has been all you and me, kid. We borrowed the name, that’s it. But all those meetings, all the calls and pleas for donations and support, that’s been us.”

“But who footed the bill for the bleachers? The MC?”

For the first time since she’d met him, Mike looked bashful. He shuffled his feet and shrugged his shoulders. “I did. I just fronted the money, so I’m getting it back after this, but—”

Carmen threw her arms around him and planted a big kiss on his cheek. His help meant something more than just being her manager. It meant he believed in her, in what she wanted to do. “Thank you! You don’t know how much that means to me.”

He chuckled and gave her a quick embrace. “You’ve been my favorite contestant to work with, Carmen. I don’t say that lightly. I’ve never come across someone who works so hard for what she believes in. I’m... I’m sorry that I said what I said about you and Rook. It was the business-mind taking over. All I could see was the harm it might bring you, and after all your hard work, I couldn’t bear the thought of it being yanked away over something so stupid.”

Could she melt anymore? “You were just looking out for me. But... I’ve been thinking. After this is over, would you want to move on with me? Start something new?”

“I’ve only ever managed girls like you—”

“And helped throw a massively successful fundraiser with this tournament. We make a great team.”

His shoulders eased and he rocked back and forth on his heels, considering it. “Okay. Let’s talk after we pull this off, yes?”

Her elation had her in the clouds. The day was moving from good straight to great and with the promise of best day ever. “How’s Rook doing?”

Mike’s easy, happy demeanor dropped, just for a moment. He glanced at his watch. “We have time before you play again, if you want to go see.” She nodded and he put his hand on the middle of her back, beginning to guide her through the crowds. “While we walk, let me tell you one more thing I’ve been thinking about, regarding Rook...”
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Chapter Fifteen
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Sweat dripped between her shoulder blades, cooling and distracting as the rivulet made its way down her spine before being caught in the cotton snare of Rook’s t-shirt. She shifted back, but that only meant the sweat now dripped between her breasts. 

Five moves into the game, and Petra was already smirking. 

The years had been kind to her. It hadn’t been that long, really, but Rook’s experiences with Carmen made her memories of Petra feel ancient. Same red hair, now curling artfully over a shoulder. Same confident eyes and wicked smile that had left Rook a hyperventilating mess before. And the same screwed-up tricks that she’d used to make Rook unnerved before. This was how it used to start: with a smirk. 

Instead of having its desired effect, though, it only helped to steel Rook’s resolve.  A familiar smirk and the same aggressive moves Petra had used before and Rook felt more than ready. It thrilled her, making her feet tap in earnest. Petra noticed and her smile deepened. Fine, think it’s nerves. But I’m onto you now. She moved a sacrificial pawn. 

Petra took the bait. 

It went swiftly after that, as both of them preferred speed chess, anyway. 

Rook snagged her bishop, Petra took her knight. Rook took a pawn and forced Petra to move her queen. Rook slid her knight into place and did a dance inside when Petra’s smirk dropped. She saw what Rook was doing and it was too late to stop it. Rook took her queen. Petra scrambled to move her other bishop in, but Rook pushed her pawn, sitting unnoticed, into place. 

Petra turned her King over. Checkmate. 

There wasn’t the usual roar that takes place at sporting events. No cheering or high-fiving. To be fair, the game had gone so quickly that only other studious players would have understood what happened when it did. So everyone was caught off guard when Petra pushed the board violently off the table. Pieces scattered, the clink of their falls lost to the collective gasp of the watchers. Rook stood, pride keeping her calm in the face of Petra’s outburst. 

“Unbelievable,” Petra exclaimed in her British accent. “You take time off, disappear, and beat me? Have you been working with another Grandmaster?”

Rook shrugged. “Nope. I did get arrested, though.”

This earned a small, tight chuckle from a few of the onlookers. Rook’s eyes scanned the crowd and, to her delight, she saw Carmen standing with Mike and practically bursting with pride. She started to wave, but a presence close by demanded her attention. Petra had stepped around the table and was advancing on Rook quickly. “Well, you naughty little Rook, I suppose you’ve earned me.” Her hands grabbed at Rook’s shoulders, eyes already fluttering shut in anticipation of kissing. 

But Rook stepped aside, missing Petra’s grab. The woman stumbled and she flailed before righting herself and staring at Rook. “I thought you wanted me!” She hissed. 

“I did. But you’re not a very nice person, Petra, nor a gallant player. It was nasty and immature to use my crush on you against me.”

“I gave you the motivation to win!”

“No,” Rook shook her head, “you didn’t. You kept stringing me along and then sabotaging me. And I was the fool who wasted so many good playing years letting you.”

Petra stood straight as a rod. “Well, good game, then.”

Rook held out her hand and they shook. “Good game.” The claps came and the most difficult part was not running to Carmen. After Petra’s blatant and public attempt at seduction, Rook most wanted something simple and soft. Carmen’s hand in hers. Fingers laced and warm palms pressed together. 

Of course, it hit her that she won. 

She won.

Not just against Petra. But the tournament. She was going to have enough money to pay her parents back, pay Rooster back, pay for another six months in her apartment, and still get a plane ticket to Stockholm for the next major tourney. Realizing that she was out of debt left Rook feeling stunned and exuberant. Her steps felt like she was bouncing as she made her way over to Carmen. 

“I won!”

“I want to punch that bitch in the face,” Carmen whispered, her smile fierce. “But you were amazing. Both playing and after. I’m so proud of you, Rook!” 

Rook’s arms started to reach for Carmen, but she caught herself and tucked them behind her, clasping elbows as if she couldn’t be trusted not to reach for her again. Mike sighed. “You can hug her, Rook.”

Feeling sheepish didn’t stop her from launching herself into Carmen’s arms. As soon as their bodies connected, everything felt in tune. Aligned. It was hard to let go, but Rook kept the hug as chaste as possible. “Thanks,” she smiled. “What about you? Did you win? Did you pound Phillip’s haughty ass yet?”

“Not yet, and we need to hurry now to be back in place,” Mike answered, hurrying them both. Rook forgave him as he made sure to include her while he ushered people out of the way, making sure she could stay close to Carmen. 

The table was set up. There wasn’t as large a crowd anymore, Rook’s battle with Petra being the main event. The Grandmaster’s had gone almost twice as quickly, since they were using clocks and used to timed plays. Phillip was seated, ready to play for a chance in the final two. “I have to beat him and then the winner of the other game,” Carmen murmured, “And then we’ll sneak off for dinner somewhere outrageously fancy.”

“It’s a deal.” Rook quickly grabbed Carmen’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “Go smoke him.”

Mike stayed with Rook. “Want me to call the game?” She offered, feeling generous. Winning a ton of money can do that, she guessed. 

“That would be awesome. You know,” he added, “She wants me to quit and start a business with her.”

“I think you should. You work well together and I know she thinks highly of you.”

“You should join us, Rook. If you really want to be done with playing in the competitive sense. I know Carmen, and she’s going to be setting up a non-profit. I think you’d be great to have on board.”

In some ways, this felt like winning the lottery twice in a day. Beating Petra, and now she was being offered a job helping to start something new and exciting. And important. She wouldn’t be Rook the Grandmaster Chess Player or the smartest girl in the room. She’d be a partner. It felt... right. Like all her stars were falling into place and the constellation of her life made sense. 

“That sounds perfect, Mike.”

He reached out and they shook hands. Rook enjoyed the solid grip and smile that met his eyes. It was a deal, something really happening. And she was going to earn it. 

The match started. In a hushed whisper, she pointed out that Phillip had used an English opening and Carmen used a French defense. It was a smart move, Rook explained, because it wouldn’t give Phillip a clue as to how she was going to defend after. It looked reactionary and played into his belief that Carmen wasn’t intellectually up to the challenge. 

“What a dumbass. He said that?”

“Yeah, at that banquet fundraiser.”

“I was so glad when she dumped him. He’s super nice, generous with his bank account, and a bit of a good ol’ boy. Stuck in the fifties when it comes to the home.”

“He thinks she’ll get back together with him after. Okay, now he’s opening for a Grand Prix Gambit. He wants to win quickly. See how he’s freed up his queen?”

Mike nodded. “He’s in for a big surprise.”

“In the game or after?”

“Both. Carmen’s ruthless when she wants to win.”

“Ruthless is good. So now she’s freeing her knights to counter his queen, while keeping her pawns as in place as she can. This is going to force him to use the queen in shorter, more awkward bursts. The knight’s movement’s—the L-pattern—make it harder for the queen to nab them.”

After that there was a bunch of piece dancing. Carmen used one knight to aggressively pick of his pawns, while letting the other knight harass his queen. Phillip countered by adding a rook to his attack, and then a bishop. After that, while he no longer had many pawns to defend with, he was freer to aggressively pick off Carmen’s defenses. 

“Okay, so he’s going to set her up with a sacrificial queen. He’s been using the queen to be his major piece, so he’s hoping she’ll be tempted to nab it. But if she does, she’ll leave the left side too open. His rook and bishop can slide in and pin her king.”

“What should she do?”

“Move a knight back and start pushing forward with her outer remaining pawns, as well as bring in her own rook to counter his. And use his strategy against him—start being more aggressive with her queen.” 

Carmen had been protecting the queen almost as much as the king. It was a gamble; if she could take enough of his pieces with her minor ones, the queen could come in and sweep the board after. It wasn’t a bad strategy, but Phillip was too smart for it and had already begun to counter when he saw what she was doing. 

Rook’s breath hitched as Phillip moved his sacrificial queen into place and released it. Carmen’s knees were jittering under the table and she was biting her lip. A quick scan of the crowd showed many impressed faces—not many attendees had expected Carmen to last this long. 

Carmen’s hands reached for the knight that would take the queen. No! Don’t fall for it! In their practice sessions, this was about the point that Carmen’s ability to guess at moves fell apart. Rook had stressed that she needed to think ahead several moves until the very end, but it was something much easier said than done. That kind of foresight took cultivation to perfect. 

Her fingertips grazed the knight, but she didn’t pick it up. Then Carmen’s hand shifted to her pawn. Mike stiffened beside Rook. Yes, baby, yes! That’s the move! Rook’s heart was exploding and to her delight, it was much more interesting and challenging to watch someone else play than to be at one end of the table. 

At the last second, though, Carmen’s hand went back to the knight. She captured Phillip’s queen. Rook saw how Carmen’s fingers trembled as she released the piece and knew she didn’t feel good about the decision. Goodbye, Bobby Fisher chess set. It was going to be painful to give it over to Phillip, but Rook smart enough to know she’d taken a high-stakes bet with odds not heavily weighted in her favor. Besides, it was just a chess set. Carmen’s ego after the loss was the true root of Rook’s concern. 

Phillip followed through on Rook’s predictions. He moved his pieces in toward the king. Carmen tried to block him and move in time, but even with her queen still on the board, she wasn’t able to stop it.

Checkmate. 

To his credit, Phillip didn’t jump or brag. He kept to decorum and shook Carmen’s hand, saying something to her softly enough that no one could hear. Carmen, beautiful Carmen, managed a smile despite defeat and a graceful wave of thanks as she walked away, leaving them to set up the board for the final game of the day. 

Rook wanted to rush to her, but Carmen was immediately fielded toward reporters. Mike left Rook, going to stand with Carmen and help her. Before Rook could go, too, Phillip came over. 

“I guess I owe you a chess set,” Rook said, holding out her hand. 

He shook it. “Technically, yes. But damn, that wasn’t an easy match. You’re a great coach, Rook. I didn’t expect to be so pressed.”

“If she’d gone with the pawn instead of grabbing your queen, she would’ve won.”

“I know. It’s lucky she second guessed herself. I hope she knows that—she almost had me.”

“Well, next time you’ll know not to underestimate her.”

His smile dropped and to Rook’s surprise, Phillip sagged. “You think that’s how I lost her?”

Rook stared at her feet, then at Carmen, then at her feet again. This wasn’t a conversation she wanted to have. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“Sure you do. I’ve never seen her have a friend she spends as much time with as you. I can tell she really admires you, Rook. So surely she said something about why we’re not getting back together?”

“What did she tell you?”

“That her life was moving in a different direction than it had been before, and her desires moved with it. I don’t know what to do with that.”

Rook didn’t want to touch his arm, or try and soothe him in any way that came off as false. Nor did she want to be the one to tell him Carmen’s secret. Yes, Rook was part of the equation, but she wasn’t going to out Carmen just to make a point. Carmen had shown her so much trust and grace with Petra, Rook was determined to be there for her, too. 

“Honestly, Phillip? That’s the same thing she mentioned to me. Her desires and plans for the future are just different now, and it wasn’t going to work. I’m sorry.”

“Me too. But she’ll do great at whatever it is, you know? She always manages to be the best.”

“She really does.” On that, Rook could agree. 

––––––––
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CARMEN’S SHOULDERS ached. She rolled them a few times, stretched her neck, but nothing was going to touch that tightness like a long, hot bath. I bet Rook would rub them for me. Of course, that was assuming Rook wasn’t upset that she’d lost her match. The worst part was knowing she fell for a trick. Carmen had thought better of it, but then doubted her own instincts. That doubt cost her the game. She played another quick match to come in third overall in her category. It wasn’t bad and she knew it. Third in a game she’d only recently learned to play was actually super good. 

But Rook had worked so hard with her, and she’d bet Phillip her prized chess set. She’d been shaky with relief when the media had wanted to speak to her first, and that said something about the state of her anxiety over losing. Rook had been there, standing with Mike, and Carmen has essentially run to the cameras in an effort to avoid her. Her stomach churned with guilt. 

Eventually there was no one else to talk to. No more hands to shake, no more overseeing to be done. The day had been a complete success, and Carmen wasn’t enjoying any of it. Mike always managed to materialize, it seemed, when she needed him the most. This time he brought Ms. Albert, who had actually unfastened the top few buttons on her crisp button-down and was wearing jeans. 

“Miss Barnes, I don’t have the words to tell you how impressed I am,” Ms. Albert said. Mike shot her a beaming smile over the shelter-director’s head. “There were things we were falling short on in this shelter. With this money, not only can I bring everything up to code, but we’ll be able to expand our building and our care.” Carmen didn’t miss the glisten in the director’s eyes. 

“I’m so happy it went well,” Carmen agreed. “I hadn’t envisioned this level of success, so I’m very pleased with the result.”

“Did you manage to prove yourself?” Ms. Albert asked. 

“You mean at chess? No, I didn’t. I lost, I’m afraid.” Carmen gave a smile that probably didn’t cover the continuous sink of her happiness as she thought about it. 

“Are you kidding?” Mike interrupted. “Third in an advanced tier is amazing, Carmen. You knocked it out of the park. No one is going to doubt how smart you are.”

“If you ask me,” Ms. Albert said with more than a little cynicism, “equating winning chess with intelligence is a dumb marker. There’s so much more that goes into it.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” a soft voice broke in. Carmen’s heart skipped a beat. “There’s the mental game and memorizing strategy and foresight for chess, but it doesn’t include all the emotional intelligence needed to do something like throw a fundraiser of this scale in less than a few months. Carmen’s idea went from seed to full orchard in an impressive time frame. Not many people could juggle all of what was involved and make it happen.” Rook slid beside Carmen, but left some distance. Carmen couldn’t decide if she wanted to close the distance or jump away. 

“Exactly, Ms. Black. Own up to your triumphs, Carmen.”

Ms. Albert walked away before Carmen realized she’d used her first name. More important, if someone as accomplished as Ms. Albert was telling her ‘good job,’ maybe she needed to pull herself together. Mike quickly excused himself and Carmen was left with Rook. She chewed her lip, not wanting to be the first to speak. 

When Rook smiled at her, though, the damn burst. Carmen erupted into tears. Full, heavy drops raced down her cheeks and her throat was so tight from trying to fight it back she couldn’t speak. The last time she’d cried this hard was in the car with her mother, who’d just come to claim her from the foster care system. 

Warm arms tugged her close. Carmen’s shoulder’s caved, resisting the embrace, but Rook only buckled down. “Oh, baby, what’s wrong?” Rook rubbed soothing, wide circles on Carmen’s heaving back as she let go. 

When the torrent had slowed and she relaxed enough to speak, Carmen sniffled. “I’m so sorry I let you down.”

Rook’s eyebrows pinched. “What are you talking about? Phillip?”

“Mmhm. You were banking on me winning and I lost you your chess set. I looked it up and it’s worth a bunch of money and I know it must mean so much to you and—”

“You didn’t bet the chess set, Carmen. I did. So it’s no one’s fault I have to give it up but mine.”

“If I’d just stuck to the pawn—”

“Wait, wait. Can’t you see? Even a few nights ago, you wouldn’t have even been able to consider the pawn. You would’ve gone straight for the queen. That you thought of it at all is such a big deal. I’m crazy impressed and proud of you.” 

It was like Carmen’s brain short-circuited. Her mouth fell open while her mind fumbled. Rook looked on with concern before giving her a sweet, generous smile. “Carmen? Did you get that? I’m so impressed. And god, so fucking proud. You’re amazing, and smart, and—”

There wasn’t a thought. It was a reaction, full-force, to the magnificent fireworks that Rook’s words set off in Carmen’s chest. She grabbed Rook’s shoulders and pulled her in for a kiss. Their lips crashed hard together. Too hard; teeth knocked. But the roughness only fueled Carmen’s intense need to touch and taste Rook. To let her know through lips and tongue and gasped breath how dear she was to her. 

How much she loved her. 

For one perfect moment, Rook caved. Her mouth opened and Carmen’s tongue swept in. Her hands moved to Rook’s cheeks, then up into her hair, grabbing and pulling them even tighter. Then the moment was halted as Rook gently pried Carmen off her. Her eyes were wild, her hair tousled, and her lips red and swollen. “Babe! We’re in public!” 

Panic tried to trigger in Carmen, it really did. Her stomach did one single flip. But the truth was, that kiss had felt better than raising a ton of money for the shelter. Not by much, but it was true. Which could mean only one thing—loving Rook, openly and without hesitation, was the most important thing in the world to Carmen. 

“I don’t care—”

“But the fundraiser! All your hard work! This isn’t worth it.” Rook’s face was torn between yearning and terror of them being discovered. Warmth crushed Carmen hard, smashing into bits. Rook loved her, too. They’d said it before, and often. But in this moment, seeing how much Rook was willing to sacrifice for her, Carmen felt it etched deep in her soul. 

“Interesting fact, Rook. Apparently Mike felt quite guilty after telling us to stay apart. So he did some research and talked to a lawyer friend. The contract I signed very specifically says I can’t have a man stay with me in the condo. I can’t be engaged to a man. I’m sure when this gets out, Miss United States will have a fit. But it’s time to change the conversation about what a powerful woman looks like. It is ridiculous to applaud micro bikinis and then expect chastity.”

Rook swayed and Carmen grabbed her wrist, tugging her close again. “I’m sorry. That’s just a lot to take in.”

“Are you okay with it? With being public? With me?”

“Are you fucking kidding me? I’ve been dying without you. I never want to leave your side!”

Carmen pressed a soft kiss on Rook’s lips. “So, Mike suggested, as an appeasement to the powers that be, that I don’t live in the condo if I’m sleeping with you. Do you have space for me while I finish my last month?”

Rook slid an arm around Carmen’s waist. Everything about them fit perfectly. “Change ‘last month’ to ‘forever’ and you’ve got a deal.”
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Chapter Sixteen
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The uproar had been mild, really. Some nasty right-wing papers had called for Carmen’s dismissal and used horrible slurs against her when she went public as a lesbian. But Mike, ever in her corner, had found her a lawyer through the ACLU who was ready for any reprimand the Miss United States, Inc. group tried to issue her. 

For the most part, she hadn’t even needed it. It turned out that a lot of the sponsors and shareholders for the pageant had been trying to think of ways to revive the pageant. Making it more progressive was an easy way to do that. They had been thinking of more diversity, and Carmen’s now-gay status met that. There were some things that had to be hammered out. Like Mike had made a good call: She couldn’t live in the condo if she was in an established relationship with a man or a woman. But she could opt out of the free condo and live with her girlfriend. Rook had been ecstatic and had used some of her proceeds to have her apartment professionally cleaned in honor of Carmen’s arrival. 

The boxes were already packed on the truck and being carted to Rook’s place. Carmen was alone, going room by room and making sure she’d gotten everything that belonged to her. It was easy for her to move. This had never been home, and she’d had practice packing and going after short intervals of time during her time in the foster system. There was a lingering sense of fondness this time, though. Like the kitchen, where she’d cooked with Rook, forcing her to try new foods constantly in an effort to clean up her diet. Or the guest bedroom, where she’d slept with a woman for the first time and finally felt like she understood what the big deal was about sex. 

Now she moved into the study. The leather bound books were all still there, part of the condo’s decor. The titles ranged from classics to reference, obviously chosen less for their content and more for their appearance. There was the enormous desk she’d never used, preferring to curl up in bed with her laptop if she needed to work. 

The chessboard was still out. Carmen fingered a piece, loving the brass feel of it. Rook had been so impressed with this set when she’d first seen it. Carmen had done some research and learned that it was a French antique and quite valuable. Belatedly, she wondered if the condo owners had intended it to be used, or if it was supposed to remain decorative. If it had truly mattered, she doubted it would have been placed in a home for single woman after single woman, tenants changing each year. 

I wonder if they even know what’s in the apartment at all. 

Carmen packed the pieces away and closed the bone-inlaid box. It felt heavy and expensive in her hands as she moved it back to its place in a chest under the room’s only window. She found she couldn’t close the chest. Her eyes lingered on the checkered top. 

Not once in her twenty six years had she broken the rules. She’d learned quickly that the best way to stay in a foster home for more than a few weeks was to follow every rule, without exception. Carmen had been a model student and pageant contestant. When Rook had confessed she’d been arrested, it had been shocking to Carmen. Less so because Rook tried so hard to maintain an image of “badass,” but still. Being arrested was supposed to be one of those life-ruining things, you know? 

But Rook’s life hadn’t been ruined. And hadn’t Carmen just broken the “rules” by coming out of the closet and challenging the assumption that Miss United States was a straight, cis, virginal female? 

Fuck it.

Rook hadn’t said anything bad when she’d given her chess set to Phillip. Instead, she’d gone out of her way to make sure Carmen hadn’t felt guilty about it. That didn’t mean that Carmen didn’t have regret that lingered. Knowing that she’d almost made the winning choice was more painful than if she’d just taken the queen on instinct. It’s time to break a rule, for Rook. 

When she left the key at the front desk, her last box was quite heavy. 

––––––––
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ROOK’S APARTMENT SMELLED like fifty different cleaning solvents and the lilac candles she’d bought and placed all over to create a welcoming ambience for Carmen. She fidgeted, checking pictures on the walls to make sure they were straight and the books on the coffee table were stacked just right. 

It was really happening. She’d never had a roommate before. She’d lived with her parents and then she’d lived on her own. Lovers had slept over, and Rooster on occasion. But this was going to be an all-day, every day deal. And it was with Carmen. 

Nothing could make her happier. 

She’d ordered food to be delivered because her kitchen was the cleanest it had been in years and she wasn’t ready to mess it up with cooking. Also, she was pretty sure that as soon as Carmen was there, truly there to stay, Rook wasn’t going to be able to keep her hands off her, not even for food. 

There was a gentle knock and Rook’s heart leapt into her throat. She froze for a moment, eyes darting to make sure everything was perfect. Carmen’s boxes were in the second bedroom. They could spend the weekend rearranging and unpacking. But for now, everything was neat and orderly. Mismatched but in a cute, gypsy sort of way. 

Ready. 

She opened the door and smiled. Carmen was there, her final box in her hands. 

“Here, let me get that for you.” Rook took the box and let out a small grunt—it was heavier than she’d expected. 

“Thanks,” Carmen said shyly. Her head dipped down so her hair fell forward, obscuring her face. There weren’t many moments Carmen’s confidence wasn’t radiating like a star, but Rook found it endearing. Reassuring, because Carmen was just as nervous about this as Rook was. 

“Come in, Roomie!” Rook shuffled in and started to go place the box in the spare room, but Carmen stopped her. 

“Let’s unpack that one tonight.”

Rook’s stomach fluttered. The blush that stained Carmen’s cheeks intrigued her. “Okay. Food’ll be here in another hour, anyway.” She went to the couch and sat, box on the floor between her feet. 

Carmen sat next to her and gasped as the worn cushions dipped heavily under her. “Oh!”

“Sorry. It’s an old couch that has a me-shaped space. Maybe we can get a new couch together.”

“And make a we-shaped space,” Carmen agreed. 

“So what’s in the box?”

“Petra’s head.”

Rook’s mouth fell open. “What?”

Carmen gave a self-deprecating laugh and touched her fingers to her cheek. “Sorry, bad joke. Like the movie, ‘Seven’? ‘What’s in the box?’” She half-screamed the last bit in an attempt to imitate Brad Pitt. 

Feeling warm and happy and slightly stupid for not getting the joke, Rook leaned toward Carmen and pulled her close, planting a delicate kiss on her forehead. “You’re cute and funny.”

“Yeah, I am,” Carmen joked back. 

“But really... what’s in the box?”

“Open it!”

Rook pulled back the brown packing tape. It peeled off the cardboard with a funny-sounding rip, and she pulled the top open. Rook gasped. “Ohhhh, you’re in so much trouble, Carmen Barnes.”

The woman in question stiffened. “Oh no! Do you really think so? I didn’t think anyone would even notice it was gone! And I wanted to give you something nice!”

Rook lifted the chess set from the box, loving the way the candlelight flickered off the stained wood and pale bone. “This is quite the steal,” she said, adding a hint of reprimand to her voice. 

Carmen’s hands flew over her mouth, muffling her. “Oh gosh, what was I thinking? I’m sorry, maybe we can sneak it back—”

“It’s too late for that, Miss Barnes,” Rook placed the chess set on the coffee table. “Much too late for that.”

“Fuck!”

“That’s exactly what I was thinking as an appropriate punishment. Lots of it.”

“Wait, what?” Carmen’s hands dropped and she looked both stern and confused. “Are you just messing with me?”

“Of course! I think it is super sexy and badass that you filched this for me. Best gift, ever. But...” Rook’s hand trailed up Carmen’s waist, brushing across her breast before tweaking a nipple. “If you wanted, I could spank you. Since you were such a naughty girl.”

Carmen’s embarrassed pink deepened into an aroused flush. Her lips parted and she licked them. The blue eyes that Rook adored were dark and hooded. Brunettes with blue eyes... kills me every time. 

“That sounds... interesting.”

“Interesting, good?”

“Yes. Yes.”

Rook’s body heated. She felt the churn of arousal between her legs, dampening her panties. Carmen did this to her, taking her to primed and ready in just a word. “What about handcuffs? Do naughty girls get handcuffed?”

Carmen’s eyes closed and she swayed for a moment. “God, yes,” she whispered, and Rook knew she was picturing it: hands in cuffs, bent over Rook’s bed while Rook gave her the spanking of a lifetime. At least, Rook assumed that’s what Carmen was thinking about, since that was the only thing she could think about now. Her mouth was dry, her pussy wet, and a quick glance at her watch let her know they still had forty minutes before the food came. 

Plenty of time. 

“Let’s go, then. I need to taste you.” 

Carmen moaned. “How do you know about these things?”

Rook laughed throatily. “Remember? AOL chatrooms?”

A shiver ran through Carmen. “I remember. So, are you planning on teaching me?”

“If you want.”

“I really do.”
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Chapter Seventeen
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“So you’re not going to Stockholm?” Rook’s mother directed the question to Rook, but kept her eyes on Carmen. Because what Carmen really needed was more pressure meeting the parents. Great, now they’ll think I’m ruining Rook’s future. 

Rook, though, was nonchalant as she took another bite of salad. Her father was watching each bite with complete fascination. Apparently they hadn’t seen her willingly eat something green since she was a toddler. Maybe that’s a point in my favor, Carmen thought. 

“I really am finished with competitive chess now, Mom. Beating Petra felt good and I’m glad to have played one last time, but it just isn’t where I want to focus my energy anymore.”

“Well, then, where do you want to focus your energy?” Carmen was watching Rook’s mom closely. Before her parents, Jim and Kate, had arrived, Rook had warned her that they tended to be a bit overbearing. So far, she wasn’t seeing it. But maybe it was about to come out? As the conversation had been going, the only thing that was making Carmen uncomfortable was the number of times her name had come up regarding Rook’s plans. She knew how independent Rook was. She’d worked hard for many years, often in not-nice ways, to try and prove to all of her friends and family just how independent she was. At the worst, it sounded like Carmen was brainwashing her. 

“I’m helping Carmen launch her non-profit. I’m going to work for it part-time and re enroll in college.”

Kate’s fork clattered to her plate and she covered her mouth for a moment before the tears began to fall. Her father reached out and put a consoling hand on her shoulder, but he dabbed at his own eyes with a napkin with his free hand. Rook shot Carmen a panicked look, but what did she expect Carmen to do? These were her parents! Carmen’s own stomach was so twisted eating had been a chore. Now she wondered if she should leave and give the family some space, or stay and hold Rook’s hand, or what. There needed to be a fresh-lesbian-meet-the-family for Dummies guide. 

“Mom, dad, I’m sorry. I know chess was a big deal and you sank just as much time and energy into it when you were helping me break into the tournament scene. I’m not trying to throw that away, but I’ve been competing for a long time. Now I’m in my thirties and I’m just not sure that’s what I want to do forever. Plus, now that I’ve beat Petra, I can exit and look cool! Okay, that part is flimsy, but—”

“Sweetheart, we’re not sad!” Her mother interrupted. “We’ve been hoping you’d want to go to school for so long! And working for a non-profit? Starting it from the ground up? That’s so exciting!”

Even though the words and affection were for Rook, Carmen’s own nerves relaxed. Overbearing? It was beginning to seem more and more like parents who were just concerned about a too-smart daughter living aimlessly. Which, to be fair, was Rook’s choice. But Carmen got where they must be coming from. 

Rook was also stunned, her quivering lip  the only tell that she wasn’t completely frozen. “I thought you wanted me to be, like, the world’s best chess player.”

“Oh, baby. No way. We had just gotten some tips from parents of intelligent children. Remember when we went to the second IQ test? With all the other children?”

“Yeah.”

Jim scowled. “For the record, I wasn’t interested in the tests, but your school wanted some parameters known so they could ‘best assist your development’—ha!” 

“As if they knew what they were doing any more than we did,” her mother agreed. “But the point is, those parents said that unless we put you on a super fast track, you were going to be bored. We didn’t want a fourteen or sixteen year old going away to university for selfish reasons.”

“I wouldn’t have wanted that,” Rook agreed. “Not selfish at all.”

“We just... you want your child to be bright, sure. But I also wanted to be able to be there for you, be a part of your life growing up. So when it turned out you were just so damned smart, I got scared. It felt like the time we’d planned on being needed was being cut short. So we picked chess because you seemed to enjoy it so much, and used that as the way to keep you from getting too bored in school.”

“It sort of worked. I mean, I was still bored, but with six hour practice schedules, there wasn’t time to mope about it.” Rook’s eyes brightened. “And I did love traveling with you. This, um, explains a lot. I kept playing for so long because I thought it was important to you.”

They all chuckled and Carmen felt like she was at the movies. Rook’s laughter was still deep, but there was an airiness to it now that made Carmen giddy. She took a large swig of wine and then saw Rook’s parents were looking at her. 

“Sorry, Carmen. What you must think of us! This is our first time meeting and we’re basically having a Dr. Phil moment,” Jim joked.

“No, not at all!” Carmen blushed. “I’m just happy that Rook’s plans are as exciting for you as they are for me. You know how it is—you’re always nervous when you meet the parents, and then to hear about her major shift? That’s a lot to take in.”

“Well put yourself at ease,” Kate replied. “Anyone with eyes can see how good the two of you are together. Rook is glowing! And have you been exercising?” She pointed to the two pairs of running shoes beside the door. 

Rook rolled her eyes good naturedly. “Yep. Carmen tortures me first thing in the morning.”

“And you’re eating salad. Salad.” Jim said. 

“Well, Carmen’s been prepping me so I can start competing in pageants.” Rook waited, and Carmen saw how she was loving the looks of shock on her parent’s faces. “Mom. Dad! I’m just kidding. I’m too old to be in pageants and I’m too old to keep acting like I was. I’m sorry for basically being a teenager for two decades instead of just one.”

Everyone laughed at that. 

Dinner stretched after that, in the good way. The way that has more than one bottle of wine, and everyone laughs until their abs ache. It stretched until her parents realized they’d stayed until it was technically the next day. Carmen called them a cab and everyone said a prolonged good bye, with hugs and kisses—and a big check from Rook to pay them back. 

When the door shut, they stumbled to bed and fell in still dressed. 
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THE ALARM ON CARMEN’S phone went off. She fumbled, eyes painfully dry and refusing to open, until she found it and turned off the alarm. 

“You can’t possibly expect me to go for a run.” Rook’s voice was muffled from the pillow she’d placed over her head, but Carmen got most of what she was saying. 

“Let’s skip it this morning.” Carmen snuggled deeper, but was stopped when Rook sat up like a rocket, the action yanking the quilt off of both of them.

“You never skip a run, Carmen!” 

“Sure I do. I just didn’t skip it while I was Miss United States.”

“You still are!”

“Only for like, a week. If I put on five pounds in a week, who cares?”

Rook flopped back down. “Now I can’t sleep.”

“So you want to run?”

“Hell no. I can think of some other cardio, though, if you’re up to it.” Her hand sneaked under the covers and found Carmen’s hip. Goosebumps erupted as Rook’s chilly fingers traced on Carmen’s sleep-warmed flesh. 

“Mmm, I think I can be persuaded to get a workout in.”

“Come here,” Rook said, husky and full of desire. The time for joking was over. 

It was time for touch. 

Carmen wondered briefly if she might give up running forever in favor of this kind of morning wake up. The kind that stemmed from love, from comfort, and from bliss.
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Epilogue
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Rook signed her name neatly on the third signature line. It felt like the hundredth signature of the day. In front of them was a massive stack of papers. The paperwork for their new non-profit. 

Mike popped a bottle of champagne and poured them each a glass, including Ms. Albert, who’d come to celebrate with them. It was her recommendation and desire to work together that had helped speed along the creation process. 

The shelter was being renovated heavily, but she’d mentioned that was the city really needed was another LGBTQ youth center. So after investigating zoning and laws and a ton of stuff that should have been painful to Rook to wade through but ended up exhilarating, they were renting a building a block from the shelter and establishing Queen’s Gambit, a center for the queer youth to come spend time at. They’d be fundraising to cover tutoring costs for homeless teens trying to stay in school as well as offering free classes in things like maintaining a checking account, saving money, finding reasonable places to live, job skills, and more. They’d have game nights, coordinated with the shelter. Not just chess, but all sorts of games to help introduce teens and help them create a family. 

It was more than Rook ever would have dreamed of on her own. But with Carmen’s drive and vision, now Rook was dreaming of all the lives they could help. It inspired her. So much so that she was considering going to law school, though she hadn’t discussed it with Carmen yet. But she would. 

One of Rook’s secret pleasures was thinking of all the different conversations she’d get to have with Carmen over the years. She loved to picture them arguing over furniture (Rook still loved a funky, bohemian look while Carmen was reluctantly beginning to admit she missed some of the clean, modern lines of her last place). Or maybe getting a pet and trying to decide: Cat or dog? And then Rook would argue for a ferret, just to argue. She loved arguing with Carmen because Carmen was clever and always called her on her shit. 

Rook liked to imagine asking Carmen to marry her. She liked picturing them eloping to get married by Elvis in Vegas. Or doing a super-sappy tropical getaway wedding with white tulle on Carmen and black jeans for Rook. She liked considering talking more about children. They’d both admitted they were open to the idea, and Rook found the idea of Carmen’s lithe body suddenly rounded with a child held surprising appeal. 

But now—clink, clink, clink—went the glasses. Now it was time to celebrate. Carmen had successfully passed off her crown and now, many months later, they were finally starting a new chapter in their lives. 

The party lasted a little over an hour before Ms. Albert had to return to the shelter and Mike left to go on a date. Rook and Carmen were alone, hands laced. 

“You know what we should do?” Carmen said, unthreading their fingers and pulling out her phone. “We should call a car and go back to our place. Then you should put on the black leather top and pants that you wore to the fundraiser. Remember the outfit?”

Rook laughed. “Unlike you, that is literally the only formal wear I own, so yeah, I remember it.”

“So we’ll get dressed up and go out to eat. I have reservations at the new Mediterranean place on Ninth.” 

“I love how you bring up going out to dinner like it’s spontaneous, only to mention you have reservations. You could have just said so!”

Carmen laughed and helped Rook up. Rook didn’t need it, but she loved how Carmen used the momentum to tug Rook into her arms. Their foreheads touched gently. “Whoops! I forgot not to mention the reservations. I’m trying to be spontaneous and exciting.”

“Carmen. You plan everything. You set out the clothing you’re going to wear the next day and like, two weeks of groceries at a time. Spontaneity isn’t your deal and I find you terribly exciting even without it.”

They kissed, letting it fall into something so deep and needy that Rook gasped. “If we keep going like this, we are going to spontaneously miss our reservation!”

“You’re right, you’re right. I just wanted to surprise you.” 

Rook gave her a quick kiss. “I don’t need surprises. Just you. And you did surprise me that one time with the stolen chess set! That was awesome. My very own law-breaker girlfriend. It’s so sexy, even now.” Carmen sighed and shook her head, and Rook was never going to let her live that down. “So yeah, just need you. And also maybe for us to talk about getting a car and teaching you to drive, because you’ve basically kept that car service in business since I’ve known you.”

“Well, the pageant paid for it—”

“And now we do. As new business owners, things are going to be tight for a long time.”

Carmen just smiled. “Okay. But you’ve gotta teach me. I’m not going to classes.”

“Deal.”

Rook sat back, admiring Carmen as she made the call. And she let herself fall back into imagining all the small little fights they’d have as they got older, and how wonderful making up was going to be. 
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“ROOK, YOU DON’T HAVE to get the check,” Carmen protested. She made a grab for it. Their collective bank accounts weren’t going to impress anyone, but they weren’t dire, either. Now that the paperwork was signed, it would be another month, but then Carmen would be getting paid as the CEO of their non-profit. So picking up a bill wasn’t a big deal. 

“You made the reservations, you made me dress up—”

“I’m dressed up, too—”

“And I took advantage. Trust me. I love you in low-cut dresses. But you did the first half, I’ll get the second half. Partners, you know?”

“Remember when we were opponents each night?”

Rook’s face clouded with lust and memory. Carmen smiled. She loved this about Rook, how easy it was to send her spiraling into her mind. Sometimes Carmen wondered what it was like in there. Was it all math equations and logic? Was it deductive reasoning and deep philosophy and all these things Carmen wasn’t versed in? Rook was so down to earth her IQ was never an issue. And she did a great job of helping Carmen feel like she was Rook’s equal in other things, so Carmen didn’t get worried about Rook becoming bored with her... too much. 

Of course, she’d blown the surprise about the reservation. 

Rook had been so smarmy about it, too. 

There’s still one more surprise...

It came out then. The waiter gave her the briefest of knowing looks before putting a box down in front of Rook, who’s eyes were wide and startled. “Um, what’s this?”

“I was told to bring it to you, Madame,” he offered before bowing slightly and leaving before Rook could ask more questions.

Which, of course, but Carmen on the hot spot. “Do you know anything about this?” Rook accused. Carmen’s palms began to sweat and she played with the napkin in her lap. This moment had seemed so good in her mind, but now... 

It’s still so good. This is a great idea. You’re killing it. Just keep smiling. 

Heart pounding hard, she managed a big smile. “Well, logically, if I knew about the reservations, it doesn’t take much to deduce that I might also know about the mysterious box.”

“What’s in the box? Don’t say Petra’s head.”

“Don’t be silly—her head wouldn’t fit in a box that size. But an ear...”

Rook rolled her eyes. “You aren’t going to tell me?”

“Of course not. Open it.”

Carmen saw that Rook’s fingers were trembling as they untied the silken bow wrapped around the small, gold box. She tried to look relaxed, but she was just as nervous as Rook, eating up the anticipation. Maybe worse, since she knew (hoped, at least), how this would turn out. Carmen would never be as good at seeing several moves ahead like Rook, but she was betting pretty hard on this outcome. 

The lid came off and Rook’s hands flew to her mouth. “Are you kidding me?”

Carmen knew what she was seeing. Two chess pieces were inside of the box, designed to be cake toppers. A rook and a queen. And circled around the Rook was an engagement ring. It was small and simple, because Rook wasn’t flashy. But it was very Rook—a one carat raw, unfinished black diamond set in a platinum band. The uncut diamond had been a hard choice, but she loved how it looked compared to the shining, elegant band. Smooth and rough at the same time. 

“Rook, I know it’s kind of soon, and you’re my first girlfriend, but I love you more than anything in the world. Will—”

“Yes!”

“You didn’t let me finish,” Carmen said, laughing.

“You surprised me! Like actually, for real surprised me.  Interrupting you was the only way I could get you back.” Rook slid the ring on her finger. “It’s beautiful. Do you want one? I mean, of the two of us, the beauty queen should have some bling—”

“We can talk about it later. Do you like it? And more importantly, yes? Really yes?”

Rook leaned across the table and grabbed Carmen’s hands in her own. Their connection sent waves of warmth and need through Carmen. She’d never get tired of this. “Carmen Barnes, really, really yes I’ll marry you. I’d been trying to figure out how to ask you! Looks like you’ve beat me to it. You’re getting so good at this game.”
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