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The pawn in chess only moves forward.
When it finally reaches its limit, the weakest becomes the strongest.


Ch.0 - Promotion
# Prologue

I take a deep breath. The cold air seeps into my lungs, awakening my mind. I clench my trembling hands tightly.
They were damp with sweat.

The only sound I hear is a pounding. When I strain my ears to find its source, I feel my throbbing heart.

I feel nauseous. My mouth is bone dry. The body that has supported me until now is slowly crumbling.
But soon I squeeze out a bit of strength, transforming despair into determination.

I look at the clock. Seven hours have already passed. I almost hear hallucinations telling me it would be easier to give up. But I can't. With just one more step, I'll become the Champion—I can't stop now after coming this far.

"Haaah..."

I close my eyes.

I erase my distracting thoughts one by one.
Forgetting sound, forgetting cold, forgetting taste, forgetting scent.
Finally, even my vision disappears.
I feel as if I'm detached from the world.

In the void where I've lost everything, I draw a single image.

I fill in black and white squares one by one. Eight across, eight down. A small world fills my inner space completely.

On top of it, I place the pieces one by one.
The situation has already reached its final act. Just one step ahead and my victory would be certain.

This is a dark forest. A deep, dark forest where only one person can escape.
I just need to be one step ahead of my opponent. With just one tempo, I can escape faster.

Moves are played as if a panorama is unfolding. Chess boards fill my vision in every direction. I push my brain to its limits with soul-burning intensity. My entire body creaks as if broken.
My heart shakes erratically. Gritting my teeth, I search for the best move. One move, two moves, three moves... beyond ten moves, a little more.

In my head, a scenario leading to victory forms. A small dose of dopamine moistens my brain.

*My... victory.*

My hand moves toward the board. I don't know if this is the best move. But I can't find a better one.
According to my calculation, this is the best move, the brilliant step that will lead me out of the forest.

Tak–!

A crisp, explosive sound tears through the silence. I raise my head and cover my face with both hands. Through the gaps between my fingers, I can see the exhausted Champion. Soon that position will be mine.

Now all I can do is wait.

I've taken the best step I possibly could.

I've squeezed my concentration to its limit and poured everything into this one move.
At least for me, it was my best and greatest move.

I look at the board and smile. Indeed, it was quite a good move.

Really, was it?

–Thump thump thump.

*What if they dodge instead of capturing?*

Suddenly, a branch of possibility strikes my mind. A variable I failed to read breaks through the cracks of perfection.

My lips tremble. Strength drains from my fingertips, and cold sweat runs down my face.
No. It can't be. It mustn't be.

Tak–!

My opponent makes a move. So far, the scenario matches what I read. I've already stepped in. I can't pull back now.

Tak–!

The hollow explosive sound echoes. That crisp sound tearing through the air feels like it's ripping my heart apart.
Gradually, the end approaches.

I hope my prediction is wrong.

Tak–!

...
..
.

My opponent stops. This was the moment I failed to find.

Capture it. Please capture it. Please, please.
My opponent's hand stops at their chin. They tilt their head.
They wave their fingers in the air.

Like a conductor, they calculate while moving their fingers. If my calculation was static concentration, theirs is dynamic.
They've fallen into another world, examining countless branching paths.

I clench my teeth.

Winning doesn't depend on me playing well. It depends on my opponent playing poorly.
At this moment that might determine my fate, I'm not the one holding the key.

It was an utterly miserable situation.

Time passes. Truly, it passed so slowly.

I feel as if I'm detached from the world.

My opponent's hand moves toward the board. They dodged instead of capturing. The most terrible scenario I could imagine became reality.

I no longer looked down at the board.

I extended my hand toward my opponent.

They grasped my hand and shook it, as if relieved. I lost. That's all. What more needs to be said?

The clock stopped, and the world on the board froze.
I was defeated, and my opponent won.
I, who had been granted the right to challenge, return to being a challenger again.

Starting from the beginning.

Winning the Candidates Tournament.

Again.

From the beginning.

I must challenge once more. Yes, that's what I must do.

I stand up. I gather my coat and leave the tournament hall.
But then I turn back. Again, I look at the board. I see my defeat.

I cover my face with my hands.

Not long after, I lower my hands again. With trembling hands, I check my position again. The white King stands proudly on the board.
Was I actually White? I check again.

...Nausea rises.

I feel like my insides are turning over. Someone approaches me. A reporter with a camera and microphone.

People are chattering about something. I don't know what they're saying. I don't know what I answered. I gave appropriately long answers as I always do.

Trudging along, I left the tournament hall. I answered when someone spoke to me. Not many people did. I chose paths where there seemed to be no one and went to the most secluded place possible.
I don't want to show my face.

I took out my phone. I search my name. The Chess Championship appears at the top.
It seems the latest results haven't been reflected yet.

Game 1, draw. The first game was passive from both sides. Exchange, exchange, exchange, agreed draw—a boring game.
Game 2, draw. In even-numbered games, the Champion plays White. The Champion's White is strong. The challenger aimed for a draw and succeeded.
Game 3, draw. It was dull. Neither Black nor White wanted to take risks.
Game 4, draw. Black attacked but was blocked. White failed to counter-attack.
Games 5, 6, 7... 13.

All draws.

I exit the window and enter again. In that short time, the results had been updated.
The result of Game 14 was out.

Like a student checking their grades, I covered my phone screen. Then, clutching my pounding heart, I slowly lowered my hand.
Champion with White, challenger with Black.

Result, 1-0.

Final score 7.5-6.5
Champion's victory.

It's not like I didn't know the result. I knew it earlier than anyone else there. Yet faced with this unbelievable reality, I keep checking the result again and again.
Even though I know the wound only deepens each time.

My legs urge me on. Let's go back to the tournament hall and check the result one last time, they say. Though it's a meaningless action, they encourage me to reconfirm.
My hand moves to refresh. I keep looking back.

Even though it's meaningless.

Because I just can't believe it.

It feels like I've hit a wall.
Is this my limit? Can I not go any further?

Some tell me I'm still young, that I have many opportunities. In chess terms, I'm a pawn that can become anything.

I answer: Have you ever turned a pawn into a rook? Into a bishop or knight?
Maybe once, just to avoid a draw.
So is it really true that a pawn can become any piece?

When a pawn becomes a queen, it's called promotion.
People also call it queening. Promotion ultimately means becoming a queen.
A person born as a pawn takes a step forward to become a queen.

A pawn's fate is either to become a queen or to die.

And my fate is only to reach the highest position in chess.

I failed to become a queen.
It seems I never will.

Thud.

I slumped down on a bench. Yes, I wish I had been a pawn instead.
When a pawn meets its limit, it transforms into a queen. When it can go no further, the weakest becomes the strongest.
A pawn isn't something that can become anything; it's something that can transform when it meets its limit.

The weakest piece that steps one square and attacks two becomes the strongest, stepping eight squares and controlling twenty-eight.
That is a pawn, and that is promotion.

I met my limit but just sat down.

I was not a pawn.

Someone asked me:

"Do you really want to be like a pawn?"

I nodded. This is my limit.
If I were a pawn, promote me right now. I'll become a queen and turn the game around.

"Then, become a pawn."

Someone told me.
Somehow it felt like they really said it. Even though it was just a conversation in my imagination, it sounded like I really heard a voice.

Ping–

"Huh...?"

The ground suddenly began to rise. The bench started moving away from my body. The sky lay down and the ground stood up.
My vision shakes dizzily. I can't distinguish up from down, and my heart trembles strangely.

I looked around. There were a few people, but they didn't see me. I had collapsed under the bench and was perfectly hidden.
There were quite a lot of people, but none near me. An incredible coincidence.

I raised my hand to ask for help. Judging by the chess board drawn on his back, he must have watched this match. He would know me.

If I shout, I'll reach him. That person will help me, and I will survive. And I will move forward toward the next.
Toward the insanely boring next...

"Help... me..."

But I closed my mouth. The empty board drawn on the man's back. On it, I drew the most critical position from the last game.
The position where I pushed my pawn.
The very position where I lost because I failed to read the last move.

My breathing becomes increasingly rapid. I read the moves.
My heart beats irregularly. I checked the moves again.
The board seems to glow. The pieces sparkle. I can see what the correct answer is. Finally.

"Cough! Cough..."

I found red ink just in time. I squeezed out my last bit of strength and stained my hand with the ink.
Then I reached for the bench.

[108...gxf6]

Yes.
This move.
This is the only move that would lead me to victory.
I win unconditionally.
No matter what move my opponent makes, I win!
I can push my pawn, and my opponent cannot stop me.

I win. With this, I win!

I was the helmsman of this game. I held the key. I could have won.

My vision gradually darkens.

As a final act, I wrote one line at the end of the notation:

[0/1]

My hand kept falling to the floor, preventing me from drawing the hyphen. It's okay. Someone will understand.

Though I lost, in the end I won...

Hahaha. No one will be able to refute my victory. If you're upset, come to the afterlife and refute it.

I closed my eyes and smiled. If possible, I'd like the notation of today's game engraved on my tombstone. With me as the winner.

...
..
.

"Huh?"

When I opened my eyes again, everything had changed.

For some reason, a high-pitched, beautiful voice resonated from my throat, and everything around me was different.

"Uh...?"

Why do I look like a woman?

Ch.1 - Past Life and Present Life
# Chapter 1

I calmly assessed the situation. First, I was alive again. Not in my original body, but in someone else's.

Second, this body is female.

And third, strange memories remain in my head. It feels like this body's memories are intertwined with my original ones. If I focus, I can catch glimpses, but just barely. They're not clearly visible unless I concentrate. It's a strange feeling.

"Mmm..."

What's certain is that my original self died. My heart used to race a lot when playing chess. I thought it was just nervousness, but it was actually a heart attack. My heart trembled, I coughed up blood, and collapsed. There's no way I could have survived that.

So who am I now? Was the chess-playing me really me? If a person is a continuum of memories, then that would be me. I clearly remember the final game of the championship.

"Hoo..."

I covered my face with my hands. Indeed, the feeling against my hands is very different. My appearance has definitely changed.

My original self thought philosophical debates were useless activities. I considered them meaningless discussions about things that would never happen in reality...

*Now I'm exploring questions of self after my body has changed.*

Damn. I should have learned more about philosophy. Even without definitive answers, it could have helped.

I suddenly thought of the Ship of Theseus. If all parts of an old ship are replaced, is it still the "same ship"?
In other words, am I still the original "me" if only my intangible "memories" remain?

I couldn't answer. Since philosophy isn't mathematics, even if I reached a conclusion, it would be hard to call it truth.
It feels strange. I am me, but I'm not me. I'm facing an absurd, contradictory situation.

"Shit."

An unfamiliar voice sounds. I can't believe that voice came from my mouth.

There's no need to dwell on questions that have no answers. Staying like this would only build up depression, so I forced myself to feel better.

The championship's final game. Officially, I lost, but unofficially, I won. No one contested my victory. I told them to follow me in death if they wanted to object, but I doubt anyone did.

So unofficially, I won.

Suddenly, I felt better. Who am I? The unofficial champion. That's all I need to know.

"Ahaha!"

Chess, the light of my life, the flame of my existence.
My sin, my soul. Ch-ess.

The laughter sounds quite cheerful. I can't believe it's coming from my mouth. I didn't realize changing voices would feel this strange.

I threw myself onto the bed. An unfamiliar scent wafted gently from the blanket. That scent was the same as what came from my body.
It doesn't feel real. All of this seems like a momentary dream, or maybe the championship wasn't real?

My emotions swing wildly like I have mania because of this incomprehensible situation. I might go crazy if I think about it more.
I set aside the question of self. It's not a problem I can solve, and I was confident that a new self would naturally form over time.
A new me would emerge, neither my old self nor this body's original owner. It's frightening, but that's probably what will happen. The physical body occupies more of our identity than we think.

I rolled around on the bed, reassessing the situation. Unable to distinguish between dream and reality? That's nonsense. This is reality. Believe it or not, I've become a woman.

Let's try a different curiosity. Who is this woman?

As my curiosity reached that point, my body moved on its own. I was genuinely curious. What does my new self look like? How could I not be?

This studio-like room had no mirror. But surely the bathroom would have one.
I quickly ran to stand in front of the mirror.

I covered my eyes with my hands and took a deep breath in front of the mirror. What does "I" look like?
To satisfy that curiosity, I slowly removed my hands.

"...Oh."

First, a short exclamation. My heart fluttered for a moment. This time it wasn't a heart attack but pure excitement.

"Wow..."

The woman in the mirror covers her mouth in surprise. Her large eyes grow even larger. Her small hands cover her mouth, hiding quite a bit of her face.

Amusingly, the second emotion I felt was infatuation.

"Heya..."

The woman in the mirror reaches out to me. She and I are separated by thin glass. She mimics my every move. No, she was my new self.

Her face had a fresh vitality. A small face with delicate features. Everything about her was quite lovely.
Thick black hair fell below her shoulders. I reached out to grab my hair and struck a slight pose.

"Oh...!!!"

She was beautiful. Amazingly so.

I stood closer to the mirror. Judging by the absence of cosmetics anywhere in the room, she probably didn't wear makeup. She probably didn't do much skincare either.

*Yet with skin this clear... she must be blessed.*

There were some dark circles under her eyes, but that's pretty normal, isn't it? Dark circles are common for modern people.

The philosophical debate I'd been having ended in a simple form. There's no need for me to be "me."
Is there any great loss to me if I become someone else? No, there isn't. Whatever achievements I built can be rebuilt anytime. I have no regrets.
Then, is there any benefit to accepting that I've become someone else? Yes. It's hard to explain, but I felt it was beneficial the moment I looked in the mirror.

*I'm... really pretty?*

Even people without an aesthetic sense feel comfortable looking at stable, balanced artwork. My face was like that. Looking at it made me feel good.
I found myself unconsciously touching my cheeks and stroking my stomach. I felt strange because I found myself too cute. I think I understand what narcissism is now.

I couldn't reach a conclusion about the Ship of Theseus. But I could understand the TS-eus's ship.
A woman's stomach is soft and squishy. Looking in the mirror makes me feel good. Worrying about my identity became meaningless.
My concerns were resolved faster than expected. I understood why people say "out with the junk car, in with the Mercedes."

Not worrying and just enjoying is definitely beneficial. A perfect conclusion.

I raised my fist and lightly tapped the mirror.

Though I hit the mirror, it felt like I was fist-bumping the girl.

After leaving the bathroom, I sat on the bed. Faint memories remained in my head. Probably memories that belonged to this body's owner.
I slowly inhaled and exhaled. I recalled the memories. Not mine, but those of the body's owner.

Information about "me" slowly seeps into my head.
Is this how a rebooting phone feels? The mental haziness isn't particularly pleasant.

I see an orphanage. The place where "I" was born and raised. At this time, I seem to be about five or six years old.
Not long after, I was adopted. Even at a young age, my appearance must have been quite remarkable.

I did well at my adoptive home. Though my introverted personality remained, it wasn't problematic.
At home, I was a lively girl who loved playing chess with her father more than anything in the world.

These happy memories automatically bring a smile to my face. The parents were kind, and the child was happy. The parents' faces never lost their smiles when looking at the child.
Not long after, I graduated from elementary school and entered middle school.

Scenes flash by one after another. Unlike elementary school where everything was fascinating, middle school seems to have been uneventful.

Throb–

A piercing headache suddenly strikes. It feels like my mind is consciously suppressing memories.

*Shit... isn't there a space bar or something?*

It's the kind of pain that makes me want to pause the video playback, drink a cup of coffee, and take a break. I roll around on the bed for a few minutes, waiting.
The video in my head starts playing again.

I see a burning house. It's as if there's noise in my vision. Tears blur my sight. I hear desperate sobbing.

"Arrrgh!!!"

My vision goes dark.
When light returns, there's no one by my side.
The next scene shows me sobbing at a funeral.

The video skips ahead. This video represents memories. Memories skipping quickly means they weren't particularly special.

*A bland life...*

An empty life passes by. Scenes flash by quickly until suddenly stopping.
High school. Where students go after finishing middle school.
"I" close my eyes as if recalling childhood memories, then take the high school entrance exam.

[En Passant Academy]

The memory of the exam was quite impressive, remaining quite clear. First period, second period, lunch break.
I cover my face with my hands. While everyone else was eating their lunch boxes, I was eating a triangle kimbap alone.

A tear or two falls on the desk. Other students' gazes gather. The tears grow heavier.
I stand up and leave the exam room.

After leaving, "I" return home. It was this studio apartment where I am now. I open a drawer and take out a packet of medicine.
It was medication I'd been getting from the psychiatric hospital since the funeral.

I hadn't taken any of the prescribed medicine. Quite a lot had accumulated in the drawer. I gathered all the medicine from the drawer in my hand.

*Shit, don't tell me...*

The next scene shows me putting water in my mouth.

"Ugh!!"

Feeling nauseous, I ran to the bathroom. I grabbed the toilet and pressed down on the base of my tongue to induce vomiting.

"Ueeek! Uwek! Kheu..."

Yellow stomach acid flowed out. My stomach was already empty. I collapsed on the bathroom floor.

"Damn it..."

It's difficult to understand the situation exactly. But I could roughly figure it out.

The original owner of this body had decided to commit suicide.

A thread stretched to its limit can break with the slightest trigger. Students entering the exam room with their parents' send-offs, contrasted with herself.
Students eating lunch boxes and discussing the exam, while she sat alone eating.

Because she was already at the edge of a cliff, it wasn't difficult to throw herself off. She simply ended a life not worth living with death.

"Haaa..."

For a moment, I felt disgusted with myself. The girl's suicide was certainly a tragedy, but I felt relieved deep down.
It meant I wouldn't be expelled from this body. If the original owner died, I would become the owner.

"I'm sorry. Still, though it's not quite the same as replacing you... may I fulfill your dreams?"

I asked the mirror.

The girl loved chess. She enjoyed the chess she learned at the orphanage even after being adopted, and one of her clearest memories was playing chess with her father.

Crucially, "En Passant Academy" was a specialized chess school. Even as she lost hope and approached death, chess never lost its luster.

She admired and looked up to chess champions.

"I'm actually quite good at chess. At least second best in the world."

I looked straight into the mirror and said.

Tong–

A drop of water fell from the faucet. For some reason, I heard it as an answer.

Ch.2 - The Gentleman's Game
## Chapter 2

After my head cleared a bit, I filled the sink with water and washed my face. The cold water against my skin made me feel more alert.

I dried my face with a towel, then trudged over and slumped to the floor. I sat leaning against the wall, covering my face with my hands.

This is what I always do when my mind is cluttered with thoughts.

"Phew..."

I got up after a short while.

First, I looked around. Bed, wardrobe, desk, chair. On the desk were a phone and a chessboard.
The phone was locked with fingerprint recognition. Since this was my body, I could easily unlock it.

There was nothing special. No, perhaps the absence of anything was what made it special?
Phone calls, text messages, and other messaging apps were all completely empty. Nothing except advertisements.

Frowning, I opened the internet browser. Checking the recent browsing history, most of it was chess-related.
She had been active on chess discussion sites and frequently looked up notations of old games.

"She really lived passionately... on the internet."

It seems she was more invested in this than in real life. Was it an escape from reality? It didn't make me feel good.

I returned to the browser's home screen. The mailbox showed 99+. When I checked, most were advertisements.
The most useful thing might be dormant account notifications. I scrolled down checking each one. Ad, ad, ad, ad.
Could there be a more empty mailbox than this? It seemed like a life that truly deserved to be called solitary.

While examining each email, I found one that wasn't an advertisement.

[EnpassantAcademy]

Enpassant Academy—according to the memories remaining in my body, this was the school the girl had applied to.
The school where she took the written exam in the morning and then left. She must have failed, but with a glimmer of hope, I clicked on the email.

[Congratulations! Examinee number 134592—]

"Huh?"

Surprisingly, she passed! How could she pass when she skipped the practical exam? I read the acceptance message with wide eyes.

[—You are waitlisted at number 7.]

I nodded. Waitlisted at number 7... with this ranking, could she still get in? It's hard to say for certain with limited information.
I quickly opened the search bar and gathered information about Enpassant Academy.

The important things were the admission guidelines and grade calculation ratios. After a quick search, I got a general idea.

First, there are about 10 chess high schools nationwide. I say "about" because there are 10 schools dedicated to chess, plus a few more with special chess programs.

Students applying to chess schools typically apply to four or five schools simultaneously, so the waitlist numbers tend to move quite a bit.

"Then being waitlisted at number 7 means I'll probably get in."

Crucially, since it's a high school, they consider middle school grades—and they weigh them heavily.
The admission is based on middle school grades + written exam + practical exam, and it seems "I" scored nearly perfect on the first two.

It's surprising that skipping the practical didn't result in failure. I was relieved that I wouldn't have to deal with high school admission issues.

There was one slight disappointment. The high school I'll be attending divides classes by academic performance. Ranks 1-30 go to Class 1, ranks 31-60 go to Class 2, and so on.

In other words, I'm almost certainly going to be in Class 10. Plus, all my classmates will be at the bottom tier. The top student in our class would be ranked 271st in the school? Unbelievable.

"Wait, if I'm going to high school, what about the uniform?"

One problem after another. I'm currently wearing pajamas, and I can't go out like this. That means I need to change clothes.

To change clothes, I first need to undress. I can't wear clothes over pajamas. Undressing... makes me uncomfortable.

Crossing my arms, I inadvertently touch those soft mounds, which is particularly dangerous. The soft feeling when I sit down is also risky, but the visual danger of those mounds is greater.

Chess is a gentleman's game. I reached second place in that game, and I was a gentleman.
Right. I should just close my eyes and change clothes. I'm a gentleman, and it's not right for a gentleman to peek at a lady's body.
I'm a gentleman.

With that thought, I opened the wardrobe door.

...
..
.

The unofficial American chess champion, Paul Morphy, once said:

[The ability to play chess is the sign of a gentleman. The ability to play chess 'well' is the sign of a wasted life.]

What does this mean? Being able to play chess is a gentleman's quality, but being 'good' at chess means you've wasted your life.

Paul Morphy, who dominated 19th century America. After defeating the American champion, he went to Europe and conquered numerous masters—a legendary figure.
These are the words of someone who proudly stands among chess legends.

According to his words, I am not a gentleman. Not because I can play chess, but because I play it well.
I am not a gentleman, but someone who has wasted their life.

Having removed my pajamas and changed even my underwear, I couldn't help but think this way.

Changing underwear with my eyes closed was quite difficult. So difficult that even I failed.

In truth, I don't need to make excuses. I was a minor before entering this body. If I had been an adult, it might have been a problem, but I was a minor. I was 18 years old when I died, not yet having had my birthday.

And now this is "me," so there shouldn't be any problem.

"Ahem."

I put on the uniform and looked in the mirror. The uniform was in the wardrobe. I had worried about how to get a uniform, so this was fortunate.
Getting a uniform before even taking the entrance exam—what confidence.

Since the uniform was already prepared, I didn't need to go out.
Instead, I quickly put it on. I wanted to see myself in the uniform.

"Hmm-hmm."

What should I do about this? Seeing myself in the uniform makes me smile involuntarily. Seeing myself smile makes me happier, and seeing myself happy makes me even more joyful.

"Hmm... ahem. Hmm..."

It's hard to make eye contact with myself in the mirror. The girl in the mirror was feeling shy. How can even her shyness be so cute?

This is serious. Blushing while looking in the mirror? It's an absurd mental condition that needs immediate treatment.

"Until I get treatment... it's okay to enjoy it a little, right?"

I closed my eyes tightly. I made a V-sign with my fingers and placed it next to my chin. I felt the mirror to check the angle. As if looking up slightly, I stuck out my tongue a little playfully.

My face formed a gentle curve. I relaxed my facial muscles and made a natural expression.

Then, I opened my eyes.

"Hiyaaaa!!"

I exclaimed with a cat-like cry. I felt that heart-fluttering sensation I experienced in my past life before dying.
It was a shock that nearly stopped my heart.
Perhaps because I was looking at my face from too close, it put considerable strain on my heart.

I completely understood what narcissism is. With such looks, it's not strange to fall in love with oneself.
The dark circles should be a negative point, but they became a positive feature under the name of "decadent beauty."

The pale white face gave the impression of a noble young lady. It evoked images of reading poetry as a hobby, enjoying tea time, and playing the violin while wearing a dress.

But the reality? A high school girl in uniform in a studio apartment bathroom!

The vast gap between the atmosphere and reality added to the beauty. Like the moon floating high alone. The moon, brighter than any star, is actually just Earth's unremarkable satellite.
My appearance in uniform in this studio apartment gave that kind of feeling. A noble young lady's atmosphere, but actually living in a studio apartment.

I'll have to be careful with my behavior at school. My locker might end up filled with love letters. With looks like mine, it's entirely possible.

"Ahem."

It's quite unfortunate for other male students. My inner self is male. While I might give up some masculinity since my outer appearance is female, I'm still a man inside.

Such a beautiful woman deciding to remain single—truly sad news for all men, but it can't be helped.

Since my inner self is male, I can't possibly fall in love with men. If just looking in the mirror makes my heart flutter like this, how could I do anything with a man?

I felt somewhat regretful about becoming a woman. If I had gotten a top 1% appearance as a man, that would have been truly amazing. If I had become a man, would I still be admiring myself in the mirror?

I looked at myself in the mirror again. I was cute. My heart was pounding, and my cheeks were flushed.
Looking in the mirror, I had a perfect reflection on my identity. I was someone who gets excited seeing women.

Though I have a woman's body, I am a man. I get excited seeing women, so I'm definitely a man.
Nodding, I left the bathroom. The high school admission issue was resolved. The exploration of my identity was more or less complete.

Now what remains is checking my chess skills. After that, I'll gather more information about "me." There might be things I can't learn from internet search history or emails.

For now, I'm more focused on checking my chess skills. After all, I was someone who nearly became world champion, and in this life too, I'm aiming for the champion's seat.

Being good at chess is necessary to achieve my goal.

After practicing chess for a while, I couldn't help but be amazed.

Ch.3 - The Knight's Journey
# Chapter 3

I sat down in front of the board. I needed to check if my skills had gotten rusty. I placed the pieces on the board one by one.

White in front of me, black on the opposite side. Rook, Knight, Bishop, Queen, King, Bishop, Knight, Rook. Eight pawns in the row in front. Black and white are symmetrical except for their colors.

The black King on a light square, the white King on a dark square. Clean. The same arrangement I've always known.

I ran my fingers along the edge of the board. Small letters and numbers were visible. The horizontal rows labeled abcdefgh, the vertical columns labeled 12345678.
Coordinates. Not much different from mathematical coordinates, except for using letters for the horizontal axis.

I picked up one of the white Knights. The Knight is the most erratic moving piece in chess.

Rooks move horizontally and vertically, Bishops move diagonally, Queens combine Rook and Bishop movements. Pawns move one square forward.

And Knights? They move to the closest square that isn't on the same rank, file, or diagonal.
Plus, they can jump over other pieces.
The Knight with its unusual movement. Perfect for training.

I'm going to use the Knight for visualization training. Using a virtual board in my mind to track piece movements and calculate positions.
Without this skill, calculation is impossible. To play five or six moves ahead without making mistakes, you need to accurately track piece positions and recognize attack ranges.

I took out my phone to check the time. 7:16 PM.

'7 o'clock means g, 16 minutes means 6, so g6 is my starting point.'

This was a visualization exercise I used to do often. I cleared all the other pieces from the board and placed just one Knight on g6.

What I'm attempting is the "Knight's Tour." Moving the Knight to visit every square on the board exactly once.
The important conditions are "no gaps" and "no repetitions." Both must be satisfied to succeed.

If my visualization skills haven't deteriorated, I should be able to attempt it. If they have, I won't even be able to try. After all, I need to visualize all 64 squares in my head.

I stared at the Knight on square g6.

And slowly began moving it in my mind.

'g6, f8, e6, g5, h7, f6, g4, e3, d1, ......'

I made sure to note the moves on my phone. The test ends when I've visited every square once or when I can't move anymore.
Succeeding on the first try would be difficult. It's enough to visit each "possible square" just "once."

For example, if I went from a1 to c3, that would be a failure. A Knight on a1 can't reach c3 in one move.
Also, if I visit any square twice, that's a failure. No gaps, just once. Those are the most important rules.

Slowly, I moved the Knight in my head, eliminating squares as I went. I mentally colored each visited square red, stepping only on the remaining ones.

'...a3, c4.'

"Did I succeed?"

I examined the notation on my phone. A total of 64 squares, from a1 to h8. No duplicates.
Second verification: did I only move to possible squares?

I slowly traced the Knight's movement from g6 to check. Knight movements are quite complex, so even I could make a mistake.

"...Wow, I really did succeed."

I exhaled deeply. It was a complex sigh mixed with various emotions.
Completing a Knight's Tour on the first try is no easy feat. Anyone who played Professor Layton games on Nintendo would understand.

That series didn't even use 8×8 boards. They used more manageable 5×5 or 5×6 sizes.
Yet they were notoriously difficult. Many people would use all three hints and still resort to searching online for answers. When the puzzle appeared again, they wouldn't even bother trying, knowing they couldn't solve it.

That's what the Knight's Tour is like. Even on much smaller boards, solving it manually is challenging.

There are ways to solve it in one go. First, you could get lucky. If you move randomly and happen to visit every square, problem solved.

Second, you could calculate the next move after each step. Which squares can I reach from here, which path should I take to reach that square? If you calculate everything, you'll naturally find the answer.

'It wasn't the first option. It wasn't luck.'

I covered my face with my hands. I knew how I had succeeded.

'I calculated unconsciously... the squares I could move to next.'

The easiest way to solve this problem: treat the squares as vertices, the Knight's movements as edges, and solve the Hamiltonian path problem.

Is that even possible? Not physically moving pieces, but visualizing it all in my head?

'My past self' couldn't do it. Maybe with gritted teeth and intense concentration, but not with a casual attempt. At my peak, I would have succeeded 100%. But normally, I often failed.

Being good at this doesn't guarantee chess excellence. It was just an expression of my inferiority complex. I started doing this training after someone mentioned in an interview that they practiced it daily.

I wanted to beat them at something, even if it was just this. Even if it was just a game, beating them at anything would count as a win.

Thanks to that, my past self achieved some success rate, but it was far inferior to that person.

The giant of the chess world whom I could never defeat no matter what. The greatest genius in history who defeated me at my peak. In one line: The Champion.

He did this without even looking at a board. And what he did was even harder than what I just accomplished.
He completed a closed Knight's Tour. A closed tour means you can make a complete circuit. If you can return to the starting square from the final square, the tour is considered closed.

Naturally, this is much harder than what I did.

He casually accomplished this tour after drinking. After winning the World Blitz Championship, he did it effortlessly during a celebratory stream when a viewer requested it.

'At his peak, he was truly... insane.'

How did I manage to draw 13 times against him? Looking back now, it seems like nothing short of a dying flash of brilliance.
I must have poured out every last bit of strength before dying.

'Or did I die because I used all my strength? Whatever.'

I closed my eyes again. Starting position... b4. No particular reason. This time I'll attempt a closed tour. One where I can return to the starting position from the final position.

The result came soon enough.

'...e5'

The closed tour failed.

...
..
.

I tried a few more times in my head. I kept succeeding with the regular tour. My past self had about an 80% success rate, but now I was succeeding every time.

However, the closed tour remained challenging. With luck, I occasionally succeeded, but mostly failed.
Human greed knows no bounds. Despite having a sharper mind than my past self, it wasn't quite good enough, and that made me greedy.

At this rate, I'd lose again if we faced off. Those 13 draws were a miracle. That's the right way to see it. Even back then, I vaguely sensed defeat coming.

Perhaps I was the only one who considered him a rival. That bastard only cared about chess and probably didn't give a damn about someone like me.

"Sigh..."

I took out my phone and searched for the Champion's name.

Youngest to reach 2800 rating, longest undefeated streak, world's first 3000 rating, untouchable number one.
And now, the longest-reigning Champion.

"Longest-reigning Champion" wasn't a title that existed before. Of course not. He became Champion at 19.
To become the longest-reigning Champion would require at least 27 years, which was physically impossible.
When I died, the Champion was in his early 30s.

In other words, the fact that he earned the title of longest-reigning Champion meant this was the near future. About 20 years had passed since my original self died.

I had suspected as much. When accessing this body's memories, I noticed things that didn't exist in my original life. Fully autonomous self-driving cars, hologram technology, and such.

The fact that this was the near future didn't evoke much emotion in me. It was just something to accept.
That's one advantage of chess. As long as you don't time-slip to before the Renaissance, you can play chess without major issues.

Except for slight changes to draw rules, the rules have remained the same since the Renaissance.

Searching a bit more, I found a video of him at my funeral. I didn't watch it. The photo of him crying in front of my portrait was enough.

It gave me a strange feeling. Maybe because my photo was at a funeral, or maybe because it was the first time I'd seen that bastard cry.

'So he can shed tears too. That bastard...'

That chess-obsessed bastard could actually cry. The same guy who advised me to abandon emotional attitudes to improve my skills.

A stream of interview videos appeared. I clicked on the one with the most interesting title.

It was titled 'The Champion's Greatest Game of His Life.' With a glimmer of hope, I played the video.

["—But if I had to choose my greatest game, it would be that one. I still haven't forgotten him. Huh, just a moment. Can I have a handkerchief... Yes, as you all know, it's that 14th game."]

I gritted my teeth. His awkward British English remained unchanged even in old age.

["I will be Champion until I die. It's a lonely, solitary position. Only one person ever truly threatened that position."]

My eyes grew hot. I felt upset. Behind the Champion being interviewed was a black and white photo of me.

["I miss him especially today. He was the only one who could have given me defeat as a gift. The current and next generations won't surpass me."]

["Hah, damn it. Please stop the interview. You idiot. Why did you have to die like that? Huff. Let me be clear. That game was the greatest of my life. He was the greatest player of my life."]

I covered my face with both hands. Hot tears leaked through my fingers.

It was a strange feeling.
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I researched my previous life. I didn't waste it, and everyone mourned my death. Perhaps because of my death after a breathtaking match, though it's hard to believe, they even made a movie about me.

Of course, I have no desire to watch it.

I've been reborn now. With rebirth should come some distance from my past life. That's what I need to do if I don't want to be called crazy.

This time, I think it wouldn't be bad to live more leisurely, thinking about things other than chess. Living everyday life while constantly thinking about chess. Something I never did in my past life. It's worth trying.
Though that doesn't mean I'll do something crazy like watching my own movie.

In my past life, I was obsessed with chess alone. My personality wasn't great either. It was probably due to sleep deprivation and stress... but those are just excuses.

I was obsessed with chess, but I lost to someone who was truly insane. That's how I'd summarize it.

Enjoying things other than chess might actually be nice. After all, someone once came up with an opening after watching an orangutan climb a tree.

Maybe I could have such brilliant ideas while living an ordinary life and playing chess.
That opening isn't particularly good, but still.
It means you need enough leisure time to visit a zoo to find such openings.

Leisurely, slowly, but surely.

This is the only way to dethrone the old king.

"A man in his 50s counts as old, right?"

I nodded. I should make sure he can celebrate his 60th birthday comfortably at home, after holding a retirement ceremony. I'm not sure if Western culture celebrates 60th birthdays too, though.

I've learned enough about my past life. I died, was buried, and became a movie. That's sufficient.

Now I need information about my current "self."
What I know: my appearance and fragments of childhood memories. Even the high school I'll be attending.

What I don't know: my name, birthday, phone number, home address...

"How do I find my name? Would they tell me if I went to the district office and asked?"

I'm a minor, so I don't have an ID card. I could find out my address and phone number right away, but what about my name and birthday?

I rummaged through the drawers without a plan.

"Oh."

Surprisingly, I found my middle school student ID! It showed a fresh-faced middle school version of me.
Not only that, but it also had my name and date of birth!

But I tilted my head in confusion.

"Is this really my name...?"

It was definitely written in the name field. But is this actually a name?

[Buyeo Yeon]

"Is it Yeo-yeon? Or just Yeon?"

I searched with curiosity. Somehow, it seemed like Buyeo was the surname and Yeon was the given name.

[Buyeo (surname) / A rare Korean surname, the royal surname of Baekje]

My deduction was correct. Buyeo was the surname and Yeon was the given name. Not only is it an unusual double surname, but most interestingly, it's the surname of the Baekje royal family.

"It feels like I've really become a queen."

I felt good about it. It felt like I had something special that set me apart from others. Like a pawn that successfully promoted to a queen.

"Who am I? The last queen of Baekje. Haha."

I repeated it to myself several times. Yeon, Yeon, Yeon. The more I said it, the more I liked the name.

This is my name from now on. I'll shake off the remnants of the past and make a fresh start.
All preparations are complete.

...
..
.

Time passed, and the morning of the entrance ceremony arrived. High school is my grand stage for debut and a place to build connections.
Its importance cannot be overstated in a few short lines.

Also, relationships between people are mostly determined at first meeting. People with good first impressions tend to maintain that good impression until the end.

So what about someone who's late on the very first day?

"Shit..."

I don't know. It'll work out somehow.

I shook my head and got up. This is my first encounter with the outside world since entering this body.
I vaguely know what it's like from Yeon's hazy memories, but the world I see with my own eyes will be different.

I left the house and took a step outside. The cool air filling my lungs made me feel satisfied.
A gentle breeze caressed my hair as it passed by.

"Haah..."

A refreshing feeling enveloped my body. The weather, neither hot nor cold, satisfied me.
I stretched my legs forward with light steps and moved slowly. The world was relatively quiet, probably because rush hour and school commute times had passed. Except for delivery motorcycles rushing around, the world was full of leisure.

A little boy holding his mother's hand walking with small steps, an elderly couple who seemed to be taking their dog for a walk, a middle-aged woman with a protruding belly using exercise equipment in the park, young men playing chess on a bench.

It was quite a pleasant scene. If someone asked what daily life means, I would take a picture of this scene and show them.
I turned my steps away from school and approached the young men. Since I was already late, I thought I might as well watch some chess.

"It's an endgame. Perfect."

The endgame is the final phase of chess. Most major pieces have been exchanged, and it's the point where the game's outcome is determined.
No matter how well you play in the opening and middlegame, if you can't handle the endgame properly, you can lose. That's because a pawn can become a queen if it reaches the opponent's back rank.

"A rook ending. This should be interesting."

The young men had entered a rook ending where most pieces had been exchanged, and they had to continue the game with just rooks, pawns, and kings.

The rook is a piece that can move freely along the same rank and file. On an 8×8 chess board, this means it can move up to 14 squares freely.
Being able to move 14 squares means there are that many possibilities to consider. Excluding obvious blunders, there are roughly four or five possible moves left.

The player must choose the best move among the possible ones. In an almost equal position, one mistake can flip the game.
It sounds easy in theory. But in practice, it's difficult. The pressure of time trouble, a brain already exhausted from the opening and middlegame, and non-intuitive calculation.

The phase with the fewest pieces but the most moves to calculate. The area where experienced players can overwhelm young prodigies, and a hell of complex possibilities for beginners. That's the endgame.

"And among them, rook endings are particularly difficult."

I smiled slightly as I looked at the chess board. Black's advantage was having one extra pawn. White's advantage was having a well-advanced pawn.
The rest of the structure was similar. If it were me, I could at least secure a draw with either side.
But at the amateur level... we could expect some entertaining scenes.

The young man playing White reached for a piece. Judging by his glance at the chess clock, time pressure seemed to be an issue.
The best move here would be to move the king. He could respond after seeing the opponent's reaction. Black had one extra pawn, but I thought White was slightly better.

"About... +0.7? Like being ahead by half a pawn."

Unfortunately, White played a different move. Not a mistake, but not a move that gave much advantage either. If Black found the best move next, the position would become almost equal.

The young man playing Black quickly reached out. A glance at his clock showed 27 seconds remaining. Forced to move quickly due to time pressure, he surprisingly played the best move.

"It's equal now. But White is in more danger. Another mistake here and the game could flip."

This is the charm of the endgame. Those two probably couldn't even judge who was ahead. Even if they normally could, they were already quite exhausted from the opening and middlegame.
Their heads were foggy, making calculation difficult, but a mistake here would lose everything at once. They needed to play the best moves, but there were too many possibilities.
With experience, one could solve it with intuition, but without experience...

"That's a blunder."

White moved quickly, and it was a blunder. A blunder is worse than a simple mistake. It's a terrible mistake that flips the game and is the enemy of all chess players.

"Ah...!"

White let out a small groan. That's another mistake. He should have pretended not to notice. If White makes a mistake but Black doesn't capitalize on it, it doesn't matter.
Black tilted his head. He didn't seem to understand why White was acting that way. If he had about 3 minutes, he would have calculated thoroughly, but he only had 16 seconds left.

Black kept looking back and forth between the clock and the board. Finally, unable to withstand the pressure, he played a hasty move.

"Another blunder...!"

Consecutive major mistakes. Impossible in the opening or middlegame, but quite possible in the endgame. Both had little time left, and the depth of calculation required was deep.

Black didn't seem to realize he had made a mistake, and White didn't seem to notice Black's mistake either. They made mistakes, but no one knew they were mistakes. Quite an amusing situation.
White failed to capitalize on Black's mistake and played a meaningless move, and Black also played a series of meaningless moves.

Wondering why, I looked at the chess clock...

[0:00:8 / 0:00:12]

Chess had turned into a physical game. In chess, you must press the clock with the same hand that moved the piece. It probably doesn't matter much in a friendly match, but these two were strictly following the rules.

You have to quickly reach out, move any piece, and quickly press the clock. This is no longer chess.
It's a pure physical competition, a battle between real men.
The two players quickly pressed the clock as if scores were just numbers.
Black had 4 seconds more, but White possessed superior athletic ability.

[0:00:4 / 0:00:6]

The gap soon narrowed to 2 seconds, and both players continued their moves with gritted teeth. The crisp sound of pressing the chess clock button continued rapidly.
The result would be revealed within 10 seconds. Between these two idiots trying to win on time in a friendly match, who would become the winning idiot?

"Hnngh...!!"

"Ugh, huff...!!"

I witnessed the ultimate form of speed chess. What could have been an elegant duel between two swift swordsmen in a martial arts novel looked idiotic because the discipline was chess.

[0:00:2 / 0:00:1]

Three more seconds and the result would be clear. White's overwhelming physical prowess had overcome a 4-second difference, and victory now seemed almost certain.

However, this duel faced an unexpected conclusion.

Thud— roll, roll...

"Aaah!!!"

The hasty move reached a physical limit. The piece touched by his fingertips toppled over, and in his panic to set the pieces upright...

[0:00:0 / 0:00:1]

A miraculous comeback occurred.
The young man playing Black proudly flaunted his status as the "winning idiot," while the one playing White became the "losing idiot" who tried to win on time in an ugly manner but failed.

"What are they doing in a friendly match?"

In the end, they're both idiots. They could have agreed to reset the time or declare a draw and play another game, but why have a physical fight with chess? If that's what they wanted, they should have played Halli Galli instead.

"Hey, loser. Go buy me a Melona."

"Sniff!"

"They did all that for an ice cream? For something that costs about 1,000 won?"

Not even a cone or a whole box. I couldn't hide my shock at the fact that they did all that for a single bar.
The young man trudged into the discount mart and returned with three Melona ice creams.
The sign in the mart reading "Three for 1,000 won" shocked me even more.

"Are they really idiots?"

"You have one too. Hey, stop glaring. It hurts my feelings."

"No, keep looking at him like that. That look suits a loser."

The young man who had played White offered me an ice cream. Despite playing physical chess, he was surprisingly chivalrous outside of chess.

"Oh. Thanks."

I reached out to take the ice cream. But the young man smiled mischievously and pulled his hand back.
I glared at him, wondering what he was doing.

"I'll give it to you if you win."

"Huh..."

After scoffing lightly, I snatched the ice cream. I unwrapped it, put it in my mouth, and said:

"I'll finish you before I finish this ice cream. Three minutes with no increment. Let's play blitz."

"Wow... confident, aren't you?"

"I could beat you blindfolded."

"Haha, alright. Let's see your skills."

Blitz is speed chess with a total game time of 10 minutes or less. This time it's 3 minutes each, so 6 minutes at most.

"Actually... 1 minute would be enough."

I munched on the ice cream while setting up the chess board. Underestimating my skills, the young man offered me the white pieces.
In chess, White moves first. At the beginner level, White's advantage isn't significant.

"But I'm not a beginner."

I'll just defend and let the game end. Experiencing defeat also helps improve skills.
An overwhelming defeat would be sufficient payment for the ice cream.
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Let's make a simple logical connection. In chess, you win by capturing the opponent's King. To capture the King, a piece must attack the opponent's King. But the King is located in the deepest part of the opponent's territory.

Therefore, what I need to do is destroy the opponent's position, break down the castle where the King is hiding, and take the King's head.

Where is the best position to destroy the opponent's formation? In other words, where is the best position to attack from?
Where can my pieces move most actively and thrust a dagger at the opponent's King?

It's simple. The center. On an 8×8 chess board with an even number of rows and columns, there are four central squares. What happens if I place my pieces around them to pressure my opponent?

They might defend for the first few moves. But over time, the mounting pressure creates unbearable strain on the opponent.

Losing the center not only means giving the opponent good positions but also means I can't occupy good positions myself.

The opponent crammed their pieces into tight spaces, desperately trying to defend, while I freely roamed the board, pressuring them from all directions.

My opponent didn't make any major mistakes. They just accumulated small errors, like clothes slowly getting wet in a drizzle, until they were suddenly on the verge of drowning.

The ability to push small advantages to their conclusion.
The ability to never let go once I've bitten down.
And the ability to convert that into victory.
These are my greatest strengths.

I pressured my opponent without making a single mistake. Their pieces couldn't even cross the center of the board.

"Hmmph..."

"Want to take back a move?"

I displayed the winner's composure. In truth, taking back one move now would be meaningless. They'd need to take back nearly ten moves to reach equality.

"...No. I resign."

"Hmm. Good game."

My opponent was a man who knew when to concede gracefully. With time pressure mounting and the game having progressed this far, he must have recognized the skill difference.
I finished my ice cream and shook his hand.

"Shall we review the game?"

"Review... that would be nice. But we didn't write down the moves."

"After such a crushing defeat, you still don't get it? I memorize the notation unconsciously. Let's start from move fourteen."

I set up the chess board. I could remember exactly what position we had at each move, so this was no problem.

After setting up the board, I lowered my voice, furrowed my brow, and spoke with an irritated tone.

"Can your pawns move backward?"

"Huh?"

"And why did you mindlessly push your pawn forward? Once a pawn moves, it can't go back. Shouldn't you think before pushing it?"

I almost let out a crude curse but held back. I have an allergy to mindless chess, so seeing stupid moves makes me want to swear.

"Well, my territory was too cramped... I was trying to gain space."

"Do you think mindlessly pushing pawns increases your territory? It just creates weaknesses. If you hadn't pushed that pawn there, you wouldn't have collapsed so quickly."

"Hmm..."

"And here. In this position, you should have counterattacked instead of defending. Look. If this piece comes here, an exchange is forced, and after the exchange, if you position your rook... See, manageable, right?"

"Ah!"

"Manageable? I'd still have the advantage. But at least you'd have a fighting chance."

I continued my explanation. I detailed the meaning behind my moves, what I was thinking when I made them, and methodically pointed out why certain moves were mistakes.

The "Winning Idiot," who had suddenly found himself isolated, fidgeted nearby, trying to assert his presence.

"Ahem, hmm."

"What? Hey, don't interrupt."

"The loser should keep quiet. Um... want to play a game with me? I'll, I'll buy you ice cream too."

Is he trying to bribe me with ice cream? In the past, I would have easily ignored such an offer. I would have dismissed it as selling my pride for a few pennies.

*In reality, I had plenty of money back then.*

But what about now? I haven't even checked my card balance. What if I check my balance with a pounding heart and see a zero?

"Call. Come on in."

Wouldn't I regret not having that ice cream right now?

"Oh, really? You really love ice cream!"

"What's that... consider it community service. Stop talking nonsense. How much handicap should I give you? A rook?"

"A rook! What do you take me for..."

The Winning Idiot... he almost said it but stopped. There's no need to be sharp with someone who's being friendly to me.

I spoke in a relatively kind voice.

"Someone who's terrible at chess?"

"That's correct. Not a rook, give me a queen..."

"Ah, sure."

He was more bland than I expected.

I removed a queen and a pawn. In terms of points, that's a massive 10-point difference. Moreover, since the absolute number of pieces is crucial in chess, the gap is much larger than the simple point value suggests.

*He just needs to make exchanges mindlessly. Even sacrificing his queen to capture my rook would be profitable for him.*

A queen is worth 9 points, a rook 5, so a queen-rook exchange normally loses 4 points. But since he's starting with a 10-point advantage, it just reduces his lead from 10 to 6 points.

*This means that even if he captures my queen with his rook, he still can't win.*

Despite starting at such a disadvantage, I wasn't worried at all. I've played many games starting without a queen.

"Hey... if you lose with this advantage, you're not human. Agreed?"

"Is that so?"

"Of course, idiot. You win just by making exchanges."

"That's right. I win just by making exchanges."

The person who had lost twice was the most vocal. The one who hadn't lost yet was actually more cautious.

I smiled lightly and said:

"Scared?"

If you hear that and stay quiet, you're not a man.

He set the clock and placed it beside the board. Fifteen minutes. Rapid chess, slightly more relaxed than Blitz.

I smiled slightly and pushed a pawn.

I pressed the clock button with a crisp tap sound. Touching the chess pieces made of warm wood naturally heated my body.

*Indeed, chess is most fun when played at a disadvantage.*

I slowly sank into the world of 64 squares.
The impurities clouding my vision disappeared one by one.
The sound of wind brushing my ears ceased.
Even the beating of my heart became inaudible.
Around the time the cool sensation of air faded away...

Only chess remained for me.

***

The man who unknowingly acquired the nickname "Winning Idiot" was named Kim Seon-il.

Seon-il's name consisted of the characters for "immortal" (仙) and "one" (一). While Seon-il didn't usually pay attention to the Chinese characters used in his name, at this moment he suddenly recalled them.

*I wasn't the immortal after all.*

There's a story about a woodcutter who watched immortals playing Go. He found it so fascinating that when he came to his senses, decades had passed.

How mystical must those moves have been for him to watch without noticing the passage of time? That's what the immortals' Go was like.

As Seon-il continued his chess game with Yeon, that story came to mind.

*Is she even human? Could she be a 21st-century immortal who plays chess?*

It's different from a computer's moves. Computers always make the best moves and produce the optimal results.

Incomprehensible and complex. They ultimately gain advantages, but their play is never something humans can emulate.

In contrast, Yeon's moves were designed to "induce mistakes." If countered properly, she would actually be at a disadvantage, but that was beyond Seon-il's skill level.

He slowly fell into the traps Yeon had set, and now he was completely ensnared.

Chess played not by a computer but by a human. Selecting only the best moves against human opponents, gradually closing the gap, displaying overwhelming skill.

Seeing this, Seon-il naturally thought:

*A chess deity...!*

Seon-il quietly marveled. It was both amazement at encountering a chess immortal and wonder at the unfathomable skill of this girl.

Just when he thought a move might be impossible, a few moves later he would find himself at a disadvantage. And then he would regret it. If only I had played a different move then, I would have gained an advantage.

It doesn't seem impossible to win, just a little more effort might do it.

Yet he remains just out of reach by a small margin.

Seon-il thought this situation was similar to failing an exam by one point. It seems within reach, so you keep trying, but ultimately you fall just short again.

Believing this time would be different, he ran toward the test Yeon had thrown at him, but the result was still a one-point failure.

If a computer's test is cruelly difficult, making even attempting it impossible, Yeon's test stimulates people to keep trying.

As he gradually fell behind, Seon-il found the girl's moves, which mercilessly stripped away his pieces, beautiful.

She had finally overcome the enormous 10-point gap.

And once again, she presented a test.

A move with an unclear purpose.
Yet a mystical move that would surely make you regret ignoring it a few moves later.
A double-edged sword that would actually deal a heavy blow to the opponent if played against correctly.

A sharply honed double-edged sword appeared on the board.

Seon-il slowly inhaled. This time, he resolved to grab the handle, not the blade, and pierce through the girl.

*See, I'm being challenged again.*

Even while smirking, Seon-il's concentration intensified.
He immersed himself in the world of 64 squares with a focus he wasn't sure he'd ever had while playing chess before.

Seon-il played moves in his head. He anticipated the opponent's responses and traced through the subsequent sequences. He continuously evaluated the resulting positions.

Piece activity, piece coordination, threats against the opponent.

He read through the moves one by one, considering all possibilities.

And soon he reached a conclusion.

*...Forced checkmate in 8 moves.*

When it began didn't matter. At the very end, he found the answer, and that answer was somewhat tragic.

Seon-il grasped his king. And gently tipped it over.

"I resign."

Seon-il looked at the girl's face, wondering if he had misread the position.

She nodded slowly with a smile.

"That's correct."

"...Forced checkmate in at most 8 moves. Right?"

"Yes."

Seon-il smiled. He used formal speech with a girl much younger than him, but he felt it was only appropriate.

He showed respect to the young immortal. She had opened new horizons for his chess. It was like witnessing the pinnacle of chess that humans could reach.

After shaking hands lightly with the girl, Seon-il gave his friend five thousand won to run an ice cream errand. Then he asked the girl:

"Um... I'd like to review this by myself. Could you write down the notation for me?"

The girl answered with a bright smile.

"Of course."

Saying that, she took Seon-il's phone and wrote down the notation. The girl writing down the moves with a happy smile was beautiful.

*More like a fairy than an immortal?*

Seon-il watched the girl writing notation with her small hands. Shortly after, Seon-il's friend returned with ice cream, and Seon-il handed it to the girl.

"Eat this while you work."

"I'm done. Here, I've added some evaluation too, so study it on your own."

Seon-il looked at the notation the girl had written. After each move, she had added symbols like ! (good move), ?! (dubious move), !? (interesting move), ? (mistake), ?? (blunder).

There were no !! marks, which would indicate an excellent move. There were quite a few mistakes, and some moves were dubious. The few ! marks were attached to the girl's moves, not Seon-il's.

*No, wait, there is one excellent move.*

Seon-il smiled slightly.

The move the girl had evaluated as excellent was the point where Seon-il had resigned.

[!! 1-0, Reading the checkmate sequence was also good. Room for improvement.]

Room for improvement, she says. Seon-il chuckled with a whistling sound. It was like an elephant telling an ant, "You can grow bigger."

Whether it was sincere or just empty praise, it sounded quite pleasant to Seon-il.

Seon-il raised his head to express his gratitude.

"...She's gone?"

"Hey, I think she goes to the academy."

"An academy student wandering around at this hour?"

"She's already late, so she probably just decided to have some fun."

"Hmm... truly a fairy."

Seon-il packed up the chess board. He didn't want to play any more games today. He wanted to fully digest this unexpected encounter.

As he packed up the chess board and clock, Seon-il was surprised.

[0:08:12 / 0:00:0]

The time Seon-il had set was 15 minutes. It was a Rapid game, a reasonable match with a total game time under one hour.
The girl who had displayed overwhelming skill had used only about 7 minutes.

In contrast, Seon-il had used up all his 15 minutes long ago.

Seon-il may not have seen the immortals' Go, but he thought the fairy's chess was no less impressive.

Ch.6 - First Day of School
# Chapter 6

The current time is 11:37. According to Yeon's memory, it's not lunchtime yet. Rather than entering at an awkward moment, it would be better to slip in during lunch and blend in naturally.

I was sitting on a swing in a park near the school, pushing my feet against the ground. I was reviewing the chess game I had enjoyed today.

*I left him alone because he seemed too focused... Maybe I should have given him a hint.*

Pressuring an opponent with time isn't what a real man would do. It might be necessary in an important match, but not in a friendly game.

It's like in martial arts novels. When someone is on the verge of enlightenment, you don't say, "This is just a friendly match, so let's end it here!"

Even in a friendly duel, if your opponent seems about to gain enlightenment, you should go easy on them rather than cutting things short. At least worth the price of ice cream.

Since I helped him gain enlightenment, he's probably regulating his qi right now. Or rather, given the time, he's probably regulating his qi while eating lunch.

The chess game with that young man helped not just him but me as well. I knew my CPU performance had improved, but I wasn't sure by how much. This chess game made it clearer.

*But my vision definitely seems better.*

It felt like something had fallen into place. The gap between us was so large that I couldn't tell for certain, but the feeling was fluctuating.

It feels like there's a wall, or maybe it's not a wall but just indigestion. If it's a wall, it means I'll soon overcome it, but if it's indigestion?

"...No way, right?"

I rubbed my stomach. I could feel the soft fabric and the soft flesh beneath it.
Not being able to distinguish between a wall and indigestion. This is all because I died from a heart attack. I thought I was excited because my chess was going well, but to think I'd die like that.

Just to be safe, I bought some digestive medicine from the pharmacy.

...
..
.

I showed the digestive medicine to the security guard who tried to stop me, explaining that I had gone out to get it. By slightly covering the medicine bottle, it was impossible to tell what kind of medicine it was, making it easy to deceive him.

*I never thought I'd use digestive medicine like this.*

I felt for the digestive medicine inside my uniform jacket. With the label properly covered, it really did look like I had gone to get prescribed medicine.
Judging by how easily he fell for such a simple trick, the security guard seems to be a bit careless. I should sneak out more often.

Once at school, I first looked for the cafeteria.
Finding the cafeteria wasn't difficult. During lunch, it's where all students head to. That must be the cafeteria.

I arrived at the cafeteria shortly after. While making my way there, I observed the students and noticed one thing.

Each grade had a different colored line on their uniform collar. First years had red, second years had blue, and third years had yellow lines.

It was a trivial detail I normally wouldn't have noticed.

"Hey, first year! Why are you coming now? Get over here."

*Shit...*

If I hadn't been caught by a student wearing a yellow armband at the cafeteria entrance, I wouldn't have paid attention to it.

Since it was the first day of school, he didn't say much, but I wasn't in a good mood. I thought about landing a straight punch on that armband guy's chin.

The only good thing was that I was the first among the first years to enter. I thought people with armbands were all psychos, but surprisingly, this one showed some flexibility.

*If it had been an orange or blue armband, he would definitely have been a psychopath.*

With that thought, I received my meal. The quality of the food was quite impressive. It was like a hotel-level meal.

After a satisfying meal, I headed to the classroom. The classroom was almost empty. Only three people remained.

One student who seemed to have fallen asleep during fourth period and still hadn't woken up, a tall male student, and a female student shorter than me. These three were still in the classroom.

I headed to the desk where textbooks were piled up. It seemed they had distributed textbooks on the first day. If the seat had an owner, they would have moved the textbooks, so the seat with piled textbooks must be mine.

Math, English, Integrated Science, Integrated Social Studies... and surprisingly, the book at the very bottom was Chess.

*The end times are upon us.*

Sighing, I was putting the books into the desk drawer when a female student approached me.

"Um... hello?"

"Hi."

"Nice to meet you! W-what's your name?"

She seemed somewhat clumsy. Not a bad impression, but she looked a bit ditzy. I answered gently.

"Yeon."

"Yeon? Just Yeon? Lee Yeon, Kim Yeon, Park Yeon, Choi Yeon?"

"No... Buyeo Yeon."

It felt strange saying it. Buyeo is certainly an uncommon surname. Even Wikipedia listed it as a rare surname.

To begin with, compound surnames are uncommon. Most Korean names consist of one surname followed by two given names.

*But why does she have a two-character surname and a one-character given name?*

Someone might think it's Bu Yeoyeon. They probably wouldn't think it's Buyeo Yeon.

"Hiii... Nice to meet you! I'm Chitose Hikari. I'm from Okinawa!"

"Oh. Okay."

"Um, I'm the temporary class president...? Can you tell me why you were late?"

"I just was. I thought it would be better to come during lunch than during class."

"Then could you... go to the faculty office and tell the teacher you're here...? I'm the class president after all?"

She gave off a cat-like impression. Like a rain-soaked cat trembling because it's afraid of me.
Yeon's face is quite pretty. A neat, puppy-like face with slightly large eyes, making her a beauty. But since I usually keep my eyes intense, it gives off a somewhat glaring impression.

*Honestly, at first glance, she looked like a female delinquent.*

A delinquent-looking girl who was late and came during lunch. It must be quite scary to approach her.
That's probably why this female student was a bit afraid of me. She couldn't make eye contact and was fidgeting.

*I want to bully her. Is this how one becomes a delinquent?*

For a moment, I had a small desire to puff up my cheeks, take her to the bathroom, pour water on her head, and make her kneel. I also had a minor urge to search her bag, steal her money, and threaten her to multiply it tenfold by tomorrow or face consequences.
Barely restraining myself, I spoke to her kindly.

"Chitose Hikari. Can I call you by your name? Let's be friends."

"Oh, yes! Call me by my name!"

"Okay. Hikari."

I patted Hikari's shoulder. Her terrified look was quite amusing. She was like a squirrel, or maybe a cat.

Hikari's seat was right next to mine. It might be fun to tease her occasionally. I was fully prepared to use one of the advantages of being a high school girl.
The advantage of being a high school girl is having high school girl friends, isn't it? That's obvious.

*I'm going to have high school friends? Wow! And they're girls?*

It was something last year's me would never have believed. I didn't even enter high school, let alone make high school friends.
Being a girl definitely has its advantages. It's not weird at all to talk to other girls, which I consider a big plus.

...
..
.

I lingered in front of the faculty office. What should I say when I go in?
I'm late, I'm sorry, I'll come early next time—should I bow my head three times and leave?

*What would the original me have done?*

I found the answer shortly: I wouldn't know because I dropped out of school. It was much easier to drop out than to use field trip forms to attend tournaments.

*But now? I'm just a student.*

I can't drop out again. This time, I want to live as a decent young person. I should live moderately without getting on the teachers' bad side.

I sighed and knocked on the faculty office door.

Knock knock. Slide—

Now I need to find out who the homeroom teacher for Class 10 is. It's not an easy moment. Basically, I was a person without social skills, and Yeon wasn't much different.

I approached a young female teacher who seemed approachable and spoke to her.

"Ex-excuse me."

"Yes?"

"Um... could I ask where the Class 10 homeroom teacher's desk is...?"

"Oh, are you Yeon? I'm the Class 10 homeroom teacher."

The teacher said that and extended her hand to me. I took her hand and shook it lightly. She seemed like a kind person.

Why?

I was confused. Shouldn't a homeroom teacher be a middle-aged man with a potbelly who hasn't been promoted in years?
Isn't it an unspoken rule to assign homeroom teacher duties to petty people who threaten students with their school records?

Since the original me was a dropout, I don't know much about high school. So I searched the internet about high school, and I heard that homeroom teachers are supposed to be middle-aged men with potbellies.
Some app? I think I heard they use something like that to make students obedient.

*Have times changed?*

I was a bit disappointed.

"Why were you late today?"

"......I'm sorry."

Having prepared myself to face a middle-aged man with a potbelly, I couldn't win against a young female teacher. Unlike an old man reeking of alcohol, our homeroom teacher was a mature young woman.

"Since it's the first day, I'll let it slide. But don't be late from now on, okay?"

"Yes..."

I had no choice but to bow my head. It felt bittersweet, like I had truly become a high school girl.
I am a real high school girl, but I wanted to be the kind of high school girl who's popular with girls rather than boys. Like a cool, easygoing volleyball ace...

After leaving the faculty office, I brushed my hair upward.

*Would I look tougher if I tied my hair up?*

While grabbing my hair with one hand and imagining myself with a ponytail, I made eye contact with a tall male student.
Embarrassed, I lowered my hand. The student entered the classroom with an awkward expression.

*Damn, he's in the same class.*

Today was just not my lucky day.

Ch.7 - Chess Time (1)
I scanned the text and identified all character names, terms, and places from the glossary. This is chapter 7 of what appears to be a chess-focused webnovel.

# Chapter 7

I returned to the classroom and sat there blankly. Everyone except me seemed to have made close friends. Whether it was connections from middle school or not, they all looked friendly with each other. I felt a strange sense of isolation. Would I have few friends in this life too?

Fortunately, my desk partner Hikari appeared to have no friends either. However, she was deeply focused on reading a book in Japanese, so I couldn't disturb her.

*Judging by how half her head is covered by her eyes, she must be reading a light novel.*

Does she think it's okay to read it openly because it's in Japanese? If so, she should probably cover the pages with illustrations.

I swung my legs back and forth while looking out the window.

Chess class would be starting soon.

What would they teach us? In my original world, there was no chess theory left to teach me. All the "new theories" that emerged were things I was already doing unconsciously, and many of the games used in those books to explain concepts were my own games.
If there were royalties for chess notation, I would have been rich.

Now all my games would be considered from the distant past... so they probably wouldn't be used much.
I wonder what they'll teach in chess class.

*For theory, should it be endgame? Or tactics, which make up 99% of chess? Openings would be good too.*

Openings like a book, middlegame like a magician, endgame like a machine.
That's a common saying in the chess world. According to this saying, openings match best with books. If it's a lecture-style class rather than one-on-one instruction, openings would probably be the easiest to teach.

*If they say anything wrong, I'll point it out immediately.*

I made this promise to myself with a slight smile.

I twirled my hair around my finger while waiting for the teacher. The faint shampoo scent spreading from my hair made me happy.

Just as I was becoming desensitized to the scent, the teacher entered through the front door.

*That's our homeroom teacher!*

"Hello, everyone~~"

The person struggling to wheel in a cart loaded with chess boards was our homeroom teacher. Judging by the thirty boards he brought, it seemed like each student would get one.

I couldn't tell the material, but from the various attachments hanging from the boards, they appeared to support Bluetooth functionality.
Each piece had sensors attached underneath, so when a piece moved, it would be reflected in real-time on a chess app.

*Those are quite expensive.*

Is this what makes it a chess school? Well, even schools with football teams provide all the safety equipment. It would be shocking if a chess school didn't provide boards.

The teacher placed the cart next to the podium and gestured toward the door.

"Come in, everyone."

As the teacher beckoned, five students slowly walked in. Judging by the colored lines on their collars, the group consisted of two second-years and three third-years.

"Kids, you're in Class 10. You know what Class 10 means, right? It means you... did quite poorly on the exam. So sometimes you might feel completely lost and wander. But! There's no need to be disappointed!"

The teacher pointed at the five students.

"These kids are also from Class 10. They're your seniors. But they worked hard and earned recognition for their skills! See the third-years here? This one worked so hard in second year that she's already received invitations from clubs! Seung-yeon, how many was it again?"

"Two invitations from fourth-division league clubs, and one from a third-division club to join as a sub-member after college graduation."

"Did you hear that? Third division! Third division! You might not understand yet, but even the third division is impressive. With a little more effort, many players move up to the second division, and if you make it to the first division from there, you become a real famous pro!"

I tilted my head as I listened to the teacher's explanation. I didn't quite understand the talk about third and fourth divisions.

*Are they talking about chess leagues? It seems like it from the atmosphere.*

How surprising that professional chess leagues are so active. Did twenty years change people's preferences that much?
I don't know the details, but this is definitely good news for me. More chess players means more talented players will emerge.
Simply put, it means I'll have people to compete against.

If they're operating leagues down to the fourth division, there must be quite skilled players in the first division.

If I were to compare it to baseball, would the first division be like the Major League, the second like Triple-A, and the third like Double-A? From the atmosphere, the fourth division doesn't seem to be an amateur league. Maybe Single-A?

I understood roughly. Considering the students' reactions and the teacher's tone, it made sense.
The hopeful speech from the homeroom teacher contrasted with the gloomy expressions of the students.

*The most successful person from Class 10 is a sub-member in the third division league. And even that's conditional on graduating college first.*

It's like telling rookies aiming for the Major League, "Look, they made it to Double-A candidate! Isn't that amazing?"
They might understand later, but right now it probably just feels miserable. They might even give up hope.

Still, if I grab them by the collar and train them, couldn't they at least make it to the second division?
That seemed like a pretty good idea. I was more drawn to the prospect of training players myself. Discovering raw gems and polishing them into diamonds. Isn't that romantic in its own way?

Professional chess players don't work alone. They need people to analyze potential opponents and predict their moves to find countermeasures.

Naturally, such a person needs to have a certain level of skill. At minimum, they need a Master title to develop the right eye for it.
It's true that opening research became much easier after chess engines were developed. However, what's best according to an engine might not be best for humans.
Human calculation has limits, and humans make mistakes. While engine evaluations might be reliable for positions with clear advantages, you shouldn't trust them down to decimal points.

Therefore, I need someone who can analyze positions from a human perspective—more specifically, from my perspective.

In my past life, I prepared almost everything alone. My chess style was quite unique, making it difficult to receive help from others.
I was limited to the universal help anyone could get. I always prepared the most important parts by myself. It was easier that way, and it yielded better results.
Unless I find a special connection, it'll be the same in this life too.

*If I can find someone who understands my moves... even just a little, I should train them. If I train them, they'll play chess like me.*

Finding such a person won't be easy. They need growth potential, compatibility with my style, and a good eye.
But the more difficult it is, the more valuable it will be. If you want to hold a knife to the king's throat, you need someone to sharpen that knife.
I wish I had a craftsman dedicated solely to me. A small wish.

While I was lost in these thoughts, the desk arrangement was nearly complete.

Six desks and chairs were placed facing us. The teacher sat at the far left, with the third-years and second-years occupying the remaining five seats.

"Now, kids. I'll set a goal for you. There are six people sitting here, including me. We are your targets. Let's work hard with the mindset of surpassing all of us within a year!"

*So that's why they brought five people.*

Our class has 30 students total, arranged in five rows of six. The teacher's plan is for each skilled person he brought to handle five students each.

I quietly admired this. Five students per person is just the right size for small-group tutoring.
I could feel our homeroom teacher's enthusiasm. However, it wouldn't be fun if things stayed this way. A bet with a prize and one without are completely different.

I raised my hand and asked the teacher.

"Teacher, what happens if we win? Is there some kind of prize?"

"If you win...? Hmm... well, if even one of you wins, how about that person becomes the official class president? Originally we'd hold a separate tournament to select by skill level, but let's make whoever wins here the class president."

The teacher's proposal was radical, and everyone nodded slightly. They all seemed to be in the "I must be better than these guys" mindset.

According to the teacher's further explanation, if no one wins, they'll determine the class president through a tournament format.

"So that's how we'll decide the class president, and you can determine the order among yourselves. Going by seating order is fine too."

If we go by seating order, I'd be first. Due to the implicit rule that latecomers get the front seats, I was sitting at the front of the row closest to the window.

*If I win right at the start, it might kill the mood...*

If the first student in the first row wins? Then the students behind won't think "that person is really good" but rather "this must be easier than I thought."

I quietly moved to the back.

"Time limit is 15 minutes with a 10-second increment! Once you touch a piece, you must move it, and when castling, you have to move the King first, you know that, right?"

"Yes."

Increment—a rule where a little time is added each time a move is made. With a 10-second increment, 10 seconds are added to your clock every time you make a move.

Unlike countdown timers in other board games, with increments, the total time can actually increase. You might start with 15 minutes, but if you make all your moves within 10 seconds each, you'll end the game with more than 15 minutes on your clock.

In an extreme case, if you make 40 moves in 100 seconds, your clock would show 20 minutes at the end of the game. That's 400 seconds gained from increments minus the 100 seconds used.

*I'll aim to increase my time first.*

The first chess class was practical. Nice, keeping it fundamental.

Ch.8 - Chess Time (2)
I scanned the text and identified all character names and terms from the glossary. Here's the translation:

The seat I took was closest to the window. And the master in charge of that row was...

"Come on, everyone, show me your passion! You can do it! You're future Grandmasters, future national representatives, future chess talents!"

It was our homeroom teacher.

Our homeroom teacher, who would be in charge of our class for the next three years, was enthusiastically encouraging the students. No matter how young our teacher might be, they were still a college graduate. Quite overwhelming for a student who just entered high school.

Thanks to that, the students in my row seemed to have already given up on becoming class president. Even those who still appeared interested weren't hoping to win themselves, but rather waiting for everyone else to lose so they could get another chance.

"Well, are you ready? I'll let you have white. Scan this QR code with your phone. Yes, that's right. And when you press this—"

Flash—!!

A holographic image appeared clearly above the board. Pawns, Knights, Bishops, Rooks, Kings, and Queens were arranged three-dimensionally against a background of black and white checkered patterns.

"...Amazing."

I couldn't hold back my admiration. The hologram floating in midair was new technology I was seeing for the first time since coming to the future. I knew such things existed from a glance. They existed in Yeon's memories too.

But this was my first time seeing one with my own eyes.

The image shining as clearly as computer graphics in a movie strongly stimulated my childlike wonder. The image of wearing a mechanical suit and manipulating holograms brought to mind some kind of superhero.

Perhaps this is what beam projectors evolved into after countless iterations. It was much more vivid than simply viewing on a monitor. If screens were two-dimensional planes, holograms were three-dimensional.

I was the only one staring at the hologram with wide eyes. The other students seemed familiar with holograms, showing indifferent reactions. Holograms must be more commercialized technology than I thought, especially if they're used for chess.

"Alright, everyone focus! You can also scan this QR code to receive information on your phones. It's synchronized in real-time, so try making moves yourself and think about what you would do."

I scanned the QR code and connected the board to my phone.

Everyone had their spectator holograms disabled to avoid distraction. The teacher's and student's boards were displayed on our phones. Students sitting in the back who couldn't see the hologram well could also watch on their phones.

"Hmm, everyone's connected. Kids, check if you're all in."

"Yes. Everyone here is connected."

"Me too."

After all five seniors confirmed, the chess match between the teacher and the first student began.

White made the first move.

White's first move was advancing the pawn in front of the Queen two squares. Also called the Queen's Pawn Opening, it's the second most common first move. Unlike the pawn in front of the King, the Queen's pawn is already protected by the Queen behind it.

Because of this, it's difficult for Black to take control of the center, and Black often closes the center completely before attacking from the sides. While openings that advance the King's pawn tend to be sharp, openings that advance the Queen's pawn are solid. It's important to gain maximum advantage in a confined space and pressure the opponent.

The teacher's first move was also advancing the pawn in front of the Queen by two squares. An intuitive move. Placing pawns side by side blocks the opponent's pawn advance and gains influence in the center.

Opening theory is memorization based on understanding. As long as the teacher doesn't make strange moves, you just need to follow the moves you've studied. This is possible because the moves available in the early game are somewhat predetermined.

Perhaps as a courtesy from the teacher, Black and White completed the opening stage with quiet, expected moves. Black had plenty of opportunities to enter aggressive positions but didn't take them. Was this the teacher's consideration to prevent the game from ending in the opening?

No, maybe it wasn't consideration at all.

If you get crushed in the opening, you can make excuses like "I didn't study that." But if you get through the opening smoothly like this, you're simply being outplayed on skill alone.

I looked around the board. The position wasn't particularly difficult, so the advantages and disadvantages were quickly apparent.

*White still holds the advantage of going first. Now that all pieces are developed, it's time to start attacking.*

I slowly analyzed the moves on my phone.
What would I do in this situation?
Which move is best, and what strategic goal should I set?
What are my opponent's weaknesses?
What are my strengths?

I touched the screen to place the pieces one by one. The pieces moved here and there to fulfill my strategic objectives.

After placing about 8 moves, I examined the situation. It was quite good. Both White and Black had a playable game, and both had clear strategic goals.

But I went back to the beginning. The moves I just played were common good moves. They could also be described as safe moves that wouldn't be considered perfect.

If you find a good move, look for a better one.
That's what the 2nd World Chess Champion, Emanuel Lasker, said.

There was no need to go this far in a practice game, but... today chess felt particularly fluid to me.

I placed each idea swirling in my head onto the board. The student playing White made different moves than mine. Each time, I had to go back to the beginning and recalculate.

That's fine.

This was a lonely score I was creating on the board. The world of Black and White became a musical staff, and I placed the pieces like notes to create harmony.

White's Rook moves to the center to gain activity. Black blocks by attacking the Rook. White doesn't retreat but counterattacks. Black accepts the exchange.

*What happens if Queens are exchanged here?*

Moves appear in my head. Possible moves, safe moves, gambling moves. I choose a gambling move and place it on the board.
One, two, three, four, five. The five moves I routinely calculate when making a move. That's an appropriate level for a 15-minute game.

But this time I go a little further. From five to six, from six to seven.
And finally, I reach ten moves. This is an area only possible with the ability to accurately visualize the board in your head.

The image is just a supporting tool; the actual calculation happens in my mind. I give meaning to each move, accumulating small advantages and moving toward victory.

*This is surprisingly manageable. It's disadvantageous, but with good play, even a draw might be possible.*

Unfortunately, the student played a different move than what I had in mind. It wasn't a bad move. In other words, it wasn't a move that could reverse the situation.

A few minutes later.

"Thank you for the game."

"Yeah. You're not a complete beginner. But it would be better to think a bit before making your moves. Your opening was fine."

"Yes..."

The first game in my row ended, and so did my observation. The moves I had been playing disappeared, but I didn't mind. I was just playing lightly to get a feel for the game.

I liked my head. Both inside and out.

The student who played the first game sat down, scratching his head. Then the second student sat in front of the chess board.

"Hello, Yuljun."

"Not Yuljun, I'm Jun. My surname is Yayul."

*What?*

I heard something that blew away my idle thoughts. Since there's no way someone's surname could be Yayul, I must have misheard.

"Yayul, Jun."

*There's a surname Yayul?*

I couldn't say that since my surname is Buyeo. I chuckled and looked to the side. There was a female student who seemed to be holding back laughter.

I asked her:

"What's your name?"

"Me? Wan Seon-a."

"...There's a surname Wan?"

"W-well, it's common in our country! Don't you know the Wan family? If I say Nguyen... would you know that?"

"You're from Vietnam? Good grief, this isn't Class 10, it's a special class. Only special kids got in here."

"What's your name then?"

"Me? Buyeo Yeon. Buyeo is my surname."

"There's a surname Buyeo?"

"That's what I'm saying. Hahahahaha."

"Puhehehehe..."

We laughed out of nowhere. I wondered where they found such strange people. I suddenly remembered that half of Vietnam's population has the surname Nguyen.

"Hey! Nguyen!!"

""""Yes?""""

"Oh my..."

There were at least four Nguyens in this class. Including the shy Nguyen who didn't answer, there might be even more.

*Is it just our class? This is a real melting pot.*

Looking closely, there was also a boy who looked mixed-race and a Black student. I hadn't felt any discomfort because I'm not particularly interested in others, but thinking about it again, it was quite strange.

Japanese, Korean, Vietnamese too? Come to think of it, I think I saw on the school's official website that they accept foreign students. But seeing it in person was surprising.

I felt that things had changed a lot since my previous life. Was this a sign to shake off the remnants of the past?
I decided to think positively. The world has changed. I've changed too.
My inner self will change and develop as well.

And this time, I won't lose. Absolutely not.

Ch.9 - Chess Time (3)
The second male student, Yayul Jun, fought better than expected. Looking at the content of the match, he was thoroughly crushed, but it was much more entertaining to watch than the third and fourth matches.

First of all, he completely understood the situation. Chess is ultimately a battle between people, meaning it's governed by psychological elements.

Though his attack made no sense if you thought about it, Yayul Jun confidently smiled and thumped his chest twice, as if performing a victory celebration.

The teacher seemed quite flustered by this and spent considerable time calculating his moves. Of course, the tactic didn't work.

*I was actually a bit fooled too.*

His relaxed way of speaking made me think his personality was laid-back. I naturally assumed he would play solid, positional chess.

I never expected him to boldly bluff and engage in psychological warfare—such underhanded tactics.

In the end, he did manage to disturb the teacher's composure, though he was thoroughly defeated. However, chess doesn't consider how overwhelmingly a match progressed.

Whether you lose by 10 points, throw the game with one mistake, or struggle to a narrow defeat, it all counts as 1 loss.

If all losses are equal... then the person who managed to fluster the teacher played best. In a tournament, he would have definitely drained some energy.

While the other students had zero chance, Yayul Jun had at least 0.1.
If there had been no time increment in this game, he might have had a 5% chance.

He put up a good fight. That's about the evaluation his game deserved.

"Yuljun."

"Huh? You callin' me? I'm Jun."

"Hey, Yuljun. I enjoyed watching. Your game was the best. Though it was a bit stupid."

"Stupid...? Aren't you being too harsh?"

"I'm the (real) class president, so it's fine."

After saying that, I patted Jun's shoulder twice. Someone who plays better than their actual skill level always deserves respect.

"Last opponent. Yeon-a, are you ready?"

"Of course. Here, choose."

I held one black and one white pawn in my hands. This is one way to determine who plays black and white when there are no specific rules.

"Hmm, wouldn't it be better if you just played white?"

"No way~ We should be fair. My match will be different. Let's set the mood. Like a real match with rating on the line."

I waved my hand urging him on. The teacher reluctantly took my right hand.

"I'll be black."

The white pawn was in my right hand. I would be playing black.

In chess, white moves first. Unlike games like Go, there's no penalty for moving first.
There's no excuse—white has the advantage.

"Will you be okay playing black?"

"Yes."

However, that advantage isn't absolute.

"I'm good, you know."

I shook hands lightly and wiped the smile from my face.

I hope this will be at least a decent warm-up.

...
..
.

"Hmmmm...."

A troubled sigh. While this was a common sound from someone concentrating on chess, this time it had a different meaning.

The one sighing wasn't a student but the teacher, and the game was progressing overwhelmingly one-sided, as anyone could see.

—Tap! ...Tap!

The teacher makes a move, and almost immediately the next move follows. This is impossible without predicting the opponent's moves.
But is that easy? Predicting moves isn't simply about finding the best move.

There's no guarantee the opponent will play the best move. They might play the second-best option, or waste a turn with a meaningless move.

One could consider all possible moves and prepare responses, but that would only be possible for someone with computer-like calculation abilities.

Naturally, that's nearly impossible too.

Yeon's predictions weren't about finding all possible moves. She measured just one thing: the teacher's skill level.

By reviewing four games and exchanging moves herself, she gauged his ability.
The percentage of best moves played, the percentage of decent moves, positional strengths, what kind of chess this person ultimately pursues, what positions they prefer.

With limited samples, perfect prediction was impossible. But it was enough. While not quite computer calculation, Yeon ranks among the best at the human level.

In relatively simple positions, preparing for three or four moves ahead was easy for her.

—Tap! ...Tap!

Yeon quickly made her move. Since she had already thought it through, there was no need to deliberate.
The only time Yeon could think was during her opponent's time. While her opponent's clock raced toward zero, Yeon's mind spun rapidly.

*The teacher's playing style is passive. The best move here would be advancing the f-pawn for a counterattack, but he probably won't choose that. Instead, something safer and more solid. Perhaps a bishop redeployment?*

The teacher's hand moves toward the board. The hand hovering over the black and white world grabs the bishop's head and repositions it.

Yeon smiled slightly.

*Correct.*

—Tap! ...Tap!

The crisp sound of the chess clock being pressed rings out twice. Yeon looked at the clock.

[0:02:58 / 0:16:34]

Yeon's time had increased by 1 minute 34 seconds, about 90 seconds more. It would have been nice if all predictions had been accurate, but even Yeon couldn't predict mistakes.

At those times, she also had to spend some time thinking, so the time gained wasn't that much.

*Still, I'm averaging less than 10 seconds per move.*

The game had progressed to move 23. It was white's 24th move. The teacher's last move was retreating the bishop.
It was a move that sacrificed some tempo to secure a better position.

A slow and solid move, one that Yeon thought perfectly matched the teacher's playing style.

*The teacher only has one place to move. I would advance and play aggressively, but the teacher will probably...*

—Tap! ...Tap!

*That's right. The teacher never gambles. He'll just wait for my mistake until the end of the game.*

Yeon nodded. She had one more sample of the teacher's moves.
A style that waits for small mistakes from the opponent and, when they come, pursues them relentlessly. Chess that definitely defeats beginners who haven't mastered either attack or defense.

*Now that the analysis is complete, time to attack.*

Yeon's hand danced over the board. Abandoning the passive observation so far, an active attack began.

Exchange sacrifice. Yeon exchanged her rook, worth 5 points, for a knight worth 3 points.
A simple calculation shows a 2-point loss. However, with this single move, white's king was exposed to attack.

A 2-point loss from the exchange sacrifice. In return for this loss, she gained an opportunity to attack the opponent's king.
Black now had a short and simple goal.
The alpha and omega of chess: checkmate.
Pieces are ultimately just tools to capture the king. The reward for sacrifice is victory.

*Sacrifice, sacrifice, sacrifice, mate—*

Complex positions created through sacrifices were Yeon's specialty. If the teacher could defend properly, Yeon would lose, but she wasn't worried at all.

*Only three people have ever properly defended against this.*

A painting unfolded on the board. Harmony doesn't exist only in the realm of art.
The beautifully arranged pieces were indistinguishable from art.

Again, Yeon's hand moved over the board.

...
..
.

While Yeon was demonstrating overwhelming attacking power, a rebellion occurred on the fourth board. It wasn't a victory of skill.
The second-year student at that board missed a bishop, and unfortunately, their queen was in the bishop's line of attack.
The queen is the strongest piece in chess. A game being flipped by one big mistake wasn't particularly surprising.

"Thank you for the game."

"Haaaaah... Yeah. Sure. Luck is also skill. You won."

Hearing "luck is also skill," Jeong Si-woo gave a bitter smile. His placement in Class 10 was also a matter of luck. However, that was bad luck.

It was such a strange matchup that he felt the world was deliberately tormenting him. Si-woo, who wasn't good with theory, was confident in practical play, but all his opponents happened to be among the strongest in the school.

His first-round opponent was currently the vice president of Class 1, his second-round opponent was the president of Class 2. Surprisingly, his third-round opponent even held a Master title.

Since the class presidents at this school were selected based on skill, Si-woo's opponents were all in the top 10% of strong players.

Although they said it was determined by fair drawing of lots, with that much bad luck, one could rightfully blame the world.

*Luck is skill, huh? Is it also skill that I ended up in Class 10? Haha.*

Si-woo was relieved that he could at least be class president in Class 10. Although Class 10 symbolized the bottom tier, being president meant he was at least better than the rest.

If he maintained the position of class president for all three years, he might be able to enter the second tier depending on his rating at graduation.
With such happy thoughts, Si-woo looked around at the other boards.

The fifth and sixth boards had already lost. The third board would either surrender now or be checkmated in a few moves.
The second board had a gap of more than 3 points. Without mistakes, it would end easily.

Si-woo's gaze fell on the first board.

There wasn't much difference here either. Unlike matches 1-4, the teacher was playing quite aggressive chess, but the result would be the same—the student side would lose.

*I will be the class president.*

Si-woo smiled. At this rate, he would be the only winner. As class president, he could attend student council meetings, and by expanding his network there, he might have a chance to join a better chess club.

*Right. Better to be the head of a snake than the tail of a dragon. Think positively.*

"Hmmmm..."

Si-woo suddenly felt something odd. The voice that just made that contemplative sound didn't come from a student.
Si-woo knew the voice of the student currently playing chess against the teacher, Buyeo Yeon. He remembered her voice shouting, "Hey! Nguyen!!"

To Si-woo, Yeon's voice was a pleasant, beautiful sound, and even her contemplative sighs would be sweet sounds that enchanted the ear.

The sound he just heard wasn't such a sweet sound. It was the sigh of an adult worn down by social life, deeply stained with the smell of coffee.

Why did he hear such a sound? Of course, even the winning side can contemplate. Making unconscious sounds while thinking isn't strange.

What was truly strange were the expressions of the two players looking at the board.

The teacher was grimacing as if the situation was extremely uncomfortable.
Yeon was cutely smiling, holding one of her opponent's captured pieces and twirling it around.

Si-woo observed the game more carefully. Soon he realized the source of the dissonance.
The king in front of Yeon was black.

He had naturally assumed the student was white and the teacher was black, but looking again, the student was playing black. It was the girl's hand that was overwhelming and capturing the white king.

*She's insane, really.*

Si-woo let out a hollow laugh. The chess the girl displayed had something that stirred his heart.
Although he had only seen part of the game, each move was a novelty with artistic intent.

Thump, thump, thump.

Si-woo's heart raced. The nearly perfect chess had a romance that made his heart beat faster.

"Wow..."

He couldn't help but exclaim. The move Yeon just made seemed to shine for a moment. He couldn't understand it completely. But it was certainly a brilliant move.
He couldn't see any way to counter that move. Trying to block the immediate threat would end in greater loss.
Si-woo momentarily raised his hands to applaud but stopped. He felt he shouldn't disturb Yeon's game.

Fortunately, Yeon didn't take it badly. Rather, she looked at Si-woo and smiled slightly as if to say thank you for appreciating her move.

Si-woo looked at Yeon. For a little longer. Yeon's face was beautiful.

Ch.10 - Chess Time (4)
Chapter 10

A brilliant move!!
It means the best move that's not easy to think of or execute. It's much rarer and more complex than the common "best move."

A perfect move that secures victory when winning and plants the seeds to turn the game around when losing.
I show my respect to such moves by adding two exclamation marks.

The move I just made was exactly that.

Even responding with the best move would result in a disadvantage. Trying to resist the disadvantage only leads to a deeper quagmire. Even accepting the loss and trying to hold on is difficult.
My opponent will lose with just one mistake.

In contrast, this move eliminated my weaknesses. It was a perfect move embodying theories of attack and defense, threat and preparation.

A perfect move of unified offense and defense. If this were a tournament with commentators watching my board, there would have been applause and admiration.
Unfortunately, no one will understand the profound principles behind this move.

I made a truly perfect move, but no one will recognize it. Understanding such moves requires skill.

*Back in the day, a move like this would have received a standing ovation...*

It was disappointing. I was the only one who understood this art.

"Wow..."

*Oh, you understood it?*

I was wrong! Surprisingly, someone acknowledged my move. A male student who seemed to have just finished his game was staring at my move with wide eyes.

He probably didn't fully grasp all the profound principles behind the move. But perhaps he understood enough fragments to express admiration.

That's enough. I smiled in gratitude. It would have been frustrating if this excellent move had gone unnoticed.

Fortunately, he returned my smile. Though he slightly averted his gaze and covered the corner of his mouth, he definitely nodded.

Perhaps being a pretty girl is divine. Or maybe that student is just nice. He looked quite handsome, and handsome guys tend to have good personalities.
That might be prejudice, but it's been my experience.

Now that I've made a stylish move, it's time to end the game. I used up quite a bit of the time I had accumulated while thinking of that brilliant move.

[0:02:10 / 0:16:01]

My time had increased by about a minute. If I had focused solely on winning, I could have gained three minutes, but this time I aimed for a "perfect victory," which took more time.

Anyway, I finished the game with more time than the starting amount, so I achieved my goal. That's good enough.

The teacher's response to my brilliant move wasn't perfect, and soon a checkmate position was inevitable.

Maximum 5-move mate, minimum 3-move mate. It's not a difficult checkmate to read, so the teacher must have seen it too.

"Sigh... I surrender."

The teacher extended his hand. I nodded and accepted the handshake.

The game ended with my victory, but unfortunately, there weren't many spectators. The students in my row were just watching without paying much attention, busy with their phones.

I checked the remaining time.

[0:01:59 / 0:15:59]

*15 minutes and 59 seconds. Something... something feels uncomfortable about that.*

I pressed the clock to reduce my time by 2 more seconds.

*Hmm, that time somehow feels like it shouldn't be mentioned.*

So my clock showed 15 minutes and 59 seconds minus 2 seconds. I didn't play that quickly, but I might still get reactions about how quickly the game ended.

"Good game, Teacher."

"...Why did you come to Class 10? Someone of your level could be in the top ranks of Class 1."

"Umm, because I did poorly on the exam?"

"Even so...? No matter how badly you did on the exam, this gap is too extreme..."

"I... skipped the practical exam."

"...Being late is not good."

"Yes, I know."

I inadvertently became known as a tardy student. In reality, I was only late once.

"Anyway, congratulations on becoming Class President. Everyone! Are all the games finished? Anyone who won? Raise your hand!"

The male student who understood my move raised his hand. As expected, he had some skill. He understood my intention, at least roughly.

"I won too, but... I just capitalized on mistakes. I'll pass on being Class President."

"Really? Then~ let's have Yeon as our Class President! Come up here, President. Our Class President needs to lead the class. The President who spends all day with the students is more important than a teacher who only meets you briefly in the afternoon."

Unfortunately, I got the Class President position without any selection contest.

I awkwardly walked to the front of the classroom. Some seemed surprised that there was someone who won, while others seemed jealous.

I came up because the teacher asked me to, but I wasn't sure what to do. So I called for an assistant.

"Teacher, what about the Vice President? If no one else wants to do it, how about him? He said he won too."

"Si-woo, do you want to be Vice President?"

The student named Si-woo nodded.

"Then come up here. The Vice President will also help lead the class for half a year, so get along well with each other. Understood?"

"Yes."

I answered casually. Si-woo scratched his head and then stood up.

It took him quite a while to stand up. He didn't look that tall sitting down, but once he stood, he seemed almost tall enough to touch the ceiling.

*Holy shit, he's huge!*

I'm not sure exactly how tall Yeon is, but around 170cm. But Si-woo was much taller than that. He seemed almost a head taller.

When Si-woo stood next to me, the difference was even more noticeable. When I looked to the side, I saw his shoulder instead of his head.

"How tall are you? An athlete who should be playing basketball is playing chess instead."

"Um... I think I was 188cm."

"Wow... Do you play sports too?"

"As a hobby, a little?"

"A little hobby" doesn't match his arm thickness. His forearm is quite thick. He could probably lift me with one hand.

He looks like he should be playing American football or MMA rather than chess. He seems more suited for combat sports than being in Class 10 of a chess school.

"President, Vice President! While the teacher is seeing off the seniors, chat with the other students."

"Yes~"

I poked Si-woo's arm. I meant for him to take the lead. Not understanding, he looked at me in surprise.

I mouthed that he should do it. But Si-woo kept avoiding my eyes. He pretended to rest his chin on his hand, covering his face and constantly trying to escape.

*He doesn't like being in this position either, huh?*

He's not living up to his size. If I had that build, I'd be three times more confident.

"Alright, let's start with introductions. The Vice President and I will go first, then we'll go in order from here. Got it?"

There was no response. It was awkward.

"Well... my name is Buyeo Yeon, family name Buyeo, given name Yeon. My hobby and specialty are both chess."

I finished briefly and gestured to Si-woo. But this guy kept avoiding my eyes. If he were about 20cm shorter, I might have been able to handle him, but he's too big to confront easily.

"My name is Jeong Si-woo. Everyone, let's get along well."

It was a simple introduction. With that build, he'd get along fine whether he tried or not. No one in their right mind would pick a fight with him.

I patted Si-woo's shoulder and extended my hand. I meant for us to shake hands. He seemed shy and was avoiding me, so I thought I should guide him.

"Let's shake hands."

"Oh, sure."

*His hand is freaking huge.*

Si-woo's hand was much larger than mine. A handshake is supposed to be hands clasping each other, but my hand completely disappeared in his. He really looks like someone the sports world would want.

Looking closely, his neck wasn't that thick. He might struggle with MMA or boxing.
With broad shoulders, tall height, and long legs, what sport should he play? Volleyball? I'm not sure. I don't know much about sports.

"...Why are you still holding my hand? Don't you know how to shake hands?"

"Oh, s-sorry. I was... thinking about something else."

"Let's not think about other things when someone is in front of you. You should only look at the person you're shaking hands with. That's proper etiquette. I was only looking at you just now, okay? Got it?"

Even though I was thinking about finding him a different career path than chess, anyway.

*But seriously, why does he keep avoiding me?*

I gently grabbed Si-woo's cheek, which kept turning away from me, and pulled it toward me.
This kind of behavior becomes a habit if left unchecked. A magnanimous person like me needs to correct it.

"Hey. Why do you keep running away? I'm trying to be friendly, okay? Do you dislike me?"

"Uh, what?"

"Do you have some bad karma with Buyeo from a past life? If not, let's keep things smooth. Smooth, Mr. Jeong. Is there something about me you don't like? Do you dislike me?"

I established dominance with a playful tone. This kind of education starts with establishing the hierarchy.

"...No, I like you."

"Then Si-woo, stop avoiding me and look at my face when we shake hands and greet each other. Okay?"

I extended my hand again. Si-woo bit his lower lip firmly and looked straight at me.
Then Si-woo took my hand. His hand was slightly moist.

We shook hands for a time that was neither too long nor too short. It was a proper handshake. With appropriate strength, for an appropriate time, looking at each other's faces while gently shaking hands.

"See, you can do it. That's how it's done."

"Oh, yeah. Thanks."

Si-woo smiled foolishly. Why is someone with such a huge build so awkward?

I reached out and lightly flicked Si-woo's forehead.

—Thwack!

"Go sit down. Hey! Let's have everyone come up one by one from the front and introduce themselves!"

After shouting that, I went back to my seat. Looking at Si-woo's seat, I saw him rubbing his forehead.

Did it hurt? I hit him gently, he's exaggerating...

Ch.11 - Chess Time (5)
I scanned the text and identified all character names and terms from the glossary. This is chapter 11 of what appears to be a chess-themed webnovel.

The self-introductions continued. Aside from there being quite a few foreigners, there wasn't anything particularly special.

Actually, maybe the number of foreigners was special in itself. To be precise, there were more foreign Koreans than actual foreigners. There were ethnic Koreans from China, Koryo-saram, and those of Japanese or Southeast Asian descent.

The ratio of pure foreigners to pure Koreans was about the same. In our class of 30, there were 7 pure Koreans and 6 pure foreigners. In other words, 17 people fell somewhere in between.

I hadn't realized it, but Korea had apparently become a chess powerhouse. They'd invested in chess and created an environment where people could make money from it, which attracted international students.

*But it's probably more because of population decline that they're accepting foreigners.*

I don't know the exact circumstances.

Korea used to be terrible at chess. Besides me, there were no Grandmasters, and the country ranked quite low overall.

They couldn't compete with Eastern European countries like Russia, Ukraine, or Armenia, and even in Asia, they lagged behind China, India, Vietnam, and the Philippines. Or rather, they used to.

Now Korea is pretty good. Chess was becoming popular before I died, and it seems to have firmly taken root.

Chess has permeated daily life, and as Masters began to emerge one after another, Korea has now joined the ranks of the chess powers.

*Around the top 10, I guess.*

That's just counting the number of Grandmasters, but at this level, they can't be called a minor power anymore. On a good day, they could even compete with China and India.

It's the perfect environment. Not too weak, not overwhelmingly strong. It means I don't have to carry everything alone, nor will I be overshadowed.

"Everyone, are the introductions finished? Class president and vice president, come up here and help distribute these boards."

"Yes, Teacher."

The teacher and I carried ten boards each and distributed them one by one. One chess board per person! Yeon had one at home, but that was just a regular board.

It's fundamentally different from these boards with cutting-edge technology.

After distributing all the boards, I sat down and examined mine. The grid lines were perfectly drawn, with all squares the same size, and the pieces had no cracks or imperfections.

What I liked most was the shape of the Knights. The difference between cheap and expensive sets is most obvious in the Knight. If the horse's mane is carelessly made with no style, it's cheap; if each detail is vivid, it's high quality.

This wasn't top-tier, but it wasn't cheap either. A good mid-range model with excellent value for money. This was more than adequate.

"Alright, everyone! Focus! Today we selected our class president and vice president, right?"

The teacher suddenly drew everyone's attention. Though both the president and vice president were called, somehow the focus seemed to be on me.

"Some of you might be thinking this: that the president was chosen because I went easy on them. Right?"

There was no verbal response, but everyone nodded slightly. They seemed dissatisfied with me becoming class president.

"But I didn't go easy at all. I actually tried my best! And I still lost! Yeon-a, could you come up here for a moment?"

I sighed quietly and stood in front of the teacher's desk again.

"In my opinion, Yeon could beat all of you combined. Seriously. Yeon-a, could you demonstrate?"

"Sure, that's easy."

One amateur against 29? I should retire if I lose even one game. Even in a simultaneous exhibition, playing normally would lack any tension or fun.

"Um... how about I play without my Rooks in a 1 vs 29 match? That should demonstrate my skill."

I said this with a hint of boredom. Playing blindfolded against 29 people would be challenging, but playing without Rooks would be easy.

Hostile glares shot my way from some students. I was used to such looks.

That's impossible, stop bragging, you'll fall flat on your face someday. Everyone had said these things to me.

"Set up the boards."

But I never fell. I repaid each defeat with ten victories. One against many—that was my essence.

"I'll show you what skill really means."

My competitive spirit, which I had momentarily suppressed, awakened. Those hostile glares had always been my driving force. This time would be no different.

...
..
.

"...I resign."

"That's the twelfth one. You should have moved your Bishop, not your Knight. Think about where that Bishop was throughout the game."

"O-okay."

My fourth victory. Seventeen moves.

"I-I lost."

"You made a mistake. Think more before moving."

"Yeah..."

My tenth victory. Twenty-three moves.

"Why are you so good..."

"Bluffing only works between players of similar levels."

"I'm just going all out since I'll lose anyway~"

"Stop talking nonsense and try to win properly."

"Sure thing."

Yayul Jun was my twenty-third victim. He seemed to like sacrifice tactics quite a bit. The problem was... he just threw pieces away without much thought.

His tactical ability itself wasn't bad, but he made too many mindless sacrifices.

One by one, I delivered their predetermined defeats.

Now no one doubted me anymore. Those who had already lost were overwhelmed by the skill gap, and those remaining were merely postponing their inevitable defeat.

There was no fighting spirit left in the eyes of those remaining. They had resigned themselves to the fact that this was a game they could never win from the start.

Some were smiling. Was it because this was a friendly match, with no rating points at stake?

*I give my all in every game.*

The attitude that "it's okay to lose because they're a master" is what creates barriers. Where is there a game where it's okay to lose? Every game should be aimed toward victory, and every player should crave winning.

A burning passion, thirst, and desire for victory.

That's what I believe turns an ordinary person into a Grandmaster.

You need to crave victory with intense competitive spirit to climb. Chess, an inefficient and unproductive game, cannot be sustained without the joy of victory.

You must hate losing and thirst for victory to rise. Some might think differently, but that's what I believe.

And that's how I rose.

I grew stronger with the impossible dream of never losing a single game. Using victories, cheers, and praise as stepping stones, I climbed higher and higher.

*Until I fell.*

Yet I still crave victory.

Suddenly, I sighed. Where did they learn to give up when things seemed impossible? Did they think it didn't matter if they lost because it was a friendly match?

On the contrary, because it was a friendly match, they could go all out trying to win. It was a good opportunity to pursue victory without considering the lukewarm element of draws.

I felt sorry for the students who had given up without competitive spirit. I wanted to see them trying their best until the end, even if it meant losing on time.

I moved from board to board, making one move at a time.

Twenty-fourth, position collapse after Rook-Queen exchange.
Twenty-fifth, endgame blunder.
Twenty-sixth, quick resignation despite having chances.
Twenty-seventh, checkmate.
Twenty-eighth, resignation after long thought.

And then.

"Hello."

"......."

The last person remaining, Jeong Si-woo, was staring at the board.

A board where defeat seemed imminent. Despite starting with a 5-point handicap, the situation had somehow equalized. I might even have the advantage.

The current position was one I handled best, and with the clear skill difference...

In a position where a single mistake could flip the game, immediate equality didn't mean much. I was confident I could make the best moves. After this sharp position settled, I would maintain my advantage.

Si-woo would definitely make at least one mistake. This was a position that required reading at least five moves ahead to find the answer. Only some GMs could avoid mistakes here.

*Still, it's good to see him playing hard without giving up.*

It's not over until it's over. That saying is definitely true in chess. The quagmire of the endgame is where even Masters make huge mistakes.

In the end, the winner is the one who maintains their mental fortitude. The one who never gives up and keeps their will to win until the end. That person alone can enjoy the glory of victory.

*With you, there might be a possibility.*

I looked at Si-woo's concentrated face.

His eyes were shining. They were the eyes of a chess master, immersing himself in the world of 64 squares.

It was Si-woo's turn now. I glanced at the board. What move would I make? The first move that came to mind was pulling back the Knight. I wasn't sure if it was the best move. It just looked interesting.

*Tak—*

*Oh, he guessed it.*

I somehow ended up making a prediction. I increased the pressure on Si-woo. If it were me, I would sacrifice a piece and go in.

*Tak—*

*Hmm?*

After the sacrifice, I would bring out the Queen.

*Tak—*

*Hooo...*

The sequence after the sacrifice was almost predetermined. Still, it felt strange to have my predictions match so perfectly.

Si-woo mostly moved as I expected, and I dominated according to my scenario.
Occasionally when he made a move different from what I had in mind, I pushed back sharply. Before long, my victory was confirmed.

"Phew, I resign."

"Yeah. Good game."

I smiled and took Si-woo's hand. In a handshake, you shouldn't hold hands for too long. I had taught Si-woo that.

This time, I ignored etiquette.

I covered Si-woo's hand with both of mine. For quite a long time.

"You have potential. Keep working hard."

I used to encourage people like this in my past life. Though I wasn't the Champion, I had quite a few fans.
When someone of my caliber expressed belief in them, the encouraged person would often return not long after with news of tournament victories.

Did he understand this honor?

I observed Si-woo's reaction for a moment. He pulled his hand away uncomfortably and kept avoiding my gaze. I hope he's not annoyed. Perhaps he's not used to receiving praise.

Ch.12 - Outdoor Quiz Show (1)
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The discipline was perfectly established. With just a single game, I had completely dominated, making the skill gap obvious to everyone.
The Vice President also earned respect as a bonus. Though she lost too, her performance was at least somewhat better.

I glanced at Si-woo. Since the Class President and Vice President often work as a pair, it would be good to get along with him.

Ah, our eyes met.

I waved casually. Si-woo waved back.

— Ding dong dang dong~

Class ended. The teacher finished the closing ceremony briefly. At our school, classes end at 4:30 PM, followed by club activities until 6 PM, then dinner and night study.

But today is the first day and there are no clubs yet. What does that mean? It means we finish early.

I approached the teacher, told her I'd be moving into the dormitory, and filled out all the related paperwork. Yeon was classified as a social welfare recipient, so her meal costs, dormitory fees, and tuition were all free.

I'll move into the dormitory this weekend. Since I won't need to stay at home after a week, it seems best to organize my belongings.

"See you, Hikari."

"Bye, Yeon! Oh, can you give me your phone number?"

"Sure."

Is it true that high school girls become friends just by making eye contact? Exchanging numbers this quickly is surprising.
After saying goodbye to Hikari, I approached Si-woo.

"Hey, hello? Have a good day."

"Yeah. You too, Yeon."

Networking. Perfect. In my previous life, I didn't need it because of my achievements, but this time I'm far behind, so connections are necessary.

After greeting these two promising individuals, I left the classroom.

"Oh, Yuljun. Going home?"

"It's Jun, I told you. Why do you keep calling me that?"

"Well... because it's fun?"

"You're ridiculous. Anyway, see you later."

How can someone's name be Yayul-Jun?

I headed home with my board.

...
..
.

Chess is profitable. Many people living in the current era would agree with this statement. Chess, recognized as a legitimate sport, has grown with substantial investment, producing numerous players and stars.

Chess was also an opportunity. This was true for those who made streaming their profession as well.

If they discovered stars, they too could sit on a pile of money.

"Hello!! This is Namgung Min from 'Finding the Master.'"

"And I'm Bukgung Seon-a. Today we're back looking for hidden masters! The winner from our last episode scored an impressive 12 points, right?"

"Yes, that's correct. Never underestimate students in school uniforms. 12 points! A score that wouldn't lose even to Master level players."

"Absolutely. Now, the place we've come to today is... drum roll please."

"En Passant Academy!"

The man and woman, who seemed to be forcing enthusiasm, pointed at the academy. The cameraman following them was holding a phone, checking the live reactions.

[Forced tension lol]
[Isn't this kind of intrusive? Students are just getting out of school and they're shoving cameras in their faces.]
[For real lol]
[What do these kids know... That kid last time was special, students usually can't play. They'll probably just pick from people who get 3 points and give them prizes]
[I told them to lower the difficulty smh]
[Prediction: The winner of this quiz show is... ○○○ who got two questions right~~ Applause~~~]
[Two questions would be harsh... though I couldn't get any right]
[This is a boarding school so most 2nd and 3rd years probably use the dormitory? The kids coming out now are 1st years, they definitely won't get the questions right]

The chat was cold. The streaming duo, Namgung Min and Bukgung Seon-a, were what people called "small-time."
They worked hard creating content and were active, but they weren't very popular.

The couple concept was less successful than the sibling concept, and their looks were just average. They weren't complete clowns, but their faces weren't particularly outstanding either.

The streaming viewership was low, though when they uploaded edited versions later, they got somewhat more views. Simply put, they earned just enough not to starve.

The cameraman made a throat-slitting gesture with his hand. It was a pre-arranged signal. A nod meant continue as planned, a head shake meant change the topic.

The throat-slitting gesture meant things were going terribly wrong and they needed to do something.

The Namgung & Bukgung duo forced smiles. Their previous broadcast had exceeded 1,000 viewers, and the edited version surpassed 100,000 views.

They had painted a rosy future. The hundred thousand views would be promoted by the algorithm to reach a million, and people who watched that video would click on their other videos.
Eventually, they'd sit on piles of money and achieve their self-made dreams!

For now, it was just a dream. Their unpopular outdoor broadcast only made citizens frown.
Namgung Min looked at the camera indignantly, but it was meaningless.

*I got permission to film...! I was told it would be fine as long as students' faces don't appear!*

But the only response from the cameraman was a signal to tap his face. This signal meant smile. Even forced enthusiasm was better than looking dejected.

Namgung Min smiled. Then he and Bukgung Seon-a went around recruiting students.

Asking young students with forced smiles wasn't easy, but they persevered.

*Just one more viral hit and we could get external advertising!*

They had to sell laughter to people.

"Hello. We're from 'Finding the Master.' Are you interested in a quiz show?"

"Not buying."

[LOLOLOL cut like a door-to-door salesman!]
[What's a small-timer doing with outdoor broadcasts]
[Failed again today?]
[Do a tearful butt show or something... this is a disaster]
[Fact: Even if they recruited someone, they'd fail at question 1]
[For real lol]

Namgung Min held his facial muscles together. It felt like he might collapse, but he endured.

"Hello. We're from 'Finding the Master.' Are you interested in a quiz show?"

"Umm... a quiz? Sure! Sounds fun. Are there prizes?"

"Of course! Look over there. Anyone who sets a new record gets electronic devices worth 1 million won, no questions asked!"

"New record? Is that 17 written there the record?"

"Yes! Just get seventeen questions right and you can take it home!"

"I'll do it!!"

*Yes! This is awesome!*

Namgung Min clenched his fist. En Passant Academy was a school open to foreigners. Many mixed-race students with average skills entered through the foreign student admission process.

From the moment they set up near the academy, he hadn't expected anyone to solve the problems. He wanted someone with a good camera presence, someone whose appearance would change the broadcast's atmosphere.

This female student, with her natural freshness rather than forced enthusiasm, was a perfect model. The Japanese-looking girl would be quite helpful.

Namgung Min quietly called Bukgung Seon-a over. He told her to bring relatively easy questions and favor the girl. They needed to pay her a good appearance fee and make sure to moderate the chat properly.

Bukgung Seon-a explained the precautions, appearance fee, and various details to the female student. During that time, Namgung Min stalled in front of the camera.

"Hello, I'm Chitose Hikari. I'm from Okinawa."

The cameraman gave a thumbs up. The chat reactions were perfect, and the viewer count was steadily rising.
Now if the girl could survive for a long time and continue the quiz show, it would be perfect.

"Here's question number one! What's the best move in this situation? It's White's turn!"

"...Umm. Is there an answer? It looks like White will definitely lose."

*We're doomed...! It was a moderate question!!*

The girl stared blankly at the picture. Namgung Min and Bukgung Seon-a looked devastated. The chat went wild. Most reactions were along the lines of "I knew this would happen."

The problems in "Finding the Master" were difficult unless you were above a certain level. If you were above that level, they'd be easy to solve, but most people weren't.

*But we need to find masters, we can't waste time with easy questions...*

Namgung Min made excuses internally. This wasn't the time. He needed to find the next participant and stall for time.

"Excuse me..."

"Yes! Do you have a question?"

"Can I use a friend chance...?"

"A friend chance?"

"My friend could probably solve this."

Namgung Min had a vision of a lifeline descending from heaven. Friend chance! Perfect. Guests divided into looks and chess expertise could capture viewers' interest!

"That's fine! Actually, you're allowed one hint anyway. This time, we'll substitute it with a friend chance."

"Okay, just a moment."

The girl called someone. The dial tone didn't last long.

"Yeon-a, help me!"

[What.]

"I'm at the school gate, come quickly!"

[What? No, what are you—]

The call ended there. Namgung Min quickly scanned the chat. Many viewers were impressed by the direct phone conversation.

The upward trend of the graph had increased slightly.

Namgung Min prayed with his hands together. He hoped the friend this student called would solve at least three questions.
He didn't expect much from an academy student. Three questions would take about ten minutes.

Namgung Min was an experienced streamer and could perfectly utilize those ten minutes.

*Just three questions. No, even two would be fine. Please don't leave immediately...!*

He stalled for time until Hikari's friend arrived. With the Namgung & Bukgung duo's conversational skills, they could keep things interesting for about 5 minutes.

Namgung Min glanced at the cameraman, asking whether to stall more or what to do next.

The cameraman didn't notice Namgung Min's gaze. He was staring into the distance with his mouth hanging open.

Bukgung Seon-a followed the cameraman's gaze. She slowly turned her head and then stopped. She too stood with her mouth agape.

*What's wrong with them?*

Namgung Min also turned his head.

There was a girl walking toward them under the bright sunlight. The sun shining from the sky seemed like a halo made just for her, she was that radiant.

Hair like the night sky gathered and crafted from moonlight. In contrast, a flawless snow-white face.
Her lips burned warmly as if containing the energy of the red sun, and her nose was three-dimensional and sharply defined.

But her eyes were the best feature.

The rebellious eyes that didn't match her gentle face were captivating. The defiance and negative energy filling those deep ocean-like eyes added to the girl's charm.

It was amazing that her slightly frowning face could be so beautiful.

Namgung Min was reminded of a supermodel. Beyond her proportions, there was something about the girl's appearance that immediately caught the eye.

*I'm sorry for this student, but... we absolutely must get that girl.*

With looks like that, it wouldn't matter if she didn't know chess rules. Viewers would go crazy just seeing her greet the camera. Namgung Min thought this as he slowly approached the girl.

Then the girl approached too.

Toward where Namgung & Bukgung, Hikari, and the cameraman were standing.

*Oh my God...!!*

Namgung Min decided to believe in God's existence. A Japanese female student with a clear concept calling a beautiful chess expert? It was unbelievable.

Since the female student confidently said her friend was good, her skills must be considerable. Namgung Min felt his wallet getting thicker.

"What?"

"Yeon!! Solve that for me."

"What is it. Oh... it's Réti's idea problem. White's turn? The king should go to g7, f6, e5. Black can't win no matter what move they make. This is a basic example. You called me because you didn't know this?"

Namgung Min cheered internally.

Even though they hadn't captured the girl's face on camera yet, the chat was already on fire.

It was thanks to the girl's soft, clear voice and her ability to quickly solve the problem.

"Um, that's correct!!!"

Namgung Min had met an angel.

Ch.13 - Outdoor Quiz Show (2)
## Chapter 13

Bukgung Seon-a carefully explained to the girl called Yeon. Her face might be shown, and they planned to upload the video online. They would pay her this much, with additional money if the video exceeded 100,000 views.

It was quite a bold offer. Sharing video revenue with a guest wasn't something to be taken lightly, even with the 100,000 views condition.

Nevertheless, Bukgung Seon-a went for it. She didn't mind taking a loss now. If she could maintain a long-term relationship with Yeon, it would definitely be profitable in the long run.

Bukgung Seon-a made her earnest request, and Yeon coolly nodded. It wasn't particularly disadvantageous for Yeon either. Having her face recognized was just a matter of timing. When she eventually reached first place, everyone would know her face anyway, so why hide it?

Without much deliberation, Yeon stood in front of the camera. However, she decided to be a bit playful.

In front of the camera, she covered her eyes with four fingers and said:

"My... my name is Buyeo Yeon, and I'm 1X years old. I attend XX School... My hobby and specialty is chess. As for a boyfriend... I've never had one."

Her gesture resembled something from a censored video tape. The way she partially covered her eyes made it even more suggestive. She even muted parts of her own speech as if trying to circumvent laws.

Hikari, being Japanese, was startled by Yeon's behavior and exclaimed:

"Yeon!! W-what are you doing?!"

"Huh? Isn't this right? Street casting outdoor...s"

"Ch-chess, right?"

"Of course. What else would I be doing on the street besides chess?"

"Ughhhh..."

"Haha! Hikari's malfunctioning."

Hikari wasn't the only one malfunctioning. The chat window and chat manager were all broken too.

[?]

A single character in the chat expressed everyone's feelings. Hikari saw it from the side, but viewers saw it from the front.

The viewers who saw the exact angle Yeon intended understood precisely what she meant. Male viewers especially caught on quicker.

"So, where's the problem? I'll just solve it, get paid, and go."

Namgung Min, who had been dazed, quickly collected himself. Yeon wasn't just a beautiful girl. She was a mischievous being who could get a stream suspended at any moment.

The problem he presented was a two-star difficulty level. A moderately skilled player could solve it within 5 minutes.

"First, here's a simple problem! White to move, find the best—"

"Queen to g8 for check, if Rook blocks, Knight check followed by recapturing the Rook. If the King evades, Bishop check, then push the Pawn as an in-between move to attack the Queen... placing Rook at e3 would be unstoppable. If the Rook infiltrates, I think it's a win?"

"—move..."

"The in-between move might be a bit tricky to find. If you can't attack the Queen there, the Rook can't infiltrate."

"Um, that's correct."

Yeon quickly recited the moves. It wasn't particularly difficult for her. She had once reached second place in the world. While she had never been at the very top, she had been second to none but one.

As a top-tier Grandmaster who had reached world number two and faced the Champion, this level of problem was easy for Yeon.

Yeon smirked with an arrogant attitude.

[OMG she's insane]
[?? Was the answer leaked?]
[Namgung Ham is genuinely shocked]
[What?? Did we even see the problem?]
[That smile is crazy hot]
["Next"]

Yeon discreetly approached the cameraman to peek at the chat reactions. Many people questioned Yeon's behavior. Some thought the answer had been leaked, while others were simply admiring her appearance.

"Don't type question marks. It feels like a blunder."

Yeon took the camera from the cameraman and naturally took over.

[Yes!!]
[Noona!! Did she really solve it??]
[It wasn't leaked! (That's what I'm asking!!)]
[Where did Namgung Ham go!! Give us the next problem!]

"Ease up on the exclamation marks. It's noisy."

Her approach was completely different from Namgung Min and Bukgung Seon-a, who believed that "viewers are kings." She used semi-formal speech at best and spoke in commands.

Yet viewers were even more enthusiastic. There was something about Yeon's gaze that tickled their hearts. Her unconsciously condescending look, combined with her speech pattern, created perfect harmony.

Yeon returned the camera and looked at Namgung Min.

"Next problem, don't you have one?"

"N-next problem! Choose which of these positions is theoretically a draw! All are White to move!"

Namgung Min manipulated the display to show a hologram. Chess boards and pieces formed in the hologram. Each board was numbered from 1 to 5, like a multiple-choice question.
Yeon glanced at them briefly, then closed her eyes.

One, two, three.

"Number 4. It's a 'Mined squares' problem. Roughly translated, it means 'squares with mines.' Whichever side's King enters that square first will definitely lose. Both sides will just go back and forth without being able to do anything."

"...That's correct!"

Namgung Min almost forgot his duty as a streamer for a moment. While Yeon explained it simply, the problem was far from simple.

There were five boards. And they had to find the "theoretical draw." A theoretical draw means that when both players make no mistakes, the result is a draw.

For example, if both players only have a King and a Rook, it's a theoretical draw. Unless one side makes a mistake and loses their Rook, it will always end in a draw.

Indeed, to find a theoretical draw, one must assume a "no-mistake situation." To calculate that situation, one naturally needs to know what the best moves are.

Only by playing the best moves on all five boards without touching them could one begin to solve the problem. None of the problems from 1 to 5 were easy.

Namgung Min had planned to make her use a chance on this problem. He intended to take out a board from the cameraman's bag and have her solve it by physically playing through each position.

That would take at least 10 minutes, possibly up to 30. He would give hints to the concentrating Yeon and maintain conversation by explaining slowly. It was a perfect plan.

*How did she solve it just by looking?*

All these problems were created by Namgung Min and Bukgung Seon-a. Namgung Min made the tactical problems, and Bukgung Seon-a made the endgame problems.
Bukgung Seon-a's endgame skills were top-notch among amateurs. An academy student shouldn't be able to solve it at a glance.

Namgung Min glanced at Bukgung Seon-a. She shook her head. It meant there had been no answer leak.

"Problem 1 is easy if you know the theory well. Black has more pawns, but they're doubled pawns, right? White can hold. Problem 2 is... a bit difficult to explain. It's a position I've seen before. What was it again?"

Yeon frowned.

"Ah, right. It's from a game played in Novi Sad, Serbia in 1974. Mikhail Tal versus Hulak. This was the position after the thirty-eighth move. But I think the colors are reversed here, right?"

[?]
[My mom was born in '74]
[Wait let me search]
[Is she just saying random things? She seemed quirky]
[For real lol]

Namgung Min glanced at the chat reactions. Soon, some curious person would search and share the results.
He also secretly thought she was lying. Logically, how could she remember a tournament from the 70s?

"You doubt me? It's true! I even know the tournament results. Mikhail Tal won with 6.0 points. He must have gone 6 wins, 1 loss."

[It's true]
[Really?]
[Why would anyone memorize that?]
[I'm scared...]
[Is that a hologram? Doesn't seem human]
[For real, must be CGI, human skin doesn't look like that, no blemishes or pores]
[Damn, I knew something was off]

After checking the chat, Yeon put her arm around Hikari's shoulder. Then she tilted her head about 10 degrees to the left and extended her middle finger...

"Yeon! No bad hand gestures!"

But she couldn't. Hikari quickly stopped her.

"Aw. They're doubting me. Come on, Mikhail Tal was a world champion, of course I'd know about him. Brother Mikhail Tal is a legend."

[It really is the 38th move. Originally Black's turn, but colors reversed?]

"Right? They switched black and white? I thought it looked familiar but strangely off. Like seeing Hikari's face but on a photo of blonde, tanned Hikari."

"Huh?"

"Blonde and tanned... might suit you. Want to try it?"

Yeon looked closely at Hikari's face. With mischievous eyes, she moved closer and licked her lips.

Hikari couldn't escape. Yeon had her arm firmly around her shoulder. Hikari trembled like a wet cat.

Then Yeon's finger touched Hikari's forehead.

Poke.

"Ahaha! Why so scared~"

"Ughhh..."

Hikari covered her flushed cheeks and lightly hit Yeon with her fist. It was a completely non-aggressive tantrum.

Meanwhile, Yeon was only thinking, *The advantage of being a high school girl. Having friends who are high school girls.* Having already fully identified herself as a high school girl, she had no other thoughts.

The chat window burning up with activity wasn't of interest to her either.

Ch.14 - Outdoor Quiz Show (3)
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Yeon sat down on the bench.

While she was sitting down, she spread her legs, which flustered Hikari. Yeon said something along the lines of "If it bothers you, sit on my lap and cover me up," which led to the minor incident of Hikari sitting on Yeon's knees.

There was also another trivial incident where Hikari stomped her feet because Yeon kept moving her hands to inappropriate places.

Aside from that, Namgung Min and Bukgung Seon-a's broadcast was going well.

"T-then, here's the fourteenth problem!"

[r5rk/pp1b1p1p/3p1P1P/3N2Q1/3qp3/1P6/1PP3P1/2K2R2 w]

The fourteenth problem was different from the previous ones. Until now, all the problems had used holograms—displaying the board in mid-air to show the situation intuitively.

"I'm sure you know how to read FEN notation..."

"Yes, I know how to read it."

Forsyth-Edwards Notation, or FEN for short, is a notation system created for chess engines to recognize. It has the advantage of being able to describe a chess board position in a single line.

Pawns are represented by p, Knights by n, Bishops by b, Rooks by r, Kings by k, and Queens by q, while empty squares are represented by numbers. Black pieces are written in lowercase, white pieces in uppercase.

For example,
rnbqkbnr/pppppppp/8/8/8/8/PPPPPPPP/RNBQKBNR
represents the starting position in chess.

Yeon frowned. She could read FEN notation. However, what she needed to do now wasn't just read it, but find the best move after reading it.

Quite a bothersome task.

*I don't know. I'll just wait while fondling Hikari's belly.*

Rub, rub.

"Yeon!! Stop it! Bad hands!"

"What's wrong? In the videos I watched, Japanese people just stayed still when touched. Aren't you supposed to be quietly embarrassed instead of yelling?"

"W-what kind of videos are you watching?!"

"Chess videos. In the video, they said 'j'adoube' and then touched pieces freely. It's a magic word that lets you ignore the touch-move rule..."

"T-that works for anyone, not just Japanese people!"

"Ah, I didn't say j'adoube. I guess I have no choice. Since I touched it, I have to move—"

"Stop!! Just solve the problem!"

J'adoube is French for "I adjust," indicating an intention to adjust a piece. Unfortunately, Yeon didn't say it.
Therefore, according to the touch-move rule that requires moving a piece once touched, she had to move Hikari's belly!

Pat, pat.

"Fine, fine. Queen to g7 check, if Rook captures Queen, recapture with h-pawn for check. Knight to e7 checkmate."

"That's correct!"

There was no need to be surprised anymore. She would get any problem right. Namgung Min was certain of that. He felt she would have solved it even if they had shown her notation instead of the FEN format.

Namgung Min had nothing to worry about. In his opinion, Yeon must hold a Grandmaster title, or at least a Woman Grandmaster title.

*But are there any teenage WGMs right now?*

The question crossed his mind briefly, but he didn't dwell on it. Whether she was a Master or not, what did it matter? The important thing was that the broadcast was a huge hit.

[Viewers: 13,598]

Ten times the usual number of viewers had tuned in. His broadcasts typically got more views on edited versions than live streams, but with numbers like these, the dream of a million views seemed within reach.

Yeon rested her head on Hikari's shoulder. Even that simple action was enough to set the chat on fire. The sight of a beautiful girl teasing a cute girl naturally brought smiles to viewers' faces.

"Oh, right. Mister, what's your channel name? I want to watch some videos later."

"Search for Namgung-Bukgung Chess Classroom! For those of you watching live right now, remember that—Namgung-Bukgung!"

"South Palace and North Palace? Are there no East and West Palaces?"

Namgung Min nodded as if he'd expected this. Looking for East and West when there are South and North is a common scenario.
For Yeon, who usually said strange things unrelated to chess, this was a relatively normal comment.

"No, words ending with 'gung' are actually—"

"No! Don't say it! Yeon, watch your words!"

"What's wrong with uterus? You have one and I have one. It's everyone's birthplace, so why should I be careful talking about it?"

Namgung Min put his hand to his forehead. A rugby ball would be easier to predict than this girl. Many people had looked for the four directions after hearing Namgung and Bukgung, but no one had mentioned that particular "gung."

Mentioning it wasn't really a problem. Yeon's comment alone probably wouldn't have been an issue.

If only she hadn't placed her hand on Hikari's lower abdomen and drawn a heart, there would have been no problem at all.

Namgung Min felt dizzy. He wondered if this video could be salvaged through editing.

"Ah, I just thought of wild game fried rice. Ugh."

"Huh? What's that?"

"It's a thing. Oh shit, now I can't stop thinking about it. Ah, my brain is being invaded. What kind of battles have you been fighting alone...?"

Yeon suddenly recalled a line about "freshly harvested" and felt nauseated. She also paid her respects to those who had processed those photos without pay.

These problems weren't particularly difficult for Yeon. She had plenty of room to joke around while thinking about other things.
While others might struggle to solve even a few problems when focusing seriously, for her, these were just casual puzzles to pass the time.

Bukgung Seon-a felt the need to quickly present the next problem before things went further off track.
Namgung Min had been unable to regain his composure since comments like "Let's get back to the chess problems, Brother Jae-gung" started appearing in the chat.

The only way to stop Yeon was to quickly give her another chess problem. That free-spirited mouth couldn't be easily controlled.

"I want to play chess~!"

They needed to present a problem quickly. Hikari couldn't be used as a restraint. She seemed to be trying to stop Yeon, but not very actively.

Bukgung Seon-a pulled out a problem. It was the most difficult one they had. The goal wasn't clear, and it wasn't easy to explain why a particular move was best.

*This should keep her occupied for at least 10 minutes!*

This problem had been verified by a Grandmaster. Though recently called a has-been, his skills were not to be underestimated. He had judged this problem to be difficult.

She was secretly concerned about what would happen if Yeon couldn't solve it. Bukgung Seon-a took out her tablet.

"Here's the fifteenth problem!! What's White's best move here?"

Bukgung Seon-a observed Yeon's reaction. So far, Yeon's reactions could be divided into three categories.
First, when the problem was too easy. In this case, she would shout out the answer before the question was even finished.
Second, when the problem had some difficulty. In this case, the student sitting on her lap would suffer. Using boredom as an excuse, she would move her "bad hands."
But she would eventually solve it.
What would be a killer problem for others was just a bothersome problem for Yeon.

Finally, the third category: when the problem was truly difficult. In this case, her eyes would change first.

The subtle playfulness in her pupils would disappear, and all expression would vanish from her face. Her eyes would be directed at the board, but her gaze seemed to look beyond it—an eerie gaze.

Just like now.

*What a chilling gaze...*

Bukgung Seon-a shrank back. It was different from the wildness of a predator. How should she describe it?

A lion with an elephant's bulk?
A tiger with human intelligence?
No. It was refined madness. Refinement means removing impurities to enhance purity.
She discarded both the madness directed at the world and the madness rising from within. She set aside one thing after another until only the purest madness remained.

And she poured all of it into chess.

If going mad is a form of concentration, then Yeon's concentration had transcended human levels.

A sharpness like a well-honed blade filled Yeon's eyes. That blade was soon swung at the board.
If it had been a hellish board twisted beyond recognition, she might have swung multiple times. But what lay before Yeon was merely a problem.

A problem with an existing answer and solution couldn't withstand even a single swing.

"Capture the h-pawn with the g-pawn. And then—"

Possible moves flowed one after another from Yeon's mouth. This move doesn't work because of that move, and if this happens, that situation arises.
She spoke without pausing once.

She captured everything on the board with burning eyes in a single breath.

Less than a minute had passed.

Bukgung Seon-a felt goosebumps on her arms. She thought she had faced Yeon's madness head-on.
But that wasn't the case.

What she had faced was just a fragment of the madness. Just a single scale compared to the whole.

Soon, Yeon finished speaking. Then she turned to look at Bukgung Seon-a.

"That's right, isn't it?"

Bukgung Seon-a hadn't checked the answer. But she nodded.

If that answer was wrong, then the solution was wrong, not Yeon.

*A chess deity.*

Bukgung Seon-a swallowed. For the first time, she resented her own chess skills. She wanted to understand Yeon's thinking just a little more, but her own abilities were too limited.
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"...Correct!"

Was there any need to announce the correct answer? Everyone present shared the same thought. After solving even the most difficult problems in under a minute, there was no way she would get any wrong.

Yeon thought it was about time to wrap things up. The prize was guaranteed, and she would receive both an appearance fee and incentives. Asking for more would be unreasonable.

"Hikari, wake up."

She shook Hikari's knee to wake her. Hikari had started dozing off around the time Yeon secured first place with problem 17, and by problem 20, she had fallen completely asleep.

"Mmm... did I get it wrong?"

"No. You got it right. But I don't think we need to continue."

"Wow... congratulations."

Yeon exchanged glances with the Namgung & Bukgung duo. They were quite exhausted too. They had already solved 30 problems correctly.
Considering the previous record was 17, this could be described as an overwhelming achievement.

Namgung Min asked one final question.

"Excuse me... are you perhaps a Grandmaster?"

His question carried an air of certainty. The previous record holder who solved 17 problems was a Candidate Master (CM) who had been wandering the streets.

If ordinary players feel a wall when facing a Candidate Master, then Candidate Masters feel a wall when facing Grandmasters.

The sky above the sky. That's what they call a Grandmaster.

Yeon smiled sweetly.

"I'm the world Champion (to be)."

"To be?"

"It means I'm scheduled for promotion."

"Then currently...?"

"I don't have a rating. Haven't gotten one yet."

Getting a rating costs money. You need to participate in Standard tournaments, and the entry fees are quite expensive.

*I just need to enroll in school and they'll issue it for free, so there's no need to get it beforehand.*

The school automatically enters students in at least four official tournaments per year without separate applications. Moreover, they cover 70% of the tournament entry fees.
Since Yeon was classified as socially disadvantaged, she received additional support and could participate for free. From an economic perspective, this was much more advantageous.

However, Namgung Min seemed to think otherwise, as his expression turned strange.
Had Yeon lied? That couldn't be. Such lies would be quickly exposed. Players with Master titles can all be found through a simple search.

Then it really meant she had nothing... but how could that be? Yeon was stronger than any player Namgung Min had ever seen.

*Maybe she just finds it bothersome?*

Namgung Min eventually accepted it. It happened occasionally. Rich young masters or misses who only received private tutoring at home. In such cases, they sometimes displayed Master-level skills despite having no rating.

He thought Yeon must be one of those cases. Thinking about it that way, the elegant dignity and free-spirited manner of speech that emanated from Yeon made sense.

After Yeon left, Namgung Min and Bukgung Seon-a continued broadcasting for a while before ending. They couldn't find a better guest anyway.

"She was an interesting student."

"Indeed."

For a moment, Namgung Min imagined that girl becoming Champion. It seemed quite fitting.

...
..
.

"Hmm..."

"What's wrong?"

"No, I just don't think I've changed yet."

"Changed...? What needs to change? Does Yeon have anything to change?"

"I guess not. It doesn't seem like there's anything to change."

"Hmm?"

"A long time ago, someone said something to me."

I looked up at the sky. A single cloud floated by. A rainbow circled around the sun.
A sun halo.
The sky looks similar no matter where you view it from on Earth. Some say it's different, but to me, it all looks the same.
Blue sky with white clouds. Harsh sunlight. Regardless of pollution, to me it's just the sky.

It was like that in Europe, and in America too. And the sky in Scotland, the Champion's homeland, was the same as it is now.

"There was someone arrogant but capable. Someone with enough skill to turn arrogance into confidence."

"Mmm."

"That person told me, 'You will never beat me in your lifetime.' Very arrogantly."

That day was just like today.
The Champion, steady as an immovable tree, and the new generation's whirlwind. The two of us together were a draw in themselves.
The broadcasting station that invited us posed chess problems. We competed lightly with three difficult problems that ordinary people would struggle to understand even with the answers.

I couldn't solve any of the three problems. Despite having opportunities, I missed them.

After the broadcast ended, I sat on a bench looking at the sky. The sky was like this then too. Blue sky, a single cloud, light spreading around the sun.

There was no sun halo, but the sunlight was blurred. A small rain falling only on me made it so.
The overwhelming defeat I experienced for the first time in my life created a weather miracle. The sky was clear, but a drop or two of water fell on my feet, and though there was no sun halo, the sunlight appeared blurred.

That scene replays in my head. When I looked up at the sky to hide the small rain falling on me.

The Champion, still in his twenties then, approached me and said:

'You'll never beat me like that in your lifetime.'

"I asked that person, 'How can I beat you then?'"

"Would they tell you if you asked...?"

"Right? I didn't ask expecting an answer, but they told me anyway."

Sitting naturally beside me, he handed me a handkerchief and calmly waited. I wiped my tears and blew my nose in irritation before returning it. I blew my nose twice. Out of spite.

"They said life exists outside of chess, so put chess down and make friends."

When I first heard those words, I was just annoyed. I thought he was trying to make me retire to eliminate a young, promising competitor.
I wanted to prove him wrong by winning fair and square.

As a result, I lost, died, and was reborn. It means I was wrong.

So in this life, I'm going to bet on it. If I follow that advice and win, becoming Champion, then I win. If I follow the advice and still lose, then the Champion was wrong, which means I was right.

"But what does that have to do with changing?"

Hikari asked.

"To put chess down, I need to change fundamentally. See these paving stones on the ground? To me, they look like a chessboard. I just think about chess all day. It's rare when I don't."

"Wow..."

"It's partly due to my environment. No television, no mobile games. When I looked around, there was a chessboard, and if there's a chessboard, you can't help but play chess, right? And that's how I spent hours... continuously."

Because of that, my shoulders and back curved inward. My physical strength was below average, and my muscle strength declined. I sacrificed everything to gain chess skills.
Yet I wasn't at the highest position. If I could reach that position, I could abandon my pride.
I was desperate enough to apply the method of victory I had learned through humiliation.

"So, to put chess down, I need to change completely, right? Once I've changed completely, my skills will improve. Today's me was the same as yesterday's me. My skills, my thoughts. It means I haven't changed at all yet."

"Hmm..."

Hikari made a contemplative sound. Then she smiled and said:

"I don't understand the details, but it seems like you and that person are very close friends. You trust that person, don't you?"

"Friends? No way. They're my lifelong enemy and rival."

"Really? If you say so, then I guess that's how it is."

She let it go. What I called a conversation was just me rambling incoherently. Since she didn't fully understand the situation, she probably thought we were friends.
It was definitely closer to being enemies than friends.

"Well, Yeon. See you tomorrow~"

"Yeah. Today was fun. Thanks for listening."

"Sure!"

We waved goodbye and parted ways.

...
..
.

Back home, I sat cross-legged in the center of my house. And slowly breathed.

*A clear mirror and still water... Forget chess and live everyday life...*

I tried not to think about it, but it was impossible. When you try not to think about something, it only comes to mind more strongly, so my head became even more filled with chess.

"Sigh..."

I shook my head vigorously. To avoid thinking about chess, I needed to think about something else.
I picked up my phone and searched for anything. Sports, music, society, economy... I couldn't understand any of it.
Society and economy weren't fields I could comprehend. I tried listening to music briefly, but it was so different from my time. It grated on my ears.

Sports was somewhat watchable, but sports is also full of chess. With no better alternatives, I browsed through sports. Baseball and soccer should be fine.

*I wonder if the Daejeon Eagles ever won a championship?*

Since I preferred baseball over soccer, I turned my attention to baseball. The "strongest" baseball team in my memory. What happened to them?

[Disbanded!]

"Ah, of course."

I nodded. They must have disbanded for the sake of Daejeon citizens' blood pressure.

I mindlessly browsed through sports articles. I followed links to highlight videos and watched them, and also watched videos of celebrities throwing ceremonial first pitches.

In the midst of this, I came across a video of a Woman Grandmaster throwing a first pitch and watched it blankly, and as I followed more videos, I found myself analyzing the Grandmaster's games.

Before I knew it, I was watching chess videos. Putting down thoughts of chess wasn't an easy task at all.

*Right. Instead of chess, let me think about school. It's my first time attending high school.*

Today's events flashed through my mind. The young men playing outdoor chess, Hikari who looked like a rain-soaked cat, how someone could be named Yayul-Jun, and Si-woo who seemed promising.

Among them, Si-woo's face was especially clear. After leaving the faculty office, when I made a ponytail, our eyes met.

Suddenly embarrassed, I covered my face with both hands.

Since my face was small, it fit snugly in my hands. Si-woo had large hands. If he covered my face, it would probably be completely hidden.

Broad shoulders and large hands. How could his proportions be like that? It was exactly the appearance I had admired in my past life. I don't have major complaints about being reborn as a woman, but if possible, I would have liked to become such a man.

*His shoulders were so damn wide. Must be over 50cm.*

After recalling Si-woo's shoulders, I touched my own. They seemed to be about 35cm. A difference of one span. Isn't that a bit much?
If I got caught in a hold from behind, I'd never escape. I don't know if Si-woo learned jiu-jitsu, but if he grabbed me from behind with those shoulders and hands, it would be over.

*No. If I headbutt backward, I'd hit his collarbone given our height difference.*

The collarbone, one of the weakest bones in the human body—wouldn't I have a chance if I headbutted it? If Si-woo grabbed me from behind to apply a technique, I could headbutt him right there.

It seemed like I'd have a chance. Attack the collarbone to break his hold, then grab his waist and pull his center of gravity—that should work.

I practiced the technique by wrapping my arms around the air. Since Si-woo had quite a thick torso, it would be difficult to subdue him with my strength.

*But why do I need to subdue him...?*

Suddenly, I realized this behavior made no sense. Was it the fighting spirit from my days as a man? Well, my mind is still male, so it can't be helped.

I think I read somewhere that to men, other men are implicit competitors. Generally, women can only carry one man's child at a time, so men must fight other men to win them over.
Objectively speaking, Si-woo is close to the perfect man physically.
Tall, handsome face, and somewhat muscular body. He had the appearance that matched the definition of an alpha male.
It's unavoidable that I, with male instincts remaining, would view him as an implicit competitor.

Even considering him a competitor is quite remarkable. When I look at Si-woo, my first thought is that I can't win. Rather than trying to win, I admire and follow him.
If we were in a primitive tribe, I would quickly acknowledge his position as chief and think it beneficial to just receive the leftovers.
If not for the boiling fighting spirit and desire for improvement that brought me to second place in the world, I too would have declared defeat.

*I was born to be a leader... Though I've taken the form of a woman, defeat is unacceptable.*

I changed clothes and lay down on the bed. With this body, it would be difficult to escape if Si-woo applied a technique from behind. Of course, Si-woo is kind, so he wouldn't ambush me from behind.
He would fight fairly from the front, or give me a handicap.

Maybe he'd let me have the collar grip to start? That would be fair.

Lying in bed, I pondered ways to subdue Si-woo.

Soon after, I fell asleep.

Si-woo appeared in my dream. We competed in grappling, and I lost.
I kept losing until I woke from the dream. Frustrated by the constant defeats, I asked him to let me win just once.
Si-woo said he would go easy if I made a ponytail. I tied my hair. Si-woo watched me tie my hair with a smile.

I won the next round. And that was the end of the competition. Si-woo wanted to continue, but I refused. Why should we continue when I had won?

The true contest of men ended with my victory.

And throughout the dream, chess never appeared once.

Ch.16 - Club (1)
# Chapter 16

The blanket was wrapped tightly around my legs. I'd been grappling in my dreams all night. It ended with my victory.

I clearly remember winning with a rear naked choke from the back mount position. Also called a back choke, it's a technique that can definitely subdue someone when applied correctly.

As I recall, Siwoo got into a turtle position in return for showing me a ponytail, and I choked him from behind to win.

I wondered how such strange rules could exist, but then again, it was just a dream. The idea of grappling with Siwoo doesn't make sense in the first place. He may be big, but he's too gentle to hit anyone.

Looking at the time, I had plenty to spare. I was able to wake up early, probably because I went to bed without dinner yesterday. There was no dinner yesterday because of the entrance ceremony. Today would follow the real schedule.
General subjects in the morning, chess classes until 4:30, club activities until 6:00.
Then dinner followed by evening self-study.

After reviewing the schedule, I put on my uniform and went to school.

...
..
.

A miracle of time-deletion occurred. I definitely closed my eyes briefly during first period, but when I woke up, it was lunchtime.
I hadn't planned to pay attention in class, but I didn't expect this. After getting up, I went to eat lunch.

Fortunately, I didn't have to eat alone. Hikari, with her unexpected sociability, took me and Siwoo along.

"What? This isn't chicken, it's seasoned pollack?"

I never brought Yayul Jun along, but when I came to my senses, he was sitting next to me.

"Are you disrespecting seasoned pollack right now?"

"Yeon-a, you're not eating it either."

"Pollack is my second least favorite food after lotus root. Among meat dishes, it's my second least favorite after oysters. Pollack deserves the disrespect."

Today's lunch wasn't great. Seasoned pollack as a meat side dish was a bit too much.

After lunch, I killed time until that moment arrived.

"Hello, everyone~~"

Our homeroom teacher greeted us energetically again today. It meant chess time was approaching.

"Oh, wait... Everyone, come up and take one of these. You know that club time is from 4:30 to 6:00, right? You must join an official club. Check the list on the paper I'm handing out! Chess class this week is for club registration. If you join a club early, use the time for self-study."

Most of the official clubs were chess-related. There's a lot to study in chess. The opening phase, the middlegame, and the endgame.

There were the most clubs studying openings, followed by endgame clubs, with middlegame clubs being the fewest.

'There are only two middlegame clubs. Tactics Research and Strategy Research.'

The middlegame clubs accepted the most members. While opening-related clubs took five to ten people, middlegame clubs took twenty each.

The endgame clubs didn't specify how many they would accept. I didn't like that. It felt like asking for a price at a market stall and getting "depends on the day" as an answer.

'A club that doesn't provide information? I dislike that on principle.'

Tap tap.

"Yeon-a, which club are you joining?"

"Hmm... I don't know. Nothing really appeals to me. Maybe the soccer club."

"Our school has a soccer club...?"

"It's right here. At the very bottom."

Personally, I prefer baseball over soccer. Unfortunately, there was no baseball club.

"Does the soccer club accept girls?"

"Well, if I were the soccer club, I'd definitely accept you."

"Hmm, okay."

After extracting information from me, Hikari turned to Siwoo. I carefully examined the club list.
Surprisingly, they had everything. There was a soccer club, a book club, and academic clubs like the chemistry experiment club.

'They even have a baduk club. Wow.'

I should look at the non-chess clubs first before deciding. I don't like being under someone else's authority. If I'm going to join a chess club, I'll create my own rather than joining someone else's.

"Have you all looked through the list? Then feel free to walk around and check out the clubs. Just come back by 4:20. The club rooms are listed next to each club."

"Yes," everyone responded.

The soccer club meets on the field. While club rooms definitely use the character 室 for "room," for the soccer club, the field is their club room.
Do they think of the field as a room? I'm already feeling amused.

"Hikari, where are you going?"

"We have until the end of the week to choose a club. That means I can rest today! I'll be relaxing in the classroom."

Hikari said this while pulling out a book from her bag. It was a light novel.
After waving goodbye, I went to the field. There were boys in fluorescent vests, boys in athletic wear, and boys in school uniforms.
The ones in school uniforms were probably club applicants.

I was the only girl.

Looking at the soccer club members' faces, they all looked like troublemakers. Delinquents, rebels, thugs—that kind of vibe.
Among them, there was one student who looked rather gentle.

"Jeong Si-woo?"

"Oh, Yeon-a. Hi."

"Why are you here? To play soccer?"

"Uh, yeah... To play soccer."

"Why? You should stick with chess. You're pretty talented."

"...Why are you here then? You're much better at chess than I am."

"Just because?"

After giving a vague answer, I sat down. A third-year student who seemed to be the club captain came forward to explain about the club.
This was the soccer club, and they would accept five new members. After telling the first-years who wanted to join to change into their gym clothes, he quietly approached me.

"Just observing the soccer club?"

"Yes."

"You're not planning to join, right? Even if you did, there wouldn't be much for you to do. Just watch and go. Don't hang around with those guys and pick up bad habits. It probably won't be as fun as you think."

"Is that so?"

"Yeah... Honestly, it's not that great of a club. This is where students who couldn't get into any other club end up. You'd be better off joining a different club."

He was saying he wouldn't accept me, but it wasn't discrimination—it was a kind of consideration. If I insisted, I could probably at least get a tryout, but I didn't bother.

The soccer club seemed like the final destination for students who couldn't join chess clubs. The atmosphere was worse than I expected. I wouldn't see anything good if I stayed here.

I wasn't that desperate to join the soccer club anyway. I just wanted to try something other than chess for once. If there had been a school idol club, I would have joined immediately, which was a shame.

"Can I still watch? I'll just observe today."

"Sure. Spectators are always welcome. Want some pom-poms? Don't mind the pictures on them."

The club captain was surprisingly friendly. He brought pom-poms and a whistle from somewhere and showed me how to wave the pom-poms.
He said it was a method from some animation. I didn't quite understand the details since it went in one ear and out the other.
It was entertaining to watch. The senior from the soccer club, with his 70% thug vibe, was twisting his body trying to win my favor.

'Is this a mating dance? Ah... so this is what it feels like to be female.'

The observation was quite fun.

"Hold it like this, then three times this way, twice that way. Then like this. This is the official cheer, you know? I have a favorite soccer team and there—"

The captain enthusiastically waved the small pom-poms while flailing his arms. He explained about European soccer teams that I had zero interest in while waving the pom-poms.
He seemed to be trying very hard to talk to a girl.

"Phew, phew. Got it? Now, you try. Hold this part and like this. That's right."

He handed me the handle and showed me how to wave the pom-pom. Lacking immunity to girls, he held the very end of the pom-pom to avoid touching my hand.

"Move your arm back like this, then like this. This is move number one."

As the explanation continued...

"What are you doing right now?"

"Jeong Si-woo?"

Siwoo appeared from behind and grabbed the club captain's wrist.

I sighed and covered my face with one hand. I suppose from a distance, the current pose might look strange.
He was making a fist in front of me while I was in a stance that looked like I was putting up a guard.

I pulled on Siwoo's wrist.

"Hey, it's not what you think."

"...Huh?"

"How many dramas has this guy watched? It's not what you're thinking, so let go."

"Uh, what?"

"I was learning how to wave pom-poms. Sorry, but this wasn't your dramatic rescue moment. Ahaha!"

Being a prince on a white horse is every man's fantasy. I know because I used to be a man.
Unfortunately, this wasn't a rescue but a misunderstanding. The club captain wasn't a villain. He was just a slightly dim-witted senior. The villain was Siwoo, who had disrespected his senior.

I burst into laughter, and Siwoo's face turned red.

"I... I'm sorry."

"Oh, no, it's fine. Is she your girlfriend? If anything, I should be the one apologizing. Don't worry, nothing happened."

I said with a serious face:

"I'm not his girlfriend."

"Oh... you're not? Uh, well, okay."

The atmosphere had become quite awkward. This was all because of that idiot Jeong Si-woo. I playfully hit Siwoo's arm.

"Everyone's here now. Well, I'll be going then. Enjoy watching."

"Okay."

I looked at Siwoo. His face was still red.

"You should go play soccer, Prince Charming. Ahaha!"

"Sigh..."

"'What are you doing right now?' This nonsense. Puhahaha! This guy has watched too many dramas. What, did you want me to react the way you expected?"

Siwoo hung his head and sighed. It was fun teasing such a big guy when he was feeling dejected.

"Siwoo oppa~ Thank you for saving me~ Is that what you expected? Ahaha!"

"No... From a distance, it really looked dangerous."

"Sure, sure. Thanks for thinking of me. Now go play soccer. I'll cheer for you."

"...Okay."

I patted Siwoo's back with my palm. His face was red.
I could see the club applicants and the second and third-year students adjusting their positions. Soon, the captain took his place and put the whistle in his mouth.

"Are the positions set? Goalkeeper, come here and get your gloves. Then..."

—Tweet!!

The soccer match began. And with it, Siwoo's performance began.
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The tall stature, broad shoulders, long legs, and somewhat muscular build—Si-woo's body was definitely more suited for sports than chess.

Being a first-year student, they initially placed him as a center back. But after Si-woo fired a powerful mid-range shot and scored, he was immediately switched to an attacking midfielder.

When he broke through three defenders and scored, Si-woo earned the position of center forward.
Since it was just a friendly match to recruit new members, positions changed frequently.

But Si-woo remained the center forward. Every time the ball rolled to him, it inevitably led to a goal, and it didn't matter how many defenders clung to him.

Si-woo ran around like a general charging through enemy territory, and the opponents simply couldn't stop him.

"Nice shot, boss!!"

That was when Si-woo scored his fifth goal. I raised my arms to congratulate him. He had done a celebration after his fourth goal, but for the fifth, he did nothing.

He just looked in my direction, smiled gratefully, and gave a slight nod.

After that, it remained one-sided. He completely dominated the high school soccer team as if they were no match for him. He completely broke their fighting spirit and made the game his own.

*Should I have played soccer instead?*

Honestly, he looked cool. Not just cool, but incredibly cool.
Scoring six goals in soccer seemed way cooler than my 1 vs 29 chess matches.
Chess is really only appreciated by those who understand it. Unlike soccer's flashy skills that anyone can see are impressive, chess doesn't have many visually stunning moments.

Just like how Si-woo was the only one who recognized my awesome move last time, chess only looks impressive to those with a trained eye. That's different from soccer.

—Tweet!

Halftime was over. Si-woo had scored seven goals in just the first half. Perhaps because his play was so overwhelming, both teams looked unhappy.

I quietly approached Si-woo from behind and grabbed his wrist.

"What are you doing right now!"

"...It's Yeon."

"Ahah! You noticed. That was impressive! Jeong Si-woo, you're really good at sports. Almost like a semi-pro."

"Really? Thanks. Do you... think I should pursue athletics too?"

"Hmm? That's up to you. Just because you're good at sports doesn't mean you have to make a living from it. Doing what you want is best."

"Thanks for saying that."

It's nothing to be thankful for.

I realized I was still holding Si-woo's wrist. I let go and wiped my hand on my uniform. Si-woo was covered in sweat from his intense exercise.

"Hey, go to the water fountain and wipe off that sweat. Drink some water too."

"Okay."

Si-woo followed my advice and went to the fountain. His back was also drenched in sweat, making him look hot. For someone sweating so much, he didn't smell bad at all, which was surprising.

"Sniff, sniff."

I brought the hand that had held Si-woo's wrist to my nose. There wasn't any unpleasant odor.

*What am I doing right now...*

Suddenly feeling self-conscious, I stopped. While Yeon's body was nice, if I were to be reborn, I'd want a male body like Si-woo's.
Maybe if I hit my head hard enough, our bodies would switch? I considered trying but gave up. It wouldn't work anyway.

Si-woo walked back, wiping his face with his gym shirt. Not realizing I was watching, he was exposing his stomach.
Si-woo's abs were clearly defined. He had the lean, muscular body that women supposedly prefer most.

*Damn, I'm really jealous.*

It was the complete opposite of my soft, squishy body. That kind of physique must be partly natural talent, not just effort. I envied him.
Even in shabby school gym clothes with his stomach exposed, he looked like a model. I'm pretty and cute now too, so if I acted like that, I'd probably look like a model too.
But somehow I felt like I was losing. Seeing such masculine energy made me increasingly aware of my femininity.

Maybe my femininity was being highlighted because I was a woman. I wasn't sure. I felt like I needed to supplement with some masculinity.

"Hey, Si-woo. Can I touch your abs?"

"Uh, what?"

While Si-woo was wiping his face with his shirt, I quickly approached and grabbed his stomach. He responded with confusion rather than an answer, but I didn't care.
Guys with muscles usually like being touched anyway.

Si-woo's stomach felt like solid rock. He had clear "king" character abs, plus serrated serratus anterior muscles near his ribs that looked like scales.
Those are muscles you don't see without serious training.

"Wow, seriously..."

"B-but I'm sweaty."

"Sweaty? Sniff, sniff. I don't smell anything."

"Umm..."

It was more like a fragrance than an odor. Maybe he was very hygiene-conscious, as his clothes had a subtle fabric softener scent.

I tapped Si-woo's abs.

"Wow, these are the real deal."

I pulled down Si-woo's shirt. My analysis was complete. With abs like those, he could probably withstand a liver shot. I'd have to abandon any strategy involving accumulated damage through body attacks.

Suddenly, I noticed something long in Si-woo's gym shorts pocket.

"Did you run with your phone? I'll hold it for you. Give it here."

"......"

Si-woo suddenly turned around. His expression was strange. It looked like the facial embodiment of "I'm screwed."

"What? Is there something weird on your phone? Got some anime girl as your lock screen? Don't worry, I won't look."

"...S-s-sorry."

"For what?"

"I, I need to use the bathroom. Really, really sorry."

"Why apologize for going to the bathroom...?"

I tilted my head in confusion. Si-woo, who said he was going to the bathroom, stopped on his way there. When he came back, he seemed to be subtly avoiding me.

Maybe he's more shy than I thought. He doesn't seem to live up to his size.

...
..
.

I returned to the classroom. Si-woo, who had dominated the soccer team, expressed no interest in joining. Maybe the level wasn't challenging enough for him to enjoy it. I found it entertaining to watch though.

The classroom was quiet. Except for our homeroom teacher sitting in a chair next to the podium and a few students, it was nearly empty.

Everyone must still be checking out clubs.

After observing the soccer club, I realized something. The only normal clubs at this school were chess-related ones.
Non-chess clubs were probably just small social gatherings. I hadn't checked them all, but my instinct told me so.

Joining someone else's club would hurt my pride. I was destined to create my own club.

*Can't be helped. I was born to be a leader.*

I plan to create a small, elite club. I'll only recruit first-years who listen well to me. Chess skill doesn't matter much. From my perspective, everyone's at about the same level anyway.

"You, become my comrade."

"You're making a club? Yes! If it's Yeon's club, I'm in."

I've selected the vice president of my club. She doesn't know it yet, but that's what I've decided.

*Who else should I recruit...*

Jeong Si-woo was the first to come to mind. However, my club prioritizes fairness and integrity. There should be no favoritism based on friendship with me.

*Actually, I just want to see Si-woo in an interview.*

Si-woo is fun to tease. It's quite entertaining to watch him not know what to do.
It's like pretending to throw a ball for a large dog.

When playing fetch with a large dog, if you secretly hide the ball and just swing your arm, the dog runs around looking for it everywhere.
It's like watching the dog unable to find the ball, returning with its tail drooping and sad eyes. Then seeing its relief when it realizes the ball was in my hand all along.

*Should I tell him he failed and then specially recruit him? That would be fun too.*

I approached the teacher to ask how to create a club.

"You want to create a club? Hmm... with your skills, Yeon, you could join any good club. It's just that word hasn't spread yet, but soon seniors will come to scout you."

"Still, I want to create my own club."

"Is that so? Well... the minimum number for a club is five members. You'll need a supervising teacher and a club room, but I'll help with that. Just gather five members first."

"Quest accepted."

"Huh?"

"Ah, nothing. Five members. Yes, I'll gather them."

"Good. Write down the list and bring it to me."

For a moment, I was reminded of games I played when I was younger. It felt like talking to an NPC. I could almost see a quest window appearing in the upper right corner.

[(!) Gather Club Members 2/5]
Completion Reward: Club Advisor Teacher, Club Room

When I gather all five, I half-expected a red question mark to appear above the teacher's head. It felt like playing a game.
First, I needed to get Jeong Si-woo.

It seemed like there was an exclamation mark floating above Si-woo's head. I approached him and poked his back.

"Initiate conversation."

"Yeon-a? What is it?"

"Skip dialogue."

"Huh?"

"Bu Yeo-eun has sent you a party invitation. Would you like to accept?"

"A-accept?"

"Si-woo. Want to join my club?"

"You're making a club? Then I want to join too. Who are the members?"

"Me and Chitose Hikari. You're not in yet. I'll interview you first. Hehe."

"Oh... okay. When's the interview?"

"I haven't decided yet, but don't join any other clubs. The club will fail without you. I need to gather five people."

"Ah, okay."

[(!) Gather Club Members 3/5]

Two more to go. I need two more members, but I've already exhausted my connections. Assuming I recruit Yayul Jun, I'm still missing one...

*Maybe I should post a club recruitment notice.*

That seemed like a good idea. I already knew what to write in the notice.

Romance would be important. First-year high school students are essentially eighth graders. Students not much different from middle schoolers tend to prefer romance.

It would work for this age group that lives and dies by their pride.

The club name would be... Promotion.

It makes the endgame exciting and gives infinite possibilities to a pawn worth just one point.

It would be the most appropriate name for us.

Ch.18 - Club (3)
# Chapter 18

[Difficult, low pay, months of darkness in bitter cold, no guarantee of safety amid constant danger. Success and honor await those who join. — Chess Club Promotion]

"Yeon-a. Is this what you're putting out as a recruitment notice?"

"Isn't it romantic?"

"Sigh..."

Hikari looked at me as if I was hopeless. But I have no intention of giving up. I decided this from the moment I saw this recruitment notice in a documentary. If the day ever came when I could post a recruitment notice, I would copy it exactly.

Ernest Shackleton's will lives on through me. By copying the notice he put out when forming his Antarctic expedition team, his spirit continues. To remember the dead is to carry on their will. I've left an explorer's spirit in my great first step.

*This is what romance is all about...*

I nodded with satisfaction. Looking at the words I'd scrawled with a marker on white A4 paper, I felt a surge of pride. If your heart doesn't race when you see this, it means you're a dried-up person.

"I can accept that it might be difficult. And the pay could be low. But the rest... it's just weird. Bitter cold, darkness, no safety guarantee? Are these things that should be in a club recruitment notice?"

"I'll refute each point. First, bitter cold. I'm weak to heat. I'll keep the air conditioner at 18 degrees."

"What about complete darkness?"

"That symbolizes blindfold chess. It's dark when you close your eyes, right? Join the club and you'll develop enough to play blindfold chess... that kind of thing."

"And the safety guarantee?"

"Umm... losers get flicked on the forehead...?"

"You just thought of that, didn't you?"

"Yep."

Hikari sighed. She looked at me with an expression somewhere between contempt and pity.

"You won't change it no matter what I say, right?"

"Nope."

"...Couldn't you at least think about it before answering?"

"Nope."

I taped the recruitment notice in the middle of the hallway. Hikari doesn't understand a man's "romance" because she's a woman. When men see writing like this, it stirs their competitive spirit and fighting will.

I spoke to Hikari with a confident tone.

"Want to make a bet? If more than twenty people apply, I win."

"Twenty people? I think it would be amazing if even three people applied."

"Tsk tsk tsk. You just don't understand romance. Okay. If I lose... I'll give you the Vice Club President position."

"Really? Deal! If I lose, umm... I'll buy you ice cream...?"

"Sure. That's enough. This is basically a guaranteed win for me anyway."

Actually, I don't mind losing. I was going to give Hikari the Vice Club President position anyway.

I put up three copies of the recruitment notice in the most visible spot in the middle of the hallway. I'll accept applications until the end of this week, and conduct interviews next week. The actual club formation will happen the week after that.

*Even so, at least two people should apply. Anyone with a sense of romance would apply.*

...
..
.

"This, this can't be right."

I was living in an age where romance had disappeared.
When did romance become a vulgar joke?
As positional chess developed and romantic chess faded away, does romance disappear as technology advances?

I stared at the three application forms. Yayul Jun, Wan Seon-a, Jeong Si-woo. All from our class, all people I've spoken with before.

*This is just a small social club...!*

While I did prioritize friends, I didn't want a club with only friends. If you only hang out with people you already know, your social life stagnates.

"Did you get many applications?"

"...Congratulations on becoming Vice Club President."

"Three forms. Just the minimum number required. Hehe."

Today is Friday. No one comes to school on weekends. Dormitory students do have to come to school to study, but the number of club applications won't increase.

I sighed and announced the interview schedule. Since there were only three applicants and all from our class, we could interview them all at once.

I told Si-woo, Jun, and Seon-a that we'd have interviews during lunch.

*Is it really an interview when they're guaranteed to get in? I don't know. At least I should create some atmosphere.*

If even one person fails, the club won't be formed. This isn't really an interview but a sales pitch. The miserable reality made my nose sting.

*Just wait. My club will become the best.*

I muttered quietly, filled with grief over the current state of affairs that had lost all romance...

"It's okay. You can still form a club, right? Yeon! Cheer up!"

"Yeah..."

Soon it was lunchtime. Me, Hikari, Si-woo, Yuljun, and Nguyen all ate lunch together. Today's lunch was LA galbi.

Our club is still a rootless club without a clubroom. Having no clubroom means having no space for club activities, which meant having no space for interviews.

Our homeroom teacher said he would find us a clubroom, but there was still no news. We had no choice but to gather in a corner of the classroom for the interviews.

"Now, applicant number 1. Yayul-Jun."

"Yeees. I'm listening."

"You wrote quite an impressive self-introduction? Why did you write 'switch-hitter' under special characteristics? And your strength is 'shortstop'? Is this the baseball club?"

"You don't have anyone else to pick anyway~ Just do it casually."

"Damn... You're in! I like your spirited attitude. Next!"

"Wow, is it really just going to be the five of us?"

That was the moment Yayul Jun was designated as the club's errand boy. The crime of irritating me was great.

"Applicant number 2, Nguyen Seon-a. Under special notes, you wrote that you're actually Korean? Is that true?"

"I Nguyen, born in Korea and raised in Korea. However, both my parents came from Vietnam. In truth, my roots are in Vietnam!"

"If you don't fix your speech pattern, you might fail."

"Fail? Me, Nguyen? Impossible!"

"I'm serious. Surely we can find one more person."

"You say you'll fail me. Are you perhaps afraid of this Nguyen's development?"

Seon-a seemed to have adopted a strange concept. Was she getting revenge by calling herself Nguyen?

"I know Koreans envy Vietnamese people. But failing someone from a club for unreasonable reasons is not right! Is this revenge for V-pop surpassing K-pop?"

I was starting to feel dizzy.

"Ms. Wan Seon-a, please tone it down."

"Fine. But aren't you going to test our skills? Honestly, I think I could beat everyone except you."

...Come to think of it, I didn't know the skill level of our club members. I had a general idea about Yayul Jun and Jeong Si-woo, but I knew nothing about Hikari and Seon-a's abilities. I'd only played against them once during the simul.

This seemed like a good opportunity, so I gave Hikari a look.

"Huh? You want me to play against her?"

"Vice President. Show your skills."

"Umm, okay!"

Seon-a showed a confident smile.

"How to easily eat a Japanese woman like cake. That's already famous information in Vietnam. Because of this matchup, I can't lose!"

"Me...? Like cake...? You?"

Hikari responded with three question marks. The last "You?" was accompanied by a sardonic smile. It was a sneer as if she'd heard something absurd.

Surprisingly perceptive, Yayul Jun quickly brought a chess board. Black and white were decided by Yayul Jun's coin toss. Hikari got white, Seon-a got black.

"Time control is 3 minutes with 2-second increment. Blitz game. Okay?"

I set the clock. 3/2 is a time control often used in blitz tournaments. The game should be decided within 10 minutes.

The clock was placed on the desk. After shaking hands, the game began with Hikari's first move. The pawn in front of the King moved up two squares. Nguyen responded by moving the pawn in front of the Queen's Bishop up two squares.

Sicilian Defense. When white advances the King's pawn, and black responds by advancing the Bishop's pawn, it's called the Sicilian Defense. It's a very sharp opening with lots of theory and few draws, making it difficult for beginners to use.

Why Seon-a was using the Sicilian Defense became clear with her next move.

*Sicilian Hyper Accelerated Dragon...!*

A difficult opening that's surprisingly popular among beginners. The Sicilian Dragon. An opening named because the pawn structure resembles a dragon.

Why is the Sicilian Dragon popular among beginners? A chess website once conducted a survey.

Nearly 98% of people voted for "because the name sounds cool." Only a few voted for "aggressive tactics."

Seon-a probably chose the Sicilian Hyper Accelerated Dragon for similar reasons. If Dragon is cool, then "Hyper Accelerated Dragon" is super cool.

But the coolness is only in the name. Performance is another matter. There's a reason certain openings aren't recommended for beginners.

Hikari played solidly, and Seon-a couldn't break through. She tried to gain attacking opportunities by pushing pawns, but it was too slow. The mindlessly advanced pawns became weaknesses, and Seon-a lost before long.

"Ugh... I lost."

Seon-a was defeated before even reaching the endgame. A sharp opening doesn't apply to just one player. It means both sides have many attacking opportunities and tactical elements are abundant.

Seon-a's defeat was almost certain from the opening. Hikari's response was clean, and Seon-a couldn't attack properly.

*By the way... Hikari is stronger in openings than I thought.*

Seon-a's opening isn't commonly played. It's an opening that beginners try because it sounds cool, then abandon after losing points. Even strong players use better and easier openings rather than the Hyper Accelerated Dragon. It's an unpopular opening, and because it's rarely used, few people study it. There's no need to study an opening you're unlikely to encounter.

Yet Hikari responded with a perfect counter. To calculate a perfect response in a blitz game? That's impossible. Hikari's perfect response meant she knew the opening to some extent and had studied it.

I patted Hikari's shoulder to congratulate her on the victory. Seon-a opened her eyes wide as if she couldn't believe her defeat.

"I understand now. Your level. It's so boring I want. To. Die."

"My, my dragon was defeated. To think that one of Asia's Four Dragons would lose to Japan!!"

"Asia's Four Dragons? What's that?"

"Korea, Singapore, Taiwan, and Vietnam. Four countries in Asia that achieved rapid growth!"

Was Vietnam included in that? Wasn't it Hong Kong?

When I gave her a suspicious look, Seon-a took out her phone and showed me the source.

"Here, Asia's Four Dragons. The hidden power in Asian politics led by Vietnam!"

"Vietnam Chess TV • 2.39 million views"

Even the view count was part of the username. Related videos included titles like "The Owner of the 22nd Century is Vietnam" and "37 Reasons Why Vietnam Was Bound to Succeed."

*Should I fail her and let her join another club?*

I couldn't help but sigh. Everyone except me seemed to have a peculiar personality.

Ch.19 - Club (4)
"So... does that mean I failed...?"

Seon-a asked after breaking free from Nguyen. Truthfully, I had some desire to fail her. But I'll keep her on. Change often starts from unexpected places. Maybe Vietnamese culture could change me too.

"Hmm... you did lose the match."

"Aww..."

"But you pass."

"Yay! But why?"

"...Because you're left-handed."

"What?"

I just said whatever came to mind. Saying I was just filling spots seemed wrong.

"Right-handed players usually face other right-handed players. Matches against lefties aren't common. Meanwhile, left-handed players constantly face right-handed opponents, giving them an advantage."

"...That applies to chess too?"

"......Next applicant!"

Seon-a was left-handed. She could throw opponents off balance.

"Our club president is a master of bullshit. Hey, Si-woo, be careful or you'll catch it being next to her."

"Shut your mouth, Yuljun."

"Wow, you're calling me Yuljun through gritted teeth. What a troublesome personality..."

Something about Yuljun makes me want to scold him every time I see him. He has a face that invites punches. He's not particularly ugly, but he looks so punchable.

"What? Why are you looking at me like that? Don't tell me you're thinking about hitting me?"

"How did you know? Pow! Damn..."

I raised my fist threateningly at Yuljun. He really has such a punchable face.
Getting irritated just looking at him, I turned to look at Si-woo instead. That's how a man should look. Not sneaky and sinister like Yuljun.

Just seeing Si-woo's face calms me down. The complete opposite of Yuljun, whose face makes me angry just by looking at it.

"So, Jeong Si-woo. Why did you write such a detailed application? It makes me feel a bit bad."

"You told me to write it thoroughly."

"I didn't think you'd take it that seriously..."

"If I'd known there were only five people, I would've just written my name... Was that really the entire recruitment notice?"

"Yes."

"...What were you thinking?"

"I thought it would work, but these kids have no sense of romance."

"It's not about romance... What do you think people would think reading that?"

"That it stimulates their desire to challenge? That they want to prove themselves to the world?"

Si-woo's gaze became peculiar, looking at me as if asking if I really thought that.
Unfortunately, I was serious. I really thought it would work.

"Yeon-a."

"What?"

"If these are the kind of people who would join after seeing that, it's better not to recruit them."

"Tch."

I guess he's right. There's an old saying: "Don't use overly strong words. It makes you look weak." The recruitment notice I wrote used too strong words, making me appear weak.
People who join after seeing a weak recruitment notice are weak themselves.

Rather than recruiting the weak, it's better not to recruit at all.

Si-woo is obviously strong, so he wasn't attracted to my recruitment notice. I used "too strong words."
Maybe I should have mixed in some appropriately weak words too.

"Well, Si-woo needs to take the entrance test too. Hey, Yuljun!"

"What? Me?"

"It's a stress test. Your chess style is irritating to play against, so you're perfect."

"Games are meant to annoy your opponent. Fine, I'll play him."

"Since the balance between Yuljun and Si-woo doesn't match... Si-woo, let's give you a handicap."

Yuljun's chess is irritating but not strong. Without some unexpected turn, Si-woo would win overwhelmingly.

I loosened my tie and approached Si-woo.

"Si-woo will play against Yuljun using only one eye and one hand. That's fair, right?"

"...What nonsense is that? Does using one eye reduce skill? And do you play chess with both hands?"

"Listen, if you lose to this, you're really terrible. Si-woo has sealed half his power. Si-woo, hold this and cover your left eye. Okay, done."

I wrapped my tie around one of Si-woo's eyes, rolling it up like a headband and letting it hang like an eye patch.
It kept slipping down due to poor balance. That's a problem Si-woo could solve by holding it in place.

It was a meaningless gesture. But I didn't want to keep seeing Yuljun act cocky.
Giving Si-woo the title of having sealed half his power would help keep Yuljun in check.

"Time is 3 minutes with 2-second increment. We'll play blitz since lunch break is almost over. Resign if you think you're losing. Si-woo gets white since he's sealed half his power."

"Fine. Now that I look at it, it really is a seal. Si-woo looks like he can't even use a tenth of his power with that thing."

I ignored Yuljun's nonsense. I placed the clock beside the board and started it.

With white's first move played, the sound of the clock being pressed echoed pleasantly. The game had begun.

...
..
.

Covering one eye and sealing one hand. What would have been a significant handicap in other sports was meaningless in chess.
No one uses both hands to move pieces, and having depth perception affected by using one eye doesn't matter much.

In fact, the 8th World Champion Mikhail Tal had only three fingers on his right hand. The fact that someone with just three fingers could reach the pinnacle proves that binding one hand in chess is meaningless.

Yeon tying Si-woo's hand and eye should have been meaningless. It should have had no effect, and Si-woo should have easily defeated Yayul Jun.

But Si-woo couldn't.

The sensation of her hands placing the tie on his head was still vivid. He remembered how she playfully untied her tie, grinning as she touched his face.

Having distracting thoughts during chess is the fastest path to defeat. One shouldn't entertain such thoughts. Si-woo knew this well.

Si-woo bit his tongue slightly. It was a technique to force himself to focus through pain. He pressed the tip of his tongue with his canine tooth to forcibly clear his mind.

"Good. Now, I need to find the best move."

Having regained some focus, Si-woo looked back at the board. He had been winning but one mistake had equalized the position. He'd been too distracted.

After clearing his mind as much as possible, he made a decent move. He reached out to press the clock.
He saw Yeon sitting beside the clock. She was staring at the board with a blank expression.
One second, two seconds, three seconds.
Yeon's face formed a gentle curve. Si-woo's move was quite good.

Si-woo felt relieved. But soon distracting thoughts began to multiply. Strange thoughts kept coming. His eyes, which should have been focused on the board, moved toward Yeon.

Si-woo changed his approach. Instead of clearing his thoughts, he would fill them completely. Focus on one subject so intensely that no other thoughts could intrude.

He looked at the girl who had become his sole focus. If he made a good move, that face would become beautiful. If he made a bad move, that face would become sad.

That was enough.

His scattered thoughts transformed into single-minded devotion.

Not long after, Si-woo won the game. Yeon was smiling. Si-woo looked at her face.

One second, two seconds, three seconds.

Naturally, they looked at each other and smiled.

...
..
.

I discovered an unexpected talent. Until the early middle game, he seemed quite shaky. I'm not sure if it was because one eye was covered or because he wasn't used to blitz.

What's certain is that Si-woo wasn't in his normal condition during the early middle game. He made basic mistakes that even beginners wouldn't make and missed clear opportunities.

At that point, I really thought Si-woo was going to lose.

The turning point came after the middle game. As usual, I was watching and thinking about what moves I would play.
I wasn't looking for the best moves. In blitz, moves that complicate things for your opponent can be better than the objectively best moves.

I was thinking of playable moves, interesting moves, and gambling moves.

Each time, Si-woo played as if reading my mind. When I thought about making a sacrifice, he made a sacrifice. When I thought a move would be interesting, he played that move.

Even considering it wasn't a particularly difficult position, it was remarkable.
The gap between Si-woo and me is enormous. We see things differently and play differently. That's how it should normally be.

But after the middle game, Si-woo and I played almost the same moves. A student without any master title playing the same moves as the world's number two player.
They weren't all identical, but even that level of similarity was impressive.

"I need to develop this. He'd be perfect as my opening research slave. Could use him as a bodyguard too."

I approached Si-woo. I took the tie covering his eye and put it around my neck, then patted his shoulder.

"You pass! The hierarchy seems set too. I'm first, Si-woo second, Hikari third. Nguyen and Yuljun are about the same level."

"What? I'm on the same level as this guy?"

"Does Bu Yeo have no discerning eye? Just as Vietnam is one of Asia's four dragons, I am one of our club's four dragons."

Looking at the clock, there were exactly 5 minutes left in the lunch break. Since neither would admit it verbally, I quickly arranged a match.

The result was a draw.

Our club's hierarchy was established.
Me >>> Si-woo > Hikari > Nguyen = Yuljun
There wasn't much difference between 3rd, 4th, and 5th. Their rankings could shift slightly depending on condition and luck.

To think I have to make a top club with these people. We still have a long way to go.

Ch.20 - Dating? Not Really. (1)
Chapter 20

I finished packing everything for the dormitory: blanket, pillow, change of clothes, chess board, towels, toiletries, and underwear. A remarkably simple collection of belongings.

With my hands full of luggage, I headed toward the dormitory. The school wasn't particularly far, but today the distance felt longer than usual.

I hugged the blanket with the pillow placed on top, backpack on my shoulders, and uniform tucked under my arm. Though I couldn't see myself in a mirror, I imagined I didn't look particularly dignified.

*I should have made two trips. Damn it.*

It was a mistake trying to move everything at once just because the school was nearby. The distance might seem short when walking empty-handed, but it felt quite far when carrying luggage.

I felt like people were glancing at me. It was a bit embarrassing. Since I'd already come more than halfway, and putting the blanket down would get it dirty, my only option was to keep moving forward.

"Ah, shit."

The light blanket grew increasingly heavy. The actual weight hadn't changed, but my arms were getting tired, making it feel heavier.
I resented my past self who had stacked the pillow on top of the blanket thinking, "This way I can do it in one trip."
I struggled to maintain balance so the pillow wouldn't fall. This naturally required more arm strength. I pressed the pillow down with my chin to help maintain balance.

In the middle of this ridiculous struggle on Saturday afternoon...

"Yeon-a, what are you doing? Carrying blankets and uniforms."

Si-woo appeared.

I felt momentarily embarrassed knowing how silly I must look, but this wasn't the time to worry about that.
I reached out to Si-woo for help.

"Hey, help me out. This is heavier than I thought! All the way to school!"

"Oh, um, sure. Moving into the dorm?"

Thud.

I placed the blanket and pillow in Si-woo's hands. While I was at it, I took off my backpack and gave it to him too.
After handing everything over, I was left holding only my uniform and pajamas.

"You're giving me all of this to carry? That doesn't seem fair..."

"Heehee... but I'm just a weak little girl! Ahaha! I carried half already, so you can carry the other half."

"Good grief..."

"Do it."

Only after using my ultimate skill "Do it" did Si-woo nod. Since the pillow was placed on top of the blanket, he needed to balance it carefully.

"The pillow's going to fall. Hold it properly. Oh, try pressing it down with your chin, that helps."

"Hold it properly? Wow, look at how shameless you are."

"We can't let the pillow fall. 'Do it.' Just press it down with your chin."

Si-woo pressed the pillow down with his chin to balance it. But he soon removed his chin and said to me:

"...You carry the pillow."

"Why?"

"Um... the position is uncomfortable."

"Fine. I will."

I carried the pillow and clothes in my hands as we walked. We arrived at the girls' dormitory shortly after.

Normally, students move into the dormitory the day before admission. Fortunately, there was a vacant room available for me. Students typically move in the evening before admission, stay for a week, and then have their first weekend leave after the first week of school.
After that, students can choose whether to stay in the dorm or leave for the weekend.
Today was the first weekend after admission. All the dormitory students had gone home, with only a few supervisors remaining to watch over the building.

Some students unloading luggage in front of the dormitory were probably late applicants like me.

"Well, I'll be going now."

"Why? Help me carry this to my room. I'm on the fourth floor. You expect me to carry all this up to the fourth floor? That's not right..."

"Setting aside your shamelessness, how am I supposed to enter the girls' dormitory?"

"...Want to cross-dress?"

"I don't think anyone would be fooled by me in women's clothes."

I glanced at Si-woo, considering. Cover his Adam's apple with a scarf, hide his broad shoulders with a loose coat, put on a wig. If he covered his angular face with hair...

*Let's stop. I'm going to be sick.*

It probably wouldn't work. We'll save Jeong Si-woo's cross-dressing for the school festival later. For now, I'd have to go in alone.

"Ugh... I guess there's no choice. Give it here. Wait for me here. Since you helped, I'll treat you to a meal."

"Okay."

After informing the dormitory supervisor about my move-in, I went to my room. The room layout was simple. Beds and desks were arranged on either side, with wardrobes next to the beds.

I opened the window and looked outside. It was nothing special. There was no beautiful scenery to inspire poetic imagination. If I turned my head, I could only see the school building.

"Yeon-a!"

I heard someone calling my name. Looking down, I saw Si-woo waving at me from below. Si-woo, who had seemed so tall up close, looked small from a distance.
He looked small enough to fit in my palm. I imagined placing Si-woo on my palm and teasing him with my fingers.

I'd tap him repeatedly with my thumb until he sat down in pain, then stroke him with my other hand. He'd probably rub his head and enjoy it. A tiny Si-woo would be cute.

I smiled gently and waved at the small-looking Si-woo. If I were Rapunzel, I would have let down my hair for him to climb up. Unfortunately, my hair wasn't that long.

"I'll be down soon! Wait for me!"

Since I wasn't Rapunzel, I could go down on my own two feet. Why climb up hair when I could just go down myself?

I quickly organized my things and changed clothes. I wanted to wear something pretty, but I only had gym clothes and my uniform. I put on the nicest gym outfit I had and left the dormitory.

*I should buy some clothes after eating with Si-woo.*

I had money from my TV appearance, so I could afford to buy clothes. Living in the dormitory and eating school meals meant two of my basic needs were covered.

I roughly planned out our day. We'd go to a restaurant I'd spotted before for a good value meal, then walk in the park, and then go clothes shopping.
After that... I wasn't sure. I'd never done anything like this in either my past or present life. I mostly went places alone, occasionally accompanied by bodyguards provided by sponsors.

I had no experience going out with someone of the opposite sex. I was a cold, intellectual person of this era, someone who wasn't swayed by women and took the lead.

Suddenly I felt gloomy. It was sad that I'd never been on a date with a woman.

*Come to think of it, is this a date? Probably not...?*

I took out my phone and searched for "date." Date, period, to write a date, to estimate the age of something.
That's roughly what came up. There was also the meaning "meeting someone alone as part of a romantic relationship."

Then what we were doing wasn't a date. It wasn't part of a romantic relationship. In English, it would be closer to "going out." We were just going out to eat, take a walk, and buy some clothes.

"Yeon-a. You're early."

"Yeah. I just threw everything in and came out. My future self can deal with the annoying stuff."

"What are you going to buy me for food?"

"That family restaurant over there. I wanted to go, but it's a bit... awkward to go alone. Let's go together. My treat."

"Thanks. I'll enjoy it."

"You're not busy after eating, right? Help me look at clothes. I'm perfect in every way except my aesthetic sense is lacking. It feels weird having only gym clothes in my wardrobe."

"Should we buy clothes first then?"

"Hmm... what if we get food on the new clothes? Let's eat first."

"Okay, then."

We walked toward the family restaurant. I walked half a step ahead since I needed to lead the way. Glancing back, I noticed Si-woo looking strangely excited.

He seemed to be misunderstanding this as a date. I frowned and said:

"Hey. This isn't a date. Get that straight."

"Oh... really?"

"Of course. See this? The definition of a date. It says it's part of a romantic relationship. We're not a couple, and I have absolutely no feelings for you, so this isn't a date."

Si-woo looked a bit disappointed. I smirked and scrolled down the search results. Date palm appeared.

"Even with this, it's still not a date."

I took Si-woo's hand and interlocked our fingers. He was startled and flustered. Despite his large build, his personality wasn't very bold. It was amusing to see him get all flustered just from holding a girl's hand.

"Ahaha! Look at this. This is a date palm. Date, palm. You understand, right...? Palm means the palm of your hand. But now with date added to it, so... date palm. Because it's Date palm..."

The joke must have fallen flat because the atmosphere suddenly became awkward. A joke that needs explanation is a failed joke. It was a play on words using the dual meaning of "palm" as both the palm of a hand and a type of tree.
Maybe the wordplay was too complicated.

I felt awkward and lowered my head.

"Date... you searched for it a lot."

Si-woo commented while looking at my search history. It showed [date, date, definition of date, meal with a guy, date palm, date palm].

*Looking at it like this, it seems like I'm overthinking things!*

I quickly turned my head away from Si-woo. The search history was perfect for misunderstandings. It was a bit embarrassing.

"I, I was just curious suddenly. Don't misunderstand."

"Okay. I got it. It's not a date, right? We're just holding hands, eating together, and shopping for clothes, but it's not a date. Correct?"

"Of course!"

He was just summarizing what I'd said, but somehow it felt like he was teasing me. I punched his shoulder lightly. Si-woo looked at me with a smile.
It was a flirtatious look. How annoying.

Since it would be awkward to let go of his hand now, I continued holding it as we walked. It was difficult to let go anyway. Si-woo was gripping my hand tightly.

Shortly after, we arrived at the family restaurant.
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"Welcome. Table for two?"

"Yes."

The family restaurant had that distinctive ambiance. It wasn't an extremely expensive place, but it had a different feel from a regular diner. The soft lighting created a unique atmosphere, and the wooden-looking tables and chairs added a touch of elegance.

It was exactly the family restaurant I had imagined. The value might be slightly lacking, but it had that special feeling. In a place like this, you're supposed to cut a piece of hamburg steak for your date.

We sat at a window seat with a good view outside and looked through the menu to choose our food.

"What are you going to eat?"

"Um... pork cutlet?"

"Really? Then, should we get this?"

[Couple Set B: Hamburg Steak, Pork Cutlet, Drinks (Cola/Cider), French Fries]

Adding up the prices, it was a bit cheaper than ordering items separately. But if you only consider the main dishes, it's actually a loss. You order hamburg steak and pork cutlet, then pay a little more for drinks and fries. Thinking about it that way, it seemed reasonable.

"Couple... set?"

"What? Worried it won't be enough? I'll give you some of mine if you're still hungry."

"Oh, okay."

After ordering, I stared blankly outside. This is one of the most awkward moments in a restaurant—that strange time after ordering but before the food arrives. With nothing to do, I was looking outside when I felt someone watching me, so I turned to look forward.

Si-woo was looking at me with a smile.

"What?"

"Nothing. Just that you're pretty."

I smirked as if I found it ridiculous.
Is this guy trying to hit on me? Unfortunately for him, I already know I'm pretty.
My heart didn't go "thump-thump" with little hearts appearing in my eyes. His classic pickup line only made me snicker.

*I was 19 before I came into this body. That means I've lived two years longer than Si-woo.*

Don't underestimate the wisdom that comes with those two incredible years. I can easily ignore such shallow flirtation and counter-attack.

I rested my arms on the table, propped my chin on my hands, and stared intensely at Si-woo.

"Uh, what?"

"Nothing. Just that you're handsome."

The counter-attack was easy. I responded to Si-woo's confession-gambit with a confession-counter-gambit. The best way to punish a gambit is to accept it. But since I dislike passive play, I responded with a counter-gambit.

I was the winner of this counter-attack. Unlike me, casually resting my chin on my hands, Si-woo was completely flustered and didn't know what to do.

"Hahaha! Look at this guy getting all flustered."

"No, well..."

"What? First time someone called you handsome? I doubt it."

"It's not the first time, but..."

"Are you surprised your pickup line didn't work? Does it work on other girls? Why do you use that sultry voice saying 'Nothing, just that you're pretty.' Hahaha!"

I covered my mouth and laughed. His head was bowed low, covering his face, which was quite amusing. That's what he gets for carelessly throwing out pickup lines.

"You're the first person I've said that to. Other girls... I'm not interested in them."

"Oh, really? Well, you're the first person I've said it to as well. Hehe."

Si-woo looked happy. I could see the joy on his face. If he had a tail, it would be wagging.

"That's nice to hear though."

"What? That you're my first?"

"...Yeah."

"I said you're the first person I've said that to, not that I've never dated anyone before."

Si-woo looked disappointed. That was also very obvious. If he had a tail, it would be drooping now.

"Do you think someone with my face wouldn't have dated anyone?"

"...I guess not."

"Have you ever had a girlfriend?"

"No."

"Hmm~"

I made a strange nasal sound while looking at Si-woo. I put a look in my eyes like an experienced person looking at an inexperienced one. As if saying, 'You're that old and never had a girlfriend?'
Of course, I don't have a boyfriend. There was no lover in the memories of this body either.

But I'm the only one who knows that. If I don't tell anyone, nobody will know.

"Want to see a picture of my boyfriend?"

Si-woo's shoulders flinched. He seemed a bit angry. How can he show his emotions so transparently? Aren't his feelings changing too quickly?

It was fun watching his mood shift with every word I said. I made Si-woo angry! I can control emotions!

I took out my phone and turned on the camera. Then I switched to selfie mode. I pressed [Take photo in 10 seconds] and covered the screen.

"Here's my boyfriend."

Si-woo approached with a very displeased face. His expression said he wanted to see what kind of guy it was.
I covered my phone and counted down in my head.

*...4, 3, 2, 1.*

Click!

"Hahaha! Of course I was lying. Why would I have a boyfriend? No man on Earth is worthy of me!"

"Hey, hey...!!"

"Look at Jeong Si-woo's expression. Why were you making such a silly face?"

I teased Si-woo while looking at the photo captured on my phone. His slightly angry expression stood out. I pressed the edit button and added bunny ears to Si-woo's face and heart stickers on his cheeks.
I also drew cat whiskers and added an effect to make him look pale.

After adding various effects and editing the photo, a strange picture was born. I had applied so many effects that almost nothing of the original remained.
It was quite fun looking at Si-woo's face that occasionally peeked through the edits.

"Look at this. Hahaha!"

"...Could you please delete it?"

"No way. I'm going to look at it whenever I'm bored."

"What about my portrait rights?"

"Eeeeh... are you going to report me?"

"No, but still!"

"Then you take a picture of me too. That makes it fair, right?"

"Huh?"

I casually struck a pose. With a relaxed smile on my face, I lightly rested one hand on my chin to show off my looks. I was about to make a V sign with my other hand but stopped myself.
Making a V sign would seem too cutesy. I didn't particularly want to go that far.

Si-woo fumbled to take out his phone.

"One, two, three."

Click!

"Now we're even, right?"

"Y-yeah."

Actually, this isn't fair at all. I took a humiliating picture of Si-woo, while Si-woo took a pretty picture of me.
The picture Si-woo took isn't embarrassing to show others. The picture I took could seriously damage Si-woo's reputation.

With my meticulous calculation and persuasive skills, I made something unfair seem fair.

*That's the wisdom of life.*

I smiled deviously inside. I had claimed another victory.

"Did the picture turn out well?"

"Yeah. You look pretty. Want to see?"

"...Are you crazy? You set it as your wallpaper?"

"You can do the same."

I've been defeated!

I can't set Si-woo's picture as my wallpaper. The heavily edited photo was practically a monstrosity. I can't have something so ugly as my wallpaper.

*I've fallen for his brilliant move...*

I sighed internally.

While I was thinking of a brilliant move to overcome this situation, our food arrived. An implicit ceasefire was declared.

"Your food is here. Who ordered the pork cutlet?"

"Me."

I received my hamburg steak. Two large pieces of meat came out. The rice was small compared to the meat. I roughly mixed the salad with chopsticks and cut the meat with a knife.

It tasted quite good after the first bite.

"There's something I want to try. Can I?"

Si-woo spoke while I was savoring the taste.

"What is it?"

"Ah, aah~"

"You have some weird fantasies. What, you want me to eat that?"

"Yeah... Have you done this before? With your ex-boyfriend...?"

I've never had a boyfriend. But I didn't bother to clear up the misunderstanding.

"No, I haven't."

It's not a lie. I just didn't provide all the information.

Si-woo looks pleased. Internally, he's probably writing a long NTL novel. He seems to be getting some strange pleasure from doing something that my supposed ex-boyfriend couldn't do.

*What a creep. I hope he's not doing weird things with my picture.*

I glared at Si-woo slightly. He was holding the pork cutlet with an innocent face. It was a pure face without any hint of perversion.
He didn't seem like he would do anything strange. Well, a guy who doesn't know how to charm women probably wouldn't do anything perverted. If he were truly perverted, he would have expressed his interest much more subtly.

I took a bite of the pork cutlet Si-woo was holding. It was crispy. The meat was properly seasoned, which made it even better.

"Did I fulfill your wish?"

"Yeah. That was fun. It feels like feeding a horse at a ranch."

"Am I a horse?"

"No. You're much prettier than a horse."

I smirked and pretended to vomit.

"Gross. Just eat your food."

"Okay. Enjoy your meal."

After eating one piece of hamburg steak, I gave the other piece to Si-woo. My stomach was small, so it was hard to eat a lot.
Instead, I ate almost all the french fries. They were well-salted and crispy, which made them delicious. Si-woo looked at me with eyes that wanted me to feed him, but I didn't give him any.

After finishing our meal, we paid and went outside.

The gentle chill of spring could be felt. The wind was calm, so it wasn't too cold.

"Where are we going now?"

"Let's walk a bit to help digest."

"Okay."

"Why are you holding out your hand?"

Si-woo held out his hand as if asking me to hold it. I waved my hand dismissively. Holding hands once was enough; there was no need to do it twice.
I only held his hand the first time to tease him. If I held it now, it would just be because I liked him. That's boring.

"Can't you... hold my hand?"

"Why?"

"By holding hands, we can complete the date palm."

"Hmm..."

I thought for a moment. What would be the advantage of holding hands now? Perhaps it would be a chance to revive a failed joke.
The date-palm joke he had prepared so earnestly had created an awkward atmosphere. If I held his hand now, I could make it as if it never happened.
Because I would be accepting his joke.

What would I lose by holding his hand? Nothing really. In chess, you shake hands at the beginning and at the end. There's no reason to dislike holding hands.

So I held it. I gripped it firmly. My small hand was covered by Si-woo's large one. It was warm. That's all. There were no other emotions.

Probably.
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Letting go of the hand I was holding was no easy task. Seeing Si-woo holding on as if afraid to let go by mistake, I'd give up whenever I tried to release his hand.

As we walked hand in hand, a question suddenly occurred to me.

"Where are we going?"

"Huh?"

"What's our destination? Do you have somewhere in mind?"

"I was following you."

"What? I was following you too."

I subtly checked our foot positions. I was slightly ahead. I quietly stepped back.

"See? You're in front."

Now Si-woo was ahead of me. So this wasn't my fault.

"Oh... you're right. Then, want to check out that park? There's a place in the center where we can play chess. You've probably been there."

"I haven't. There's a park there?"

"Yeah. It's more of a small park... actually, it's more like a playground. There are benches, swings, and seesaws."

I nodded. Having a destination was better than just walking aimlessly. I liked the idea even more since there was a place to play chess.

I held Si-woo's hand and followed him with light steps.

...
..
.

Indeed, the park had a chessboard and pieces. Unlike other board games, chess pieces are beautiful. With their three-dimensional design and elegant curves, they're works of art in themselves.

That's why they could be used as park structures. The word "structure" is key here. We don't typically use that term for regular boards and pieces we normally use. To be called a structure, something naturally needs to be of a certain size.

The reason I used the term "structure" was simple.

"Wow, it's freaking huge!"

Because it was enormous.

Pawns that reached my chest, kings and queens that came up to my chin, knights with manes the size of my fist. Each square on the board was wide enough for me to stand on with both feet. Naturally, the entire board was massive. Next to the board was a huge chess clock. It wasn't digital but analog. It looked big enough to sit on when you needed a break from playing.

"This was here?"

"You didn't know?"

"No."

A park with giant chess pieces. If I'd known, I would have come immediately. Grinning, I climbed onto the board. Each square was about the size of a cushion at a Korean barbecue restaurant.

I grabbed a pawn by the waist and pushed. I pushed with all my might, but it wouldn't move.

"...Don't tell me these are just decorative?"

"No. If you look carefully, there should be a button. You need to press it to move them."

"Ah."

Click.

When I pressed the button, it moved easily. It had several small wheels underneath, making a rolling sound. I advanced the pawn in front of the white king two squares.

"Oh..."

"Press it again once you've moved it to the right position. That will lock it in place."

Click.

"Awesome..."

I couldn't help but exclaim in admiration. I stroked the large pawn's head and clapped my hands. It's incredibly cool because it's incredibly big. Does size correlate with coolness? Short-armed lizards and Tyrannosaurus rex wouldn't have been impressive if they were small. Large things inherently stimulate romance.

Bang bang!

I knocked on the pawn's head. It made a sound like hitting a metal plate. Probably not made of expensive materials.

"Hmm... it would be a waste to just look at this."

"Want to play with me?"

"No. You're terrible."

"I'm... not that bad."

"I could beat you without my queen."

Ignoring the disappointed Si-woo, I looked around. I was planning to grab anyone and ask them to play chess. I was looking for someone leisurely enough to wander around on a Saturday afternoon, skilled at chess, and with good manners.

"Hmm..."

Elementary school kids at the playground, out. High probability of lacking both skill and manners. Parents of those kids, out. Too busy watching their children. Delivery person sitting on a chair eating chicken. Is he actually paying for that? Looks like he's sneaking pieces.

As I looked around, my eyes fell on an elderly couple.

They seemed relaxed as they strolled, so they probably had time to spare. I wasn't sure about their skill level, but perhaps they'd show some veteran prowess. Their manners would certainly be good, judging by the dignified way the old man held his wife's hand.

I tugged on Si-woo's sleeve.

"Si-woo, want to play chess with those elderly people?"

"Huh? Oh, them? Do you think they know how to play?"

"If they don't, that's that. Let's at least ask."

I approached the elderly couple gently and spoke to them.

"Excuse me... Grandfather, Grandmother! Would you like to play chess with us?"

"Hmm? Chess? Chess...!"

"Yes. That large chess set over there."

"Dear. This is one of those unavoidable situations, right? I'm not the one suggesting it first..."

The old man spoke cautiously in a slow voice. He gently held his wife's hand with a pleading tone.

"Hmph... You old fool, possessed by the chess demon. I came outside to avoid that Western board game..."

"Come on, dear. It's not a Western board game, it's chess."

"Anyway! Oh fine... do as you please."

The old man clung to his wife's arm, begging. Having received permission to do as he pleased, he smiled like a child, clearly delighted.

"Thank you, darling."

"If you're thankful, play less chess! You play all day at home, and now you want to play outside too?"

"Hehehehehe..."

The old man chuckled heartily as he turned away from his wife.

"Young lady, are you good at chess...?"

The old man asked me. What a funny question, asking if I'm "good."

"I'm quite good, yes."

"And your new husband?"

"Pardon?"

"Does your husband play chess? He doesn't chase you away for playing too much, does he? Be careful... They say it's fine during the honeymoon phase, but things can change in an instant later on."

He spoke quietly enough that his wife couldn't hear. It seems he gets scolded a lot for playing chess at home.

"Wait, that's not the issue—I'm not married to this guy!"

I was shocked to be mistaken for a married couple when we weren't even dating. I tried to explain, but the old man had already rushed to the chessboard.

"Hey. Why are you just standing there? Are we a married couple?"

"Honey. Why are you suddenly like this?"

"You bastard."

I headbutted Si-woo's solar plexus.

"Ugh!"

"You want to die..."

"S-sorry."

Since a chess warrior's hands are noble, I used my head instead. The height difference was just right—I only needed to bend slightly to hit his solar plexus with my forehead.

Since the old man was smiling eagerly, wanting to play chess quickly, I ended Si-woo's punishment there.

"Hmm... looks like the husband is under the thumb here."

"Grandfather! We're not a couple."

"Hmm? Oh... not yet? Sorry, this old man misunderstood."

"Ahaha... it's okay. We're just friends, you see? It's not that we're not married yet—we'll never be a couple."

"...I see, if you say so."

The old man nodded with a look of disbelief. He seemed to have a lot to say but was holding back because he wanted to play chess.

Since further explanation would seem strange, I just gave up. I shouldn't read too much into elderly people trying to match up young men and women. They tend to try pairing people of similar ages who aren't family, so I let it slide.

"Young lady, there's no such thing as friendship between men and women."

The grandmother, who had somehow appeared beside me, said. I sighed and replied.

"Young people these days are different. Men and women can be friends."

"Hmm. That's true. But you and that tall young man..."

The grandmother trailed off. Though her sentence wasn't complete, I understood what she was trying to say.

"Why can't men and women be friends? People I knew were just friends."

I remembered a Hungarian Grandmaster I once knew. He was very close with a Woman Grandmaster from Serbia, and they remained friends for years without any romantic interest in each other. Friendship between men and women is entirely possible. If both are rational and understand the importance of friendship, there's no reason it can't work.

I didn't bother explaining this to the grandmother. There was no need for an argument on such a nice day.

"Let's just play chess. From the looks of it, he seems quite skilled."

The old man was operating the large chess clock. He seemed experienced with it. After pressing various small buttons, he set up a 30-minute time limit.

"Young lady, is 30 minutes enough?"

"Yes, that's plenty. Oh, Grandfather. We'll be taking turns playing. Is that okay?"

"Hmm? Hehehehe! Yes, of course. That's fine."

The old man laughed contentedly. He naturally took his position on the white side. He chose white without discussion, but I didn't mind. He was the elder, so he should go first.

"Taking turns?"

"Yes. I'll go first, so follow my lead, okay?"

"...I'll try my best."

"I always make the best moves. Don't think I'll play carelessly. Read my mind and understand the meaning behind my moves."

When taking turns, you shouldn't discuss strategy. If you discuss and then play, it's no different from playing as one person. The important thing is understanding each other's moves. When retreating for a reorganization, you need to anticipate where to redeploy. You need to understand your partner's strategy and make appropriate moves.

I looked straight into Si-woo's eyes.

Soon, Si-woo looked back at me.

"Read my mind."

What I'm thinking, what my intentions are with each move. Though we take turns, we should play as if we're one person.

"Got it?"

I looked him straight in the eyes and smiled.

Si-woo nodded slightly.

He seemed quite reliable.
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"Ugh, cha."

Grandfather's first move was to push the pawn in front of his King two squares. I looked at Si-woo and nodded. Immediately, I also pushed the pawn in front of my King two squares.

Grandfather's second move was to develop his Queen's Knight to c3.

*Vienna Game? Damn... that's not a common opening.*

Both sides pushed the King's pawns two squares, and White developed his Knight to c3. This opening is called the Vienna Game. Since the Knight blocks the c-pawn, it's not a frequently used move.

In other words, Si-woo would likely not know the proper response.

Si-woo glanced around uncertainly before developing his King's Knight to f3. This was the standard move.
It was correct, but... it seemed like that's all he knew. Si-woo wasn't familiar with this opening. He might have heard of it but hadn't studied it specifically.

Grandfather's third move was to develop his King's Bishop to c4, positioning it directly above his Knight.

I glanced at Grandfather's expression.

He looked confident. The atmosphere suggested he was planning to launch an aggressive attack.

*Fine. If neither of us knows the line, let's go into territory neither of us is familiar with.*

In this position, if I play a move that rarely appears, both Si-woo and Grandfather would likely not know the correct response. If both sides are equally unfamiliar, that's fine. I just need to prevent information asymmetry from working against us.

I captured his pawn with my Knight, removing the heavy pawn from the board.

"Hmm...!"

Grandfather's expression suddenly soured.

*It worked.*

I looked at Si-woo's face. He seemed unfamiliar with this opening too.

"Is this move in theory?"

"Yes."

"What's it called?"

"Vienna Game. Frankenstein-Dracula Variation."

"...What?"

"Vienna Game. Frankenstein-Dracula Variation."

Si-woo looked at me in disbelief. But that's really the name: 'Vienna Game: Frankenstein-Dracula Variation.'
That's what the person who named it called it. Yes, the same Frankenstein's monster and Dracula we know.
The creator said, 'This line is like a game between Frankenstein's monster and Dracula,' and named it accordingly.

"Are you talking about the Frankenstein I know?"

Si-woo kept looking at me with suspicious eyes. I could prove it by taking out my phone, but it would be impolite to check a phone during a chess game.
I frowned and grabbed Si-woo's arm. Then I slightly rolled up his sleeve.

"Yes, that Frankenstein."

Then I bit him. Hard enough to leave teeth marks.

*Stop asking annoying questions.*

"Ow!"

"And that blood-sucking Dracula too. Should I suck your blood while I'm at it?"

"Okay, okay... Ow, you bit too hard. Look at the mark you left."

I had pretty teeth too. Neat teeth all in a row. I had a perfect body that didn't need any orthodontic work.

*Did I bite too hard? Hmm, a little harder and it would have drawn blood.*

I stroked his arm as an apology. He flinched in pain.
He should have believed me from the start. If he had, nothing would have happened. The price of distrust is paid in physical pain.

"It hurts... blow on it."

"Are you crazy?"

"...They say saliva helps wounds heal."

"What? Wait a second. Hey!!"

Si-woo positioned himself as if he was about to lick his arm. He seemed to be threatening that if I didn't apologize immediately, he would lick up my saliva.

*What a crazy guy!*

I grabbed Si-woo's wrist. He really looked like he was going to lick it.

"Fine! Fine, just... don't lick it. Why would you even try to do that?"

"I finally realized it. The way to beat you..."

"Damn..."

A brilliant way to resolve this situation. No such method came to mind. In the end, I surrendered.
I blew warm breath onto the spot where I had left a mark by biting him.

"Hoooo~"

"Ah... the wound is healing."

"HOOOO!"

I blew a strong breath. I raised my head to look at Si-woo's face. He had a determined expression, as if he would no longer be swayed by my antics.
He looked triumphant, as if he had truly discovered how to defeat me.

I didn't like it. There should be no defeat in my life. Not just in chess, but in everyday life as well.
I stopped blowing.

Finally, a dramatic way to turn this defeat into victory came to mind.

Lick.

"Wounds heal when you apply saliva."

"Wh-what? Hey!! You crazy, crazy girl!"

In the world of competition, calling your opponent underhanded is practically a compliment. Being called a "crazy girl" could be interpreted as "What an ingenious method you've used!"

Going beyond simply licking with my tongue, I pressed my lips against his arm and sucked. I sucked up all my saliva remaining on Si-woo's arm and left a new mark over the teeth marks.

Pop!

"Hahahahaha!"

There was a popping sound when I removed my lips because there was no sweetness to it—I had sucked to hurt him. I wiped the remaining saliva with my sleeve.
That was the moment my victory was complete.

"Crazy girl... crazy girl..."

"This is now a 'Chess Mark.'"

"What Chess Mark? This is a ki—"

I headbutted him in the solar plexus.

"Repeat after me. 'Chess Mark.'"

"Kee— Ugh! Ch-Chess Mark."

"If you understand, go make the next move."

Just as a kiss mark is made while kissing, a chess mark is made while playing chess. It wasn't a kiss to begin with, but an attack filled with the intent for revenge.
I sucked hard with my cheeks hollowed out—how could that be a kiss?

"Ho ho ho... claiming they're not dating, kids these days..."

Grandfather mumbled something quietly. I couldn't hear clearly what he was saying.

Grandfather's move deviated slightly from theory, and Si-woo responded appropriately. The opening advantage was ours.

After leaving the "Chess Mark" on Si-woo's arm, we played chess quietly.
Taking turns meant that every other move could be the best possible move. As long as we didn't throw away the advantage I had built, winning would be easy.

Before long, the game reached the middlegame. There were a few small opportunities here and there, but I didn't pursue them.
Si-woo would likely miss these small chances. It seemed better to aim for a big opportunity rather than risk making a mistake.

"Ugh..."

Grandfather patted his lower back. He seemed to be in pain from moving the heavy chess pieces.

"Oh my... don't strain yourself, dear. Oof, my knees hurt."

Seeing this, Grandmother stood up and helped Grandfather. Her hand rested on top of his wrinkled hand.

In the kindly smiling eyes of Grandmother, traces of deep years could be glimpsed. And along with those years, the deep connection between the two was visible.

It was a friendship-like love, forged through many years of marriage.

It was a heartwarming scene.

They moved slowly but surely. Considering each other, matching their pace, they made their moves unhurriedly.

*That's beautiful. I want... to grow old like that someday.*

Growing old together, preparing for death together. How romantic.
Given that I find it difficult to date either women or men, the chances of my wish coming true are quite low. What a pity.

"Should we push together too?"

Si-woo asked.

I shook my head. I knew what Si-woo wanted. But I couldn't accept those feelings.
Acknowledging that I'm a woman and dating a man are separate matters. I can live as a woman, but dating a man is difficult.

What a messed-up situation.

"Let's just play chess."

It was a gentle rejection. We shouldn't cross the line of friendship. I'll only do things friends can do. Holding hands, hugging, biting. Those are acceptable actions.

I closed my eyes and visualized the board in my mind. When playing chess on a small board, I see it from above, but now I was viewing it from the front.
The slight discomfort caused by this difference could easily lead to mistakes.

I relied on imagination rather than sight.

Trusting the board in my head, I searched for the best move one by one.

After about 5 minutes of analyzing moves...

I seemed to have found a brilliant move. An excellent move I hadn't seen in a while. The best move that could turn this situation into a perfect victory. The subsequent play wouldn't be too difficult either.

*Wait, let me check again. Just one more time.*

I took a calm breath and rechecked the move. The perspective was strange, making it hard to read. My mind was certain this move was correct, but I couldn't verify it visually, which made me a bit anxious.

*If I look from a higher position... would I see it?*

I approached Si-woo. Si-woo was the tallest structure here. I pressed down on his shoulders.

"Bend down."

"Huh?"

"I said bend down."

"Okay."

Si-woo bent his waist, lowering his shoulders. This wasn't what I wanted. I pressed harder, lowering his shoulders more.
Si-woo crouched down, puzzled.

I went behind Si-woo's back and put my legs on his shoulders.

"Now stand up."

"Huh?"

"I need to see from a higher position."

I sat on Si-woo's shoulders with my legs draped over them. Riding on someone's shoulders is something even friends can do. I gently grabbed Si-woo's hair for balance.

"Hup!"

"Hey! Don't grunt like that. I'm, I'm not that heavy, you know?"

"Ah, that's just a habit... Sorry."

"No need to apologize. Just move back a bit. To where I can see the whole chessboard."

"Okay."

I placed my arms on Si-woo's head and read the board. I almost unconsciously rested my chest on his head, but I came to my senses and prevented that from happening.

From the higher position, I could see the entire large board at once. Immediately, I examined the move I had been thinking of.
Me, reading moves while breathing the fresh air at a height of about 2.5 meters. How cool.

*I feel like a commander on the battlefield.*

They say chess is a miniature version of war, and it seems that saying is correct. I tapped Si-woo with my legs.

"Bishop takes f7."

Tap tap.

"Capture the f7 pawn with the bishop."

Si-woo seemed to be thinking of something else and didn't follow my instruction. I squeezed Si-woo's head with my thighs and swayed my body from side to side.

"With the bishop! F7! Capture it!"

"Huh? Hey! Don't shake! I'll fall!"

"Then focus on what I'm saying!"

I drummed on his head with my palms while shaking my body. I shook as hard as I could, but it didn't move much. He must have incredible core strength.

"I'll focus, so stop shaking! I'm getting dizzy!"

"Hmph... behave yourself."

I kneaded Si-woo's chin. It was a warning that if he kept acting up, I'd grab his chin and head and twist them.

*His chin is soft. Is he the type that doesn't grow facial hair?*

His arms were smooth too, so he must have less body hair. I moved my hand slightly to feel where a mustache would grow. It wasn't very rough.

*Smooth.*

It would be easy to maintain.

Si-woo moved the bishop to capture the pawn, then picked up the captured pawn and moved it off the board. I sat quietly and watched. This was so comfortable. I should have climbed up earlier.

"Giddyup! Return to the battlefield!"

I tapped him with my feet, acting like a commander. Holding his hair tightly gave me the feeling of holding a horse's mane.

"...I'll deal with you later."

"People who say 'I'll deal with you later' usually don't do much when the time comes!"

I messed up Si-woo's hair. His hair was soft and pleasant to touch.

"Sigh..."

"Hey! Make your move quickly!"

Mounted on Si-woo's head, I was an invincible general. I kicked him lightly, shook him, touched his hair, and kneaded his face. Sometimes I tightly bound his head with my thighs or choked his neck.

As we played chess while fooling around like that, the end of the game approached.

Of course, it was our victory.

Grandfather's skill was unmatched among amateurs. However, I was faaaar stronger.
I had the advantage of viewing from a high position, and Si-woo followed my moves well.

"Ho ho ho ho ho!"

"Thank you for the game, Grandfather."

"Yes, indeed. I thought I had no match around here, but I still have a long way to go..."

"I'm just really good."

"Ho ho ho... But that doesn't change the fact that I lost."

I reached out my hand to shake hands with Grandfather, smiling slightly. I couldn't reach him.

"Let me down."

"No."

Si-woo shook hands with Grandfather instead.

"L-let me down!"

"It's time for revenge. Goodbye, Grandfather."

Grandfather left with Grandmother, chuckling heartily.

"Hey, hey!"

"I told you I'd deal with you later, didn't I?"

Si-woo said that and then removed my shoes and socks. I tried to escape by choking him, but the difference in strength was too great.

Si-woo's fingers touched my feet.

Ch.24 - Dating? Not Really. (5)
Chapter 24

"Hmm... hah! Ahh, huh...!!"

"Stop making weird noises!"

"B-but it tickles!"

Si-woo was holding my foot, pressing down firmly. He massaged my sole with his thumb, rotated my ankle, and even slipped his fingers between my toes.

I wondered if this was less about revenge and more about him just wanting to touch my feet. Since foot massages were perfectly acceptable between friends, I didn't protest too much.

"Kyeeeeeeek!!"

By my standards, that was a small protest. Making pterodactyl noises while shaking my body side to side counts as minimal resistance.

"Ahhh! Stop shaking! I'm going to fall!"

"Hang in there! You can do it!"

I secured myself firmly with my thighs and kept shaking. If he really fell, I'd get hurt worse. So I moved just enough to wobble without actually falling.

During all this, I started feeling something strange in my leg.

Is this creep finally crossing the line? I glanced down, but that wasn't it.

"Kyeeeeek!! Cramp! It hurts!"

I got a cramp.

I'd been tensing my leg muscles for too long.

"You really are something else."

"It hurts!!"

"Hold still."

Si-woo massaged my calf. He pressed and kneaded the muscles. The tightly knotted muscle gradually loosened, and the pain subsided.

It decreased but didn't disappear completely. It still hurt.

"Kyeeee!! It hurts!"

"Sigh... just stay still."

My leg muscles were trembling. The pain brought tears to my eyes. Was this punishment for being too rowdy? Unfair. I probably had it harder than Si-woo who was being tormented.

If there's bubble wrap, you have to pop it. If there's an old soccer ball lying around, you have to kick it. Similarly, if Si-woo is being annoying, you have to torment him.
It's just natural, everyday behavior.

While I was groaning in pain, my body tilted forward. The floor was rushing toward me in a dizzying moment. I quickly positioned my hands to break my fall.

"Kyeeek?"

But I never hit the floor. I hadn't fallen—Si-woo had dropped me. He tilted me forward, then stretched out his arms to catch me.

He hooked one arm under my knees and supported my back with his other hand.

I was being carried princess-style.

There was no time to think about romantic atmospheres or anything else—I was in too much pain. I clung to Si-woo's body, stomping my feet in agony.

When he was massaging, it didn't hurt and felt good, but as soon as he stopped, the pain returned immediately.

"Does it still hurt?"

"It hurts..."

"How hard were you tensing up to get a cramp..."

Si-woo set me down on a bench. Sitting there, I grabbed my leg, stretching and massaging it until the pain gradually disappeared.

*I thought I was going to die. Is a cramp always this painful?*

I'd never exercised enough to get a cramp before, so I didn't know. I used to think soccer players were exaggerating when they rolled on the grass with leg cramps, but they were actually in real pain.

"Ugh... is it always this painful?"

My eyes were watering from the pain. I hadn't experienced pain like this since I broke my front tooth playing around as a child.

"My first experience... ugh, it hurts."

In the past, I wouldn't run even once a year. I wanted to create a dignified image because of my late-onset middle school syndrome. I always wore dark formal clothes, showed off expensive watches, and walked around leisurely.

Naturally, I never had cramps.

"So this is what happens when you tense and squeeze your leg muscles..."

"You. You're doing this on purpose."

"Huh? What?"

Was he saying I deliberately gave myself a cramp? That's absurd. I don't even know if that's possible, but there's no need to harm myself for a prank.

I waved my hand as if dismissing a ridiculous misunderstanding.

"How could I do something this painful on purpose!"

"No, not that!"

"Hmm? What then?"

"Y-you said weird things. Like 'first experience' and asking if it's always this painful."

What is he talking about? I tilted my head in confusion.

*First experience, it hurts... Wait, is this bastard thinking...?*

My face flushed hot. I hadn't expected him to interpret it that way.

"You crazy bastard!!"

I punched his shoulder.

"Th-this is sexual harassment!"

"You were sexually assaulting me first, though?"

Si-woo said this while boldly continuing to knead my calf. His brazen attitude left me speechless.

"That's sexual assault!"

"It's medical treatment. You need to loosen the muscles after a cramp."

"Then you're sexually harassing me!"

"Gasp! Does that make me a criminal?"

"Yes."

"Well, can't be helped... I guess I should prepare to be arrested."

Si-woo removed his hands from my calf and pretended to cry. A cold breeze swept over my calves and toes. It felt cold.
Maybe because the warm hands that were there had disappeared, it felt even colder.

*You should thoroughly loosen muscles after a cramp, but I'm too lazy to massage them myself. Getting a massage wasn't bad either. Should I just forgive him?*

I called it sexual harassment, but I didn't actually feel any shame. I was just flustered by my own inexperience. I didn't want to criticize him that harshly.

I decided to be magnanimous.

"You committed a serious crime, but since I'm generous, I'll drop the charges! Just properly loosen up my muscle knots."

"Gasp! My criminal record is gone."

"It still tingles. Does a cramp always hurt this much?"

"Yeah. It might hurt for days. But it shouldn't be too bad this time since it wasn't caused by intense exercise."

"I had my first experience with intense exercise while straddling Si-woo..."

"That's sexual harassment!"

"Gasp!"

We'd each gotten one jab in. I let out a small laugh and leaned back against the bench's armrest.

"Have you given many massages?"

"Not many, but I roughly know how. I've done a lot of stretching. It's similar, I think."

"Is that so? Hmm. But why are you staring at my feet so intently?"

Si-woo kept staring at my feet. Do you normally look at feet when loosening calf muscles? I had zero knowledge in this area.

"Just, your feet are really small."

"You mean pretty?"

"Yeah. You have beautiful feet."

I wiggled my toes. They were pretty, even to my own eyes. Maybe I should try wearing high heels sometime. With tall heels, I'd be about the same height as Si-woo.

"Yeon-a, I think we're done now. Does it still hurt?"

I shook my head. It didn't hurt when Si-woo was touching it.

"Put my socks on for me."

"You really ask for everything. Can't you do that yourself?"

"I can't believe you're refusing. I thought you'd be grinning from ear to ear if I asked you to put my socks on. Isn't this a reward for you?"

"No, it's not!"

Si-woo said that while hurriedly putting my socks on. The way he glared at my feet was suspicious. It definitely seemed like a reward to me.

"You just swallowed when you looked at my feet."

"Keep that up and I'll run away with your shoes."

"Aww... I'll let you interlock your fingers with my toes if you behave."

"I don't like feet."

Si-woo said with a serious face. Yet he still interlocked his fingers with my toes. I made a mental note not to wear slippers around Si-woo.

"That's it now. If you ask me to put your shoes on too, I'll run away with them."

"Ah... so you only like bare feet."

"Oh, come on."

Si-woo grumbled while putting my shoes on too. I giggled and stroked his arm. It was my way of saying thanks.

"Now let's go buy clothes!"

"I can't wait to hear what nonsense you'll spout there..."

I was planning to quickly buy clothes and go home to rest, but Si-woo provoked me. He seemed to think I only talked nonsense all day, but that's a misconception.
I occasionally say sensible things too.

"Nonsense? Where would you find someone as serious and dignified as me?"

"Probably among the 8 billion plus people in the world."

Should I take this as a declaration of war against me? I made a mental note.

"Top 0.1 percent nonsense-talker. I really am amazing."

I gripped Si-woo's wrist firmly as we walked. If I didn't hold his wrist, he might bury his nose in his hand.
Si-woo, who stared intensely at feet while massaging calves, who considered putting on socks a reward, who enjoyed interlocking fingers with toes, who was okay with feet in socks not just bare feet, but still claimed not to like feet—he was capable of anything.

*That's a lot of descriptors.*

I had one more thing to tease him about.

"Now guide me to the clothing store."

"...You want me to do it?"

"I don't know the way?"

"You're the one who suggested going to a clothing store."

"I knew the way there. But this is a park you brought me to. I don't know this area."

"Ah... then can I hold your hand while I guide you?"

He must be uncomfortable with me holding his wrist. I don't dislike holding hands, but I'm a bit reluctant right now. It hasn't even been five minutes since those hands were fondling my feet.

I don't want to coldly reject Si-woo's request. But I'm also reluctant to hold his hand.

So I linked arms with him instead. I wrapped my arm around his and let my hand hang naturally. Linking arms is perfectly acceptable even between men. You could even do group arm-linking exercises at retreats, sitting down and standing up together.

It's not like I'm pressing my chest against him or clinging tightly. This clearly falls within the boundaries of friendship.

"Is this okay?"

"Y-yeah."

"Then lead the way."

"I'll take you somewhere nice."

I chuckled and walked with our arms linked. His attitude was calm and normal, unlike when he was looking at my feet. So arm-linking really is just friendship. Feet, on the other hand... had a special meaning for Si-woo.

Crazy bastard.

...
..
.

"How about over there?"

Si-woo pointed to a clothing store.

"...There?"

Si-woo nodded.

They say a gentleman's revenge is never late, even after ten years. I am the true gentleman of this era, embodying noble character.
I hadn't forgotten the humiliation from ten minutes ago. He would pay for labeling me a nonsense-talker.

The store Si-woo pointed to was a mid-to-low-priced clothing shop. I pulled on Si-woo's arm. And secretly slipped the phone out of his pocket.
I had taken a hostage.

Then I pushed Si-woo into the store next to the one he had pointed at, bypassing his choice completely.

"You crazy girl! Wh-why are we here?!"

It was a women's lingerie store.

"You said to come here."

I said proudly, hands on my hips.

*That's what you get for pointing instead of saying the store name.*

Revenge successful. Nothing could be more humiliating for a man than entering a women's lingerie store.

Ch.25 - Dating? Not Really. (6)
"Are you looking for anything in particular?"

"Ah, what I'm wearing now is a bit uncomfortable. I think I need a larger size."

"Oh... then please come this way."

"Yes. Just a moment."

Si-woo positioned himself as if ready to flee at any moment. Mimicking the starting stance of a middle-distance runner, he shifted his center of gravity toward the entrance.

Such behavior was well within my calculations.

"Si-woo."

I showed him the phone I'd stolen from his clothes.

"Hey, you crazy—why do you have that?!"

"Miss, let's hurry."

I urged the staff member and quickly escaped. Slipping behind the curtain, I waved the phone teasingly and stuck out my tongue.

"Ahahahaha!"

Si-woo belatedly chased after me. But he couldn't come back here.

"Sir, you can't come in here."

Si-woo couldn't enter the women's changing room. I listened with a grin. I could hear him sighing.

A man standing alone awkwardly in a women's lingerie store—could there be a better spectacle? Si-woo was especially noticeable because of his height.

He couldn't hide either. A man hiding in a lingerie store would look far more suspicious than one standing alone.

*My victory.*

It was a bit disappointing that I couldn't directly witness his embarrassment.

"Please take off your top. You said your current size is too small, right?"

"Yes."

It wasn't a lie that my current size was uncomfortable. I couldn't tell if it was uncomfortable because I hadn't tried it on, or if it simply didn't fit.

*The one I'm wearing now is so worn out that I can't see the size. The tag is completely faded...*

I'd been meaning to come in and change to something more comfortable, so this was a good opportunity to check.

I took off my top. For a moment, I thought I heard the staff member gasp in admiration, but I must have misheard.

The staff member wrapped a measuring tape around my chest. Then she did the same under my bust.

"I'm sorry, ma'am, but you'll need to visit a different store."

"What? Why?"

"Our store only carries products up to D cup."

"Oh... Oh. Um, yes."

I felt strange. I was proud to be in the top 1%, and somewhat happy to receive envious glances. But I was equally embarrassed.
If I couldn't buy here, where should I go? What should I do about my uncomfortable current one? More importantly, what should I tell Si-woo?

I covered my face with my hands.

*At least it fits on the chessboard...*

Chess horizontal coordinates are represented by letters from a to h. Anything beyond that is monster territory. Anyway, it could still be counted in chess terms.

*Right. That's good enough...*

According to the staff member, I didn't necessarily need to change sizes. Perhaps I just hadn't adapted yet.

I peeked outside the curtain. Si-woo was staring at the wall with a solemn face. Was he imitating Bodhidharma in meditation?
There was even a sense of reverence in the way he stood with his hands clasped, staring at the wall.

I crept up behind Si-woo. Amateurs might go "Guess who~" here, but I was an expert.
I would approach from behind, press my knee against the back of his knee, and pull his waist to make him sit down.

Tip-toe, tip-toe.

I approached quietly without making a sound. Current distance: about 2 meters. I suppressed even my breathing as I slowly approached.

Finally, I reached the right distance.

I took a big step forward. In an instant, I closed the gap.
Just as I was about to bend my knee to kick the back of his knee and grab his waist—

"Ugh!"

Si-woo turned around.

The knee that was meant to hit the back of his knee hit his shin instead, and the movement to grab his waist turned into a hug.

"Ah. I was trying to get you from behind."

"Ow, that hurts..."

"Are you okay? I didn't mean to hit there."

"I think I'll be fine if we stay like this..."

I clicked my tongue and patted Si-woo's back. Friends hug each other all the time. There are even countries where hugging is a form of greeting.

Besides, being hugged right now is definitely not to Si-woo's advantage. How would people look at a man and woman hugging in a women's lingerie store?
My face isn't visible. It's buried in Si-woo's chest. That means the embarrassment isn't mine.

"It doesn't hurt anymore. Let go."

"Okay."

I straightened my clothes and pulled Si-woo's arm.

"Should we just go?"

"What, do you really want me to help you choose?"

"No, I thought you'd hold up two weird ones and ask 'Which one do you like better?' Then end up buying the one you liked anyway."

"......"

How did he know? That's exactly what I was planning to do.

"Forget it, let's go."

"Are you embarrassed? It's okay. I don't mind. I've already completed my mental training."

"I said forget it, let's go."

"I sang all four verses of the national anthem."

"...They don't have my size. I can't buy here."

I pushed Si-woo's back.

"W-what did you say?"

I ignored him and kept pushing.

We came out of the store. The cool air cooled my face. I must have been a bit embarrassed too, as my face was quite flushed.

"They don't have your size?"

"Don't roll your eyes."

I reached out and covered Si-woo's eyes.

"Ah, okay. It's fine. I don't mind."

He said he didn't mind, but there's no way he couldn't mind.

"It's weirder when you say you don't mind. Are you gay?"

"What? No! What nonsense."

"Well... it's not something you can just not mind. Unless you're gay."

"I'm just saying that. Actually, I was trying to peek."

I nodded. He wasn't gay after all. He's still boldly staring at my chest. Does he prefer being called a pervert than being called gay?

"If you mind, you seem like a pervert."

"What am I supposed to do..."

"Want to see my toes?"

"No."

His quick answer made him seem even more suspicious. I definitely shouldn't wear slippers.
I pulled Si-woo's hand. We entered the store next to the lingerie shop, the one Si-woo had pointed to first. It had many mid-to-low priced, cost-effective clothes.

"Help me choose clothes."

"Me?"

"Yes. I'm not good at dressing myself. If I choose, it might look weird, right?"

"Then let's choose together."

"Hmm... well, okay."

I said we'd choose together, but I planned to leave everything to Si-woo. For me, clothes only serve to protect skin, maintain temperature, and display wealth. Since I can't show off wealth right now, only the first two matter.

Without any interference, I would just grab the closest clothes and pay for them.

I absentmindedly followed behind Si-woo.

"Yeon, which one do you like?"

"Um... they all look fine. I'd prefer something not too expensive."

"Then excluding price? Any colors you like, or anything like that?"

"Black and white checkered? Or maybe earth tones and brown? Green or gray checks would be nice too. Generally darker colors."

"You want to walk around wearing a chessboard?"

"Yes. Wouldn't that be pretty?"

The face completes the fashion, so I'm already complete. I'd look pretty even in rags, so it doesn't matter what I wear.

That's what I meant, but Si-woo shook his head.

"I'll just pick some for you, and you can choose from those."

"Okay."

Si-woo looked around the store and brought back several items. Judging by how he paired tops and bottoms, he seemed to be matching sets.
Even to my fashion-blind eyes, they looked like good combinations.

*I was right to bring Si-woo along.*

He was reliable.

"You can choose one from these."

"Eh... do I have to choose?"

"You're the one who's going to wear it."

It was annoying. They all looked fine, and they all seemed similar. There wouldn't be much difference no matter which one I chose.

"I'm the one wearing it, but I'm not the one seeing it. How often do I look at my own clothes? It's not like I have many full-length mirrors."

"Still, wouldn't it be better to choose by imagining how others see you?"

"I don't care about other people's opinions."

There's no need to look good to strangers who just pass by. If I need to look good to anyone, it would be much better to look good to my friends.

"You choose. I don't care about others, but I want to look good to you."

That makes sense from an efficiency standpoint. Most people find me attractive. Because I'm pretty. That won't change much no matter what clothes I wear.
But it's different with Si-woo. He says I'm pretty, but seeing me every day, he might get bored. So I need to look prettier to Si-woo to gain an advantage.

Gaining favor is gaining an intangible benefit. It will benefit me in some way, so it's right to gain Si-woo's favor now.

*I need to build up favor and intimacy if I want to tease him more.*

I giggled.

"You look pretty in anything."

"I know. But I can still look prettier, right? Beauty is subjective, isn't it? Choose what you think looks pretty on me."

"...Then, this one."

Si-woo handed me the clothes. I took them, went into the changing room, changed, and came out.
I twirled while looking in the mirror. My hair spun with me.

"Am I pretty?"

That line sounded a bit like Red Mask. I was starting to feel playful. Maybe I should imitate Red Mask.

"Yes. Very pretty."

"Heehee~"

Since he said I was pretty, should I rip my mouth? Unfortunately, I don't have the grip strength to rip my mouth. So I decided to just pretend.

I approached Si-woo.

I reached out and gently placed my palm on Si-woo's cheek.

In the Red Mask urban legend, if you say someone is pretty, they say "I'll make you pretty too" and rip your mouth. But I can't do that.

"You're handsome too."

That should be somewhat similar. I can't make Si-woo pretty, and it's hard to make him more handsome here.

I spoke to the staff and bought the clothes. Fortunately, they weren't too expensive.

Ch.26 - Friend
# Chapter 26

The sun was setting gradually. The world was drenched in orange. It was twilight—neither day nor night.

I felt an endless romance seeping deep into my heart. The sun that always hung in the sky glaring at me was now disappearing.
It felt both refreshing and sad.

Today I was also parting with Si-woo, who had been my sun for the day. This was just sad.
Still, just as the sun rises again tomorrow, Si-woo would return to my side when weekdays came back.

I forced a smile to hide my sadness. I'm someone who lives and dies by my pride. We'd meet again in just a few days, so acting like this was our final farewell would hurt my pride.

"Si-woo, which is brighter—the sun or the moon?"

I threw out a random question. To show I was fine, I blurted out nonsense like I usually do.

"The sun, obviously?"

"Maybe that's just prejudice. The sun rises during the day, and the moon rises at night. The reason we can't see the moon during the day is because the sun is bright, so maybe the reason we can't see the sun at night is because the moon is bright?"

"...?"

Si-woo couldn't respond to my ridiculous statement. His eyes rolled around as he pondered how to counter my argument.
I sensed consideration in this small gesture. What I said was just nonsense. An environmentalist would lament the pointless carbon dioxide I'd created.

He could have just laughed it off and ignored me. I didn't put much thought into what I said anyway.

But Si-woo still considered it. Even if his answer wasn't much, I felt he respected my words. Sometimes he jokes along, sometimes he just lets himself be teased.

What a good friend.

"Well, the moon reflects sunlight, so wouldn't the sun be brighter than the moon?"

"Does reflection make it dimmer?"

"I think so. I'm not sure. You can only tell what's longer or shorter by comparing them. In other words, whether I'm better at chess than you or you're better than me—we'd have to play to find out."

"...The sun is definitely brighter."

There's no way I could be worse than Si-woo. That's something I know without having to check.

We arrived at my house not long after. Today was just for dropping off my things at the dormitory. I'd officially move in tomorrow.

*I don't want to part like this. Should I invite him in? But... there's nothing at home. We'd only have chess to play.*

While I was contemplating, Si-woo stopped walking. Since I was walking arm-in-arm with him, I stopped too. I let go of his arm. The part where I had been touching him felt a little cool.

"Yeon-a. Take care. I had fun today."

I fidgeted with my mouth. I had so many things to say, but I didn't know how to say them. The numerous thoughts in my head wouldn't transform into words.

In the end, I couldn't say anything after hesitating.

"Yeah. Me too, I had fun, Si-woo."

All that came out was a conventional greeting.

My clumsy words couldn't convey even a fraction of my intense emotions. I never thought I'd feel sad about lacking vocabulary.

Si-woo smiled and waved his hand. It was a clean farewell. Friends meeting on the weekend, playing all day, and parting cleanly.

If things continued like this, we'd just remain friends. If I were to compare our friendship to international relations, Si-woo would be my closest ally. My greed was too big to be satisfied with just a regular friendship.
It might be called possessiveness.

"Si-woo!"

Si-woo turned around.

"Let's hang out again next time!"

Again, clumsy words. They couldn't capture even a part of my subtle and complex emotions. It was something friends would typically say to each other. Not a special phrase reserved only for the closest ally.

"Sure, Yeon-a."

But my sincerity was conveyed.

Because language isn't just a collection of words. Intonation, manner of speaking, actions, and gestures are all components of speech.

Embarrassingly, my tone just now was quite affectionate.

I ran to Si-woo and hugged him around the waist like an American football player. But this was neither a hug nor a tackle.

I don't know what to call it. Why does that matter? What's important is only Si-woo's hands gently embracing me.

It was warm.

My Si-woo.
My closest ally.
My... friend.

A somewhat special friend. Isn't that just right?

...
..
.

The passionate emotions created by the twilight atmosphere had disappeared. It was Monday morning, the start of five boring weekdays. I sat down with a long yawn.

"Hi, Hikari."

"Oh, hello!"

*I want to bully her.*

Is it because she's Japanese and has a deep connection to ijime (bullying)? Whenever I see Hikari, I want to bully her, take her money, and make her cry. If I instigated others to ostracize Hikari...

*Let's stop.*

Fortunately, I endured with ocean-like patience.

"Yeon-a, your eyes look lecherous. Thinking weird thoughts again?"

"Yeah. I was thinking about beating you up and taking your money."

"Eek!"

"Shouldn't you have said 'Sonna!' (No way!) just now? Since you're Japanese. 'Eek!' doesn't seem right."

"If I'm in Korea, shouldn't I speak Korean...?"

"Sonna!" (No way!)

I said it for her.

Si-woo hadn't arrived at school yet. If I put my head down now, I wouldn't be able to greet him immediately when he arrived. And Si-woo wouldn't wake me up if I was sleeping.

Looking around, I spotted Yayul Jun. Yayul Jun looked like someone I wanted to pick a fight with. We were similar in height, so I'd probably win if we fought.

"Hey, Yuljun."

"Did you call me 'Ya, Yuljun'? Or did you call me 'Yayul Jun'?"

"Anyway, do you know what Genghis Khan's father's name was?"

"I don't know."

"His name was 'Yesugei.' So if you change your name to Yayulgei, maybe you could create a Korea that surpasses the Yuan Dynasty someday?"

"...What did you eat wrong?"

"Well done, Yayulgei. Go ahead and turn Korea into the Yuan Dynasty!"

Leaving Yayul Jun muttering that I was crazy, I approached Seon-a. She was chatting with her friend.

"Nguyen."

"Yes?"

"Yes?"

I called for Seon-a, but both answered. Both Seon-a and her friend were Nguyen.

"Class President? Why did you call me?"

"No, I was calling Seon-a, not you... Should we distinguish as small Nguyen and big Nguyen?"

"Ah, that would be difficult. That person over there is also Nguyen, but smaller than Seon-a. And that one is bigger than me, and that one is between us two. That one is bigger than that one but a little smaller than this one."

"What?"

"Confused? I'll tell you their names. That one is Nguyen Xuan Tien, that one is Nguyen Quoc Bao, that one is—"

"Kieee...!!"

I quickly ran away. If I kept listening, I might dream of numerous clones running toward me.

*Vietnam is scary!*

I had to flee while trembling. Like speaking a demon's true name to make a contract, saying all the Nguyens' names felt like it would make me dance to V-pop while eating banh mi (Vietnamese bread).

Quickly returning to my seat, I took out my history textbook to prepare for class. Actually, I don't really pay attention in class. The textbook was just a minimum courtesy.

The wound from the great defeat by Seon-a remained. This wound would be healed by teasing Si-woo.

I closed my eyes and listened carefully.

All kinds of noises could be heard. Among them, I focused on footsteps. Si-woo is tall and big. Most of him is muscle, so his footsteps aren't quiet.

I know what sounds Si-woo makes. We spent all of Saturday together, and I spent all of Sunday recalling that day.

Thump, thump, thump.

*Is this it? Actually, I'm not sure. It's strange that I can hear footsteps at all.*

Footsteps are quieter than the sound of dragging slippers. Even with my ears perked up, I couldn't distinguish them.

"Yeon-a."

"Ah! Shit, you scared me."

Si-woo had somehow come behind me and startled me. Closing my eyes and listening carefully had been a mistake.

"Did you have a good weekend?"

"Yeah. You too?"

"Yeah."

That was the end of the conversation. It would be strange to make morning greetings too long.
But I wanted to make it longer. I wanted to place it not in Monday morning, but as an extension of Saturday evening.

Wondering if there was something else to talk about, I opened the appendix at the end of the history book. I flipped past Joseon and Goryeo to the Silla section.

"Si-woo, look here. There's something interesting."

I pointed to the names of Silla kings.
1st King Hyeokgeose Geoseogan, 2nd King Namhae Chachaung, 3rd, 4th, 5th.

"Something interesting...?"

I pointed to the 6th and 8th kings.

The 6th King Jima Isageum and the 8th King Adalla Isageum.

"Goguryeo was the Go clan, and Baekje was the Buyeo clan, right? Silla initially had Park, Seok, and Kim, and later only Kim became kings. You know that, right?"

"Yeah, I know that much."

"Here... the 6th and 8th kings. Jima and Adalla. What do you think their surnames were? Among Park, Seok, and Kim."

A question mark appeared on Si-woo's face. He seemed not to understand the intent of my question.
I pulled on Si-woo's uniform shirt sleeve. His upper body leaned greatly toward me. I put my hand to his ear and whispered.

"Park Jima, Park Adalla."

Si-woo pulled away from me in surprise.

"They're Park. The 6th king, Park-Jima Isageum. The 8th king, Park-Adalla Isageum."

Setting aside detailed historical verification, they were indeed of the Park clan. They were even said to be cousins. One was Park Jima, the other was Park Adalla...

*Those foundationless Silla people.*

The true foundation of the Korean peninsula lies in Baekje.

"...So Yeon-a, who do you like better? Between Jima and Adalla."

Was this Si-woo's counterattack?

I chuckled and responded.

"I like Adalla. He's the last Park of early Silla. Isn't that cool?"

"Ah... I see."

"Hmm~ Did you think there was another reason? There's not much historical record for either of them anyway."

"No. I was just saying."

I looked at Si-woo with a big smile. Si-woo is the one I can most easily defeat and tease.

He's my best friend.

Ch.27 - Club Tournament (1)
Chapter 27

Finally, the club was formed. After the initial selection, interviews, and profound discussions, we had five perfect members.

The first club meeting. The first time we gathered in the club room. I sat on a chair at the podium in front, where I could see all the members at once.

Hikari with her eyes shining with excitement. Yayul Jun dozing off with a blank stare. Wan Seon-a overflowing with inexplicable confidence. And just Jeong Si-woo.

This really does seem like a social club. I'm not sure if it's possible to make this lineup into a top-ranked club.

The method for determining club rankings is simple. Two clubs face each other in chess and earn points. However, when competing in chess, it must be 4 vs 4.
This means we need to play four games simultaneously on four boards. It's closer to four individual matches happening at the same time rather than a team competition.
This is the same method used to determine national rankings in the Chess Olympiad.

This 4 vs 4 rule puts us at a significant disadvantage. We don't win just because I win.

If I win and the other three lose, we lose 1-3. Even if another person and I both win, if the remaining two lose, we tie 2-2.
To win, everyone except me needs to either draw or at least one person needs to win and one or more need to draw. Two people winning would be great too, but... expecting that would lead to disappointment.

Not only is our talent pool limited, making it the same people competing all the time, but winning is difficult. My victory alone doesn't create a club victory. That's the important point.

Bang bang-!

I hit the blackboard twice. Then I wrote with white chalk.

[Let's be #1]

"Huh? What's this? Are you crazy?"

"Let's! Be number one!"

"Don't you know how to use spaces properly? I almost misunderstood."

"From now on, Yuljun is a sub-member. Board 1 is me, Board 2 is Hikari, Board 3 is Nguyen, Board 4 is Jeong Si-woo. We'll go with this for now."

"What? You're excluding me? Isn't that too harsh?"

"Everyone except me will rotate flexibly. In my opinion, you're all pretty much the same level."

"That hurts my feelings..."

There's a reason I excluded Yayul Jun. What our club needs right now is someone who can consistently deliver draws, not someone who brings gambling-style victories.
Nguyen isn't the most stable option, but she's much more stable than Yayul Jun. She at least has the skill to draw in situations where a draw is possible.

Yayul Jun... though I don't like it, he's our joker card. His playstyle is unique with many variables, so he could pull off surprise victories against skilled opponents.
If I see that Hikari or Nguyen have no chance of winning, I'll put him in.

"Our strategy is for Si-woo and me to win, and for one of the two foreign workers to draw. That's why I placed Si-woo on board 4."

"Foreign workers...?"

"Ah, Hikari, you're from Okinawa so you wouldn't know. It means foreign laborers."

"Um... isn't that a bad term? It doesn't sound very nice."

"Are you looking down on foreign workers right now?"

"No, no, I'm not!"

"Good. Then you two foreign workers should aim for at least a draw."

"Okay..."

Seon-a is neither a laborer nor a foreigner, but I just lumped them together as foreign workers. Anyway, we need at least draws from boards 2 and 3.

It would be perfect if we could win all four games cleanly... but I simply can't imagine these kids all winning. If Si-woo and I can consistently secure 2 wins, we'll at least get a draw, so that's what we should aim for.

Usually in these 4 vs 4 matches, positions are determined by skill level. Board 1 is the best player, and Board 4 is the weakest. There's no particular reason, but that's how it's commonly done.
I, being the best, should take down the opponent's captain, and Si-woo, the second best, should take down their number 4.
Normally, I should give Si-woo board 2, but... wouldn't two stable wins be much better?

I approached Si-woo. I had given orders to the others, but I found it difficult to do the same with him.
I must have an inner desire to stand as his equal.

"Si-woo. Do you think you could win if you were on board 2?"

"I don't know about winning... but wouldn't it look strange for the Vice Club President to be on board 2?"

"Ah. That's true."

With that, everything was perfectly decided. Boards 1 and 4 win, and boards 2 and 3 draw. That's how our club wins.

Club matches are limited to one game per day, maximum two games per week. Since this is the first week that regular clubs have been organized, we can't have official club matches. Accumulating points and determining rankings will be possible starting next week.

However, we can have unofficial matches. If students gather to play chess, no one will particularly stop them.
I boldly proposed having a club match from day one. There wouldn't be much difference in skill between today and next week, so if we're going to do it, we might as well do it quickly to gauge our approximate ranking.

"Ah, it's time to show my skills."

"I've already mentioned this... but they're in the lower-middle ranks based on last year's club rankings. You know we need to beat them, right?"

"Of course. Is Yeon afraid of this Nguyen's performance?"

"Performance...?"

"Our Vietnam defeated America. Lower-middle ranked countries are easier than cake."

"Ah, well. Sure."

I wonder what cake means to Seon-a. Is cake the most expensive food available in Vietnam? I'm not sure.

I glanced at the clock. It's almost the appointed time. We're going to have a club match with the Sculpture Club, a club with history and tradition but lacking in skill.

"Alright, let's go to the Art Room!"

"Are we going to that club that carves Knights?"

"Yeah. I heard they even use chess boards and pieces they made themselves."

"I think we're gonna lose."

"You bastard, are you saying that because you're not playing?"

"No, that's not it..."

"It's much better to participate in official matches, right?"

"That's true, but..."

Ignoring the seemingly sulking Yayul Jun, we entered the Art Room. The Sculpture Club members were already seated, having finished their preparations.

I had confidently approached them saying, "Let's have a match!" and they agreed. I thought a sculpture club wouldn't be interested in chess, but that wasn't the case at all.

"Hello."

"Oh, you're here? Shall we start right away?"

"Sure."

As expected. They must have wanted to have a club match too. The club captain sat at board 1, and people I didn't know sat at boards 2 through 4.

*Being in the Art Room gives it quite an atmosphere.*

When I turn my head, I see a Western face. Turn again and there's a landscape painting. I don't know the title, but there was also a painting that looked like it was done by Van Gogh.
There were more sculptures than paintings. Pieces carved by unskilled hands stood in a row. Knights shaped like horse heads all seemed to be looking at me.

The faint smell of wood and rubber wafted through the air. It wasn't particularly fragrant. The atmosphere was like that of artists' workshop.

"Shall we start now?"

"Yes. 30 minutes each. So at most an hour."

"Okay."

The atmosphere gradually settles. We'll be able to roughly gauge the skill level of the club.
The Sculpture Club is mid-tier at best. If we can't score points against this club... we'll have a tough time ahead.

"Alright then. When the Vice Club President rings the bell, we'll start. Got it?"

"Yes."

Ding ding ding–

A small bell about the size of a palm rings. The sound wasn't clear. Playing chess in the Art Room with desks hastily pushed together, sitting in a row of four. The amateur vibe is palpable.

On the chess board in front of me was a black king. This is the color that symbolizes the second move in chess.
For boards 2 and 4 to have white, I and Nguyen need to take black.

*Seon-a likes black too, so that's quite good.*

That's the extent of our strategy. I have no choice but to trust the members.

I exhaled deeply. I squeezed out every bit of oxygen from the depths of my lungs, exhaling until I almost coughed.
My chest felt tight and painful. I waited three seconds in that state.

*One, two, three.*

Now I inhale.

"Haaaaaah..."

The pain that made my chest feel tight disappears. Along with the pain, I dispelled all the small tensions. Even though there's no way I'll lose, I get nervous whenever I sit in front of a chess board.
It's a chronic problem.

I gestured an apology to my opponent for taking time. My time had decreased by about 2 minutes.
My opponent's first move was advancing the pawn in front of the king two squares. An easy, simple, and most common move.

I moved the pawn in front of the king's knight up one square. This alone exerts no influence on the center. At first glance, it seems like a move that wastes a turn.
This is my first move.

The Modern Defense. Despite its name, it's actually an opening that's over 100 years old. When I first learned this opening, I thought it was quite a pleasant one.

Modern in name but created in the distant past. It appears passive by giving up the center, but it's aggressive in seizing opportunities to take it back.
They say giving and taking back is the worst thing in the world. And in games, the person who wins is the one who annoys their opponent.

So if you combine these two, wouldn't you definitely win by giving up the center and then taking it back to annoy your opponent?

The center that my opponent currently holds is an asset in the short term but a debt in the long term. If they don't benefit from the broad center, the debt will snowball and strangle them.

Isn't that delightful?

Ch.28 - Club Tournament (2)
Chapter 28

Beginners lose by dropping pieces. With narrow vision and poor visualization, they step into their opponent's attack range. They lose material and then the game.

A step above beginners, players lose by missing tactics. In winning positions, they fail to find the winning move. Whoever finds that move first usually wins.

Advancing further to the expert level, players lose by creating weaknesses. The winner exploits the opponent's weaknesses, and the loser creates them and suffers defeat.

Weaknesses come in many forms. They might be inadequately defended pieces, backward pawns, isolated pawns, or doubled pawns. Sometimes weaknesses exist on light squares or dark squares.

Pawns easily create weaknesses. When pawn structures aren't properly formed, numerous holes appear on the board. Since pawns can't move backward, these weaknesses remain threatening until the end.

Pawns become weaknesses when they fail to properly protect pieces. Pawns become weaknesses when they aren't protected by other pawns.

Isolated pawns are weaknesses. Doubled pawns are weaknesses.

Pushing pawns incorrectly creates weaknesses in itself.

I conceded the center, and my opponent took it. To leverage the space advantage, they pushed their pawns forward aggressively. Advanced pawns carrying the possibility of promotion made for quite a threatening advance.

But I saw it as a weakness. I deflected the attack and sharpened my counterattack knife. I waited until the debt I placed on my opponent snowballed and crushed them.

Pawns cannot move backward.
They can only move forward.
And that creates weaknesses.

*I found it. The weakness.*

This is what players of middling skill find most difficult—knowing when to push pawns. A pawn advance that would have been brilliant one move earlier became a mistake now.

The large hole created by the pawn advance became my outpost.

I redeployed my Knight to the outpost. My opponent tried to resolve it through an exchange, but I refused. It felt like staking a claim on prime real estate. The eight squares controlled by my Knight threatened my opponent.

*Felt good pushing those pawns, didn't you?*

The counterattack takes shape.

A small mistake someone might have missed. A fleeting opportunity that disappears after just one move. In Greek mythology, Kairos, the god of opportunity, has long hair in front but is bald in back. When he approaches, you can easily grab his forelock, but when he leaves, you can only grasp his smooth scalp.

Opportunity must be seized when it comes. I have the eyes to read opportunities and the hands to grasp them. There's no reason not to take it.

My opponent recognized their mistake and tried belatedly to prevent it, but it was futile. Holding onto an advantage and not letting go is one of my strengths. It was far too late to stop me.

"Ah..."

The move was played.
To block this attack, they would need to sacrifice a piece. My opponent lowered their head in resignation. They checked two, three times to see if there was any real chance left.

My best once again drew perfection.

Victory was confirmed shortly after.

"Good game."

"Yes."

The light handshake after victory makes me feel good. The lingering sensation of victory fills my chest deeply. The emotion gently presses against my ribs and grows. Joy mixes with my exhale, and a smile forms naturally.

I clenched my fist.

*I finished first.*

I wonder how our other club members are doing. Board 2 seems... almost equal. However, time pressure might become an issue. They've used about twice as much time as their opponent.

Board 3 is losing. Setting position aside, they're down 5 points in material. Simply put, they're missing a Rook. Judging by the decent position, they probably lost it while spacing out.

Board 4, whom I trust the most. They're up by one Pawn. The position doesn't seem difficult to convert either.

*So two wins are almost certain. That means either Board 2 or 3 needs to draw.*

Struggling in the lower-middle ranks isn't good news. I decided to pay attention to social life as well as chess, but that social life isn't going well.
School is a small society. Clubs are a means of binding members within that small society. Therefore, if the club does well, the members unite and social life improves.

In truth, my pride is more at stake here. I don't have a coaching certificate and have never taught anyone, but I was still overflowing with confidence.
Taking ordinary people and turning them into experts. Rising from the bottom ranks to first place.
Isn't that what growth stories and romance are all about?

Yes. I'd rather lose. Even in self-help books, going from grade 9 to grade 1 is interesting, but going from grade 4 to grade 1 is only half as interesting.

With the mindset that it was okay to lose, I sat comfortably and watched.

...
..
.

"What the hell."

Did they really have to lose?

I said it was okay if I lost, not that they should lose.

"Jeong Si-woo. Why did you lose?"

"Well... I was winning but made a mistake at the end."

"Did I tell you to make a mistake?"

"......"

There are a few things I hate, and one of them is losing a winning game. A winning game is a game you can win, and a game you can win is a game you should win.
I glared at Si-woo. I told him to win, but he came back with a loss.
Victory and defeat are like sick leave to a superior. It means you should be scolded so badly after losing that you need to take sick leave. That's roughly what I remember it meaning.

I could execute him immediately for his failure, but I exercised superhuman patience and held back.

"Bend down."

"Huh?"

"I said bend down."

"Uh... okay."

Si-woo bent down to just the right height. I hopped up and rode on his back.

Traditionally, kings were positioned in high places. One who looks down upon everyone from the highest place. That is a king.
Mounted on a serviceable steed, I gained a height of about 2 meters. I had become a true king.

"Is it okay to ride piggyback while wearing a skirt?"

"I'm wearing shorts underneath."

"Ah."

Hikari was looking at me with a "heeh" expression. Though regrettable, I must behead her with the heart of Zhuge Liang executing Ma Su.

"Off with that one's head!"
"Huh? Me?"
"The responsibility for this defeat lies with you!"
"I-I'm not the only one who lost."
"Still, you had White. Playing White and losing means execution!"
"Is that really a thing...?"
"No need for questions. Execution!"

I lightly chopped Hikari's neck with the side of my hand.

"If this were a real sword, you'd be dead by now..."
"Bang!"
"Hmm?"
"I-if this were a gun, you'd be dead too."
"If you had a gun, I would have cut your wrist with my sword."
"If I had a sword, I wouldn't have let you get close."
"I could have hidden it."
"Hiding a gun is better!"
"This is a chess tournament—they use metal detectors."
"Metal detectors catch swords too!"
"Th-this sword is made of carbon nanotubes."
"My gun is... uh, made of graphene."
"Guns are illegal."
"Bladed weapons over a certain length are illegal too."
"Mine is a dagger."
"It's legal if you don't get caught."
"I, I..."

A fierce debate ensues. After an intense argument where neither could predict the outcome, a winner was determined.

"Let's just say I planted landmines under both your feet. What on earth are you two doing? Is this elementary school?"

"I-I can disarm landmines with a knife."

"So what if you disarm them? I'm innocent. I didn't lose."

"Hmm..."

Unfortunately, there was no winner. With just a little more time, I could have subdued the Okinawan yakuza with perfect logic. What a shame.

"Seon-a?"
"I no speak Korean. Don't understand."
"...You're Korean."
"No I not. Both parents come from Vietnam."
"Then why are you Korean?"
"Mother got Korean citizenship. I born in Korea."
"Do you speak Vietnamese?"
"No know."
"...?"
"Seon-a knows nothing."
"Wan Seon-a, no cake for a week."
"Nooo!"

That should be enough punishment for the defeated generals. Actually, Si-woo is the only one being punished. He's carrying almost 50kg on his back.

We thanked the Sculpture Club president and returned to our club room.
Everyone might feel differently after defeat, but we all share the feeling that this can't continue. We didn't just lose—we were crushed. If Yayul Jun had been in my place, we might have lost 0-4.

I can state with certainty: we're in the lower ranks. Dead last among chess-related clubs, and near the bottom even including unrelated clubs.

*This seems hopeless. Can we file for bankruptcy?*

I sighed and pondered. How can I improve their skills quickly? The fastest way to improve their skills significantly without developing bad habits.

I could teach them cheap tactical patterns to quickly improve their win rate. But that wouldn't develop real skill.
If I guide them step by step from the beginning, their skills would improve. Probably by next year, they'd have decent skills. By next year...

That's not what I want. With me here, only reaching the middle ranks by next year? That's nonsense.

*In the end, there's only the direct approach.*

I recalled the words of a famous coach:

*"A pitcher's arm is strengthened the more it's used."*

A chess player's mind is like a pitcher's shoulder—the more it's used, the more it's trained. I'll just have to teach them diligently.

Ch.29 - Club Enhancement (1)
"Ace! That was a blunder just now!"

"Oh, really? Why?"

"Because it created a weakness right here!"

I tapped the board with a long stick I'd brought from somewhere. Hikari's problem is her weak middlegame and even weaker endgame. She needs to solidify her understanding of position and weaknesses.

I spun around to face Nguyen.

"Kid... focus!"

"Of course!"

Nguyen was doing well. Seon-a performs well in specific environments. When she plays Black and gets into the Sicilian Dragon after completing development, she plays quite well from that point.
Conversely, she becomes quite weak when her opponent makes unorthodox moves. I plan to address this through memorization for now.

Next, I headed to Yayul Jun. The most important thing for him is minimizing stupid moves. But that's not something that changes quickly just by teaching.
So I prepared an opening where his reckless moves might actually work. With a sharp opening full of possibilities, even blunders can become opportunities.

"Ace! Are you studying well?"

"Ack!"

"Good, any questions?"

"If I'm learning gambits, shouldn't I start with the Queen's Gambit? That's the most famous gambit, ain't it?"

"Kid..."

A gambit involves sacrificing a pawn or piece to gain an advantage. Most sacrifice plays aim to gain development speed or threaten the opponent's king's safety.

"Queen's Gambit isn't a gambit, it's camaraderie! Ace!"

In that sense, the Queen's Gambit isn't a gambit at all. It looks like you're sacrificing a pawn, but there's a definite line to recover it.
If you can get it back after a few moves, how is that a gambit?
That's camaraderie. Soldiers tightly bound together, standing shoulder to shoulder.

I skipped over to Si-woo. I tucked my hair behind my ear and casually tossed the stick aside.

I placed my chair next to Si-woo's and sat down.

"...You're doing well."

I recommended online chess to Si-woo. His skill level isn't low enough to play with other club members, but the gap between us is too large.
Playing online chess against strangers would be most helpful for him.

I stroked Si-woo's hair. His hair tickled between my fingers.

"Hehe."

It was fun.

*Playing with other people is actually fun. I didn't know that before.*

Unlike foreigners with different languages, cultures, and ages, Si-woo could become my friend. Among all the connections I had in my past life, none could be called friends.
They might have been colleagues or rivals, but not friends. They were always people competing for the top position.

Si-woo is different. He sincerely cheers for me and believes in me. We haven't known each other long, but we're close friends. I immediately understood what it means to have good chemistry.

And he's not my rival.

He should always remain below me.

He can never surpass me, nor dare to challenge me.

Because Si-woo is not my rival.

Si-woo, my friend. My handsome friend.

While stroking Si-woo's hair, I gently gripped the back of his neck. My wonderful friend should remain in my hand.
Forever.

I massaged Si-woo's shoulders. I could feel his firm muscles. I glanced at him playing chess. Perhaps because his face complemented it, the phrase "gentleman's game" suited him well.
The game itself was just okay. Si-woo is at a level where I could beat him even without my queen.

"Ah, I won."

"Well done."

I wanted to pat Si-woo's head but restrained myself. Patting someone's head can be quite rude.

*Actually, I already did it, but that was just teasing, so being rude was expected.*

Praise should be given with proper etiquette.
I tried to embrace Si-woo with full etiquette, arms wide open.

"Why, whyyy?"

"This is a bit much for school..."

Si-woo pushed me away. I tilted my head and reached out again. But Si-woo held my shoulders and shook his head.
It was a clear rejection.

"What's wrong with a hug!"

I ran to Hikari and hugged her tightly. She was smaller than me and fit perfectly in my arms.

"Eh?"

"This is just a greeting!"

"Um, Yeon-a. Were you trying to hug Si-woo like this? Are... you two dating?"

"We're not dating."

"Well... then maybe excessive physical contact isn't a good idea?"

"Why not?"

I asked, genuinely confused. I used to greet people like this in the past. Sometimes when walking around, I'd see red-nosed, white-haired old men greeting each other this way.
While a handshake might be more appropriate for people who aren't close, I didn't think hugging was a big deal.

The issue with male-female relationships probably stems from sexual concerns. So hugging between same-sex individuals shouldn't be problematic. Unless one is homosexual.
The same applies to hugs between Si-woo and me. First, I have no interest, so there's no problem. And Si-woo isn't the kind of bad friend who would impose his desires on me unilaterally, so it's even less of an issue.

*What's the problem? It's not like I kissed his cheek or rubbed noses.*

Even if such greetings were requested, I would comply without much thought.

"It's hard to explain in words... but your behavior seems like, well, flirting."

"Huh? Me? Flirting with him...? Ahahahaha!"

I laughed mockingly. How ridiculous.
I cackled while looking at Si-woo.

"...You really weren't?"

Si-woo asked, somewhat surprised.

"Are you crazy?"

I replied seriously.

Si-woo looked at me with a shocked expression. I also wore a shocked expression.

*Was I really flirting?*

That's impossible. All my actions were within the bounds of friendship. If I were truly trying to seduce him, I would have acted much more boldly.

For flirting to exist, my affection for Si-woo would have to be defined as "love." Is that really the case?
I closed my eyes, gathered information about love, and concluded. It wasn't love.

Missing someone when apart falls under the category of longing.
Unconsciously showing affection falls under the category of friendship.
Joking around with Si-woo is simply play.

When my heart flutters while holding his hand, it's unfortunately a symptom of arrhythmia. Having died that way in my past life, I'm almost certain.

Although I've never experienced love in either my past or present life—being the embodiment of purity—I'm not so foolish as to not understand emotions.

"Ah... I see. Um, okay."

Si-woo was the first to back down. That was natural. Nothing could be more arrogant than insisting "You do love me!" when the person denies it.

I nodded and headbutted Si-woo in the solar plexus. It was punishment for his impertinence.

"Ouch."

"You don't look like you're in much pain... Anyway, I'll praise you."

"Mmm."

I hugged Si-woo tightly and patted his back. Why avoid what was inevitable anyway?
Next, I headed to Nguyen and Seon-a's spot. Although she sometimes adopts unique concepts that put me in difficult situations, Seon-a is probably my friend too.

*She is my friend, right? Oh, what if she says no?*

I hesitated for a moment. I hadn't properly memorized the definition of friendship. That's the influence of my past life, where I didn't fixate on personal relationships.

"Can I get a hug too?"

I nodded. Nguyen was the winner in the Hikari-Nguyen match. She showed quite impressive middlegame management and deserved praise.

"Come into Mother Vietnam's embrace. The leader of East Asia, the head of the Asian Union. With enough capacity to embrace everyone."

I rushed over and hugged Seon-a. She was about 5cm shorter than me. It definitely felt different from hugging Si-woo.
Hugging Si-woo felt stable as I leaned into him, while with Seon-a, it felt like I was enveloping her. Hugging Hikari felt like teasing because she was so small.

"Waaah... Mom, I'm being bullied."

Yayul Jun made crying noises. He hadn't done anything particularly well, so there was no need to hug him. And even if he had done well, I wouldn't have hugged him.
He is a friend, but not one who deserves my hugs.

"Ah, Mother Vietnam is waiting for you."

"Mom, Moooom!"

Yayul Jun ran to Seon-a. She pretended to welcome him but subtly avoided him. Unfortunately, Jun was indeed being bullied.

"Waaah! I really am being bullied!"

*I should have bullied Hikari instead...!!*

I was a bit disappointed for choosing the wrong target. I couldn't satisfy my desire to torment and make the tiny Okinawan girl cry.

Hikari patted the back of the sad Yayul Jun. I thought about using this as an excuse to bully them both, but it didn't make sense for three people to bully two.

They seemed to be having fun together, so I secretly snuggled into Si-woo's arms. If hugging in front of others is a problem, then doing it secretly should be fine, right?
I wrapped my arms around Si-woo's waist, buried my face in his chest, and felt his warmth.

"Look, the bullying ringleader is having a romance!"

"It's not romance, you—"

I was about to curse but checked Si-woo's reaction. He shook his head. He seemed to be telling me not to curse.

"Jun, shut your trap."

This much isn't cursing. I looked up at Si-woo with a "Did I do well?" expression. Si-woo smiled and patted my head.

Ch.30 - Club Enhancement (2)
# Chapter 30

The club training took place over several days. Though it was a short time, less than a week, everyone achieved meaningful improvement in their skills.

What I did was, to be precise, posture correction. Things like arms being too wide when throwing a ball, or balance being off when swinging a bat.

I corrected what they couldn't use despite having the skills. All thanks to the brilliant mind of yours truly.

*But the real problem starts now... Strictly speaking, their tactical ability and calculation skills haven't improved.*

I wasn't entirely optimistic about the current situation. That's how skill development works. Going from 0 to 80 points is easy, but from 80 to 90 is difficult.

Students who experienced rapid improvement before get frustrated with slower progress and drop out. Even if they work hard to improve, the results aren't very noticeable.

Unfortunately, there's not much I can do from here. A revolutionary method to improve tactics and calculation? If there was one, I'd use it myself.

The most effective approach is teaching in small tutorial groups. Teaching four people alone is difficult but not impossible.
But even that's challenging. Teaching four people by myself reduces efficiency, and with reduced efficiency, we can't win the club competition.

My divine strategic contemplation led to one conclusion.
Selection and focus. Train just one person. That way, we'd have a 2-2 draw. Sometimes we'd win, sometimes lose, but we probably wouldn't stray far from the middle ranks.

We're a mid-to-lower tier club at best. For the first semester, staying in the middle ranks is a good strategy.

*There's not enough time to aim for the first semester. We'll make our move in the second semester.*

Next was choosing who to focus on. This was easy. Unanimously, Si-woo was selected. He was the best player besides me, and he strongly insisted on being chosen.

I glanced at my phone. 9:21 AM. I arrived a little earlier than our appointment time.
It's proper etiquette to arrive a bit early. I arrived exactly on time according to etiquette.

*Are you watching, Champion? This is my social life.*

That arrogant jerk thought I was some kind of half-psychopath. He said I seemed to have obsessive tendencies and bipolar disorder, which is nonsense.

I simply chose not to make friends, not that I couldn't. Today I proved it completely.

Suddenly, the Champion's voice echoed in my ears.

*"Kiddo, you have less caution than my house dog."*
*"That's why you don't have friends. You're like a hedgehog with your spines up, but once you get a little close to someone, you chase after them like a dog. Who would want to be friends with you?"*

Those criticisms are meaningless now. I've proven myself through results. My actions weren't problematic.

I've developed such a good relationship that I'm visiting a friend's home on the weekend. A home is a living space and a place for private personal life.
Being allowed to enter that space means we're extremely close friends.

"Ahem, ahem."

I stopped in front of Si-woo's door. The culmination of private tutoring was a home visit. We would dedicate this weekend to improving skills.

Standing at the door, I wondered if I should ring the doorbell.
If I rang it, a "ding-dong!" sound would surely echo. If one of Si-woo's parents was still sleeping, the doorbell would be inconsiderate.

Should I just wait then? No, that wouldn't work. If I waited and Si-woo opened the door, he might think I arrived exactly on time.

I clearly arrived early.

The current time was 9:23 AM. There was still plenty of time until our appointment. Waiting would be the worst option.

*Right. I can just call!*

I found the perfect solution. I immediately called Si-woo.

["Hello?"]

"I'm here! Open the door."

["...You're already here?"]

"Am I too early?"

["Didn't we say 11 o'clock?"]

"I came early because I missed you. It's not a big difference, right?"

["I'll be right out."]

Whether it's 11 or 9:30, they both round to 10, don't they? I think arriving a little early is fine.

I took out my phone and looked at myself. I hadn't put much effort into dressing up, but I looked pretty. Someday I'd like to try makeup, but that's still far off.

While waiting, Si-woo opened the door and came out.

"Hi!"

"Hi."

"Your hair's not fully dry? Did you just wash it? Did you wake up late?"

I reached out and patted Si-woo's head. He was tall, so I had to stretch my arm up high. Si-woo bent down to make it easier for me to pat him.

"Your clothes look nice."

"Right? Heheh, my friend picked them out for me."

"Your friend has good taste."

My hand became damp. It was because I patted his wet hair. I wiped my hand on Si-woo's top. Having rushed out from home, Si-woo was wearing just a thin t-shirt.
I could feel his muscles through the thin fabric. Touching muscles through clothes felt different than touching them directly.

"Shall we go in now?"

I shook my head.

"Don't say it like that. Say, 'Would you like to come in, miss?' in that greasy voice you use when talking to me normally."

I emphasized "greasy voice" with a hint of mockery.

"Would you like to come in, miss?"

"Yes~"

I entered Si-woo's house. It was my first time visiting a friend's home, so I was a bit excited. Today would just be a few hours of tutoring, but someday I might be able to stay overnight.

It felt like playing a game. With each increase in affection, new possibilities unlocked.

*Right now, what's possible is handshakes, hugs, home visits?*

If that's the case, the affection level must be around 30. Dating would be around 70? Level 100 would probably include marriage, pregnancy, and child-rearing activities.
I wouldn't reach 100 no matter what, so I didn't worry about it much.

Instead, I asked Si-woo:

"Si-woo, what's my affection level? How much you like me. On a scale of 100, how much would it be?"

"Um... what's affection level 100?"

I softened my expression to avoid sounding strange if I said "marriage."

"Enough to cosign a loan."

"...That's too much."

I felt a little disappointed. The affection wasn't high enough to cosign a loan.

"Then how much?"

"99?"

I chuckled and hit Si-woo's arm lightly. The number 99 was practically the same as refusing to answer.
He chose an absurdly high number to avoid creating an awkward atmosphere that might come from giving a moderately high number.

I had expected this. That he would say 99 or 0 to avoid answering. He said something completely unbelievable to lighten the situation.

"What about you?"

Now Si-woo asked me.

I thought about it. If I said 99 here, it would look like I was flirting. But saying 0 would be too harsh.
Even as a joke, saying the affection level was 0 could be hurtful.

In the end, I chose a moderately high number.

"...Seventy-nine."

"That's a shame. If it were 80, I would have accepted if I confessed."

"No way? For me, 99 is dating, 100 is marriage."

I adjusted the scale. If 70 was dating, wouldn't that mean I was already conquered? That couldn't be.
If 70 was dating, then 79 would mean allowing all sorts of romantic behaviors. That's nonsense.

"So once we start dating, marriage is easy?"

"You crazy bastard. How can you interpret it that way? Unfortunately, there's an insurmountable wall between 98 and 99."

"Can't be helped then. I'll have to hit 98 and enter a common-law marriage..."

"Hahaha! You're insane."

I laughed loudly and hit Si-woo's arm. He was quite skilled at naturally easing the atmosphere.
The situation could have become awkward, but he prevented it by acting overly forward.

Giggling, I held Si-woo's hand as we walked. It was a reward for entertaining me.

"But where is your room? Why is your house so big?"

"We're almost there."

"This... might require a proletarian revolution? I live in a studio while this bourgeois lives in a two-story house? I think today we need to learn about the Moscow and Leningrad Variations?"

"It could be your house someday, would you still say that?"

"My house...?"

"If we get married and I die first, it becomes your house."

"Hahaha! That's true. Theoretically, you're not wrong."

Laughing, I followed Si-woo. Soon we entered his room. It was neatly organized, with a slightly strong diffuser scent.

I stopped laughing and became serious.

"Hey. This house will never be mine though."

"Really? Why?"

"If I were to marry you, there's no way I'd still be alive when you die. If I get married, I'm definitely dying first. If it looks like I'll die later... I'll just play Russian roulette with an automatic pistol."

"I'll have to live long then. Or should we make a pact? We may have been born on different days, but we'll die on the same day!"

"The premise is wrong, isn't it? I said 'if we get married'?"

I finished the conversation and set up the chess board. I immediately created the Nimzo-Indian Defense: Leningrad Variation.
Si-woo's counterattack was impressive, but since it would never happen, a proletarian revolution was appropriate.

"Stand up! You too!"

"Hahaha, that's the Leningrad, right?"

"Yes. You know it?"

"Yeah. I've heard of it before."

We started with opening study first. Opening study requires guidance. It demands calculation skills that are difficult for amateurs to study on their own.

I explained the meaning behind each move. Si-woo followed my explanations well, and the opening study ended relatively quickly.
At Si-woo's level, there's no need to know all openings. I just added some details to what he already knew.

After finishing the initial opening explanation and taking a short break, Si-woo approached me.

"Yeon-a. I'm curious about something."

"What is it?"

"I know you're good at chess... but honestly, I don't know how good. So, can you show me?"

Si-woo brought a laptop from somewhere and went to an online chess site.

"Here, try this."

"Saturday Bullet League? You want me to play this?"

Si-woo asked me to participate in the Bullet League. Each player gets just 1 minute, with a 1-second increment.
An extreme speed chess format only possible online.

Si-woo looked at me with expectant eyes.

I couldn't refuse.

Ch.31 - Saturday Bullet League (1)
The flag on the chess clock falls, and you suffer the most frustrating and humiliating defeat: a time loss. It's not a loss from fighting to the end, not a checkmate, not a resignation. You lose because you ran out of time.

Fortunately, time losses don't happen often in over-the-board chess, mainly because increment time is usually added. In standard games, players often get 30 seconds or more increment per move. Rapid games might give 10 seconds, and even blitz, known as speed chess, provides at least 2 seconds.

But Bullet chess is different. "Bullet" means exactly that—time limits as fast as bullets. A typical game lasts under 3 minutes, about the time it takes to cook instant noodles.

Due to its extreme speed, bullet chess is nearly impossible to play offline. Even online, you can lose on time in an instant. The 1-second increment is merely a minimal courtesy to prevent losses due to server lag. Considering human reaction time and server lag, it's practically like having no increment at all.

The extremely limited time forces online speed chess players to use premoves extensively—inputting moves during the opponent's turn to save time. This is obviously impossible in over-the-board chess.

Extreme speed, premoves that are essentially prediction shots, and frequent time wins/losses—these characteristics have led some to say "bullet isn't real chess."

"...You want me to enter a bullet tournament?"

Even though Si-woo recommended it, I honestly didn't want to participate. I was one of those people who agreed that bullet wasn't real chess.

"Yeah. Would you please enter?"

"Hmm... Is there a prize if you win?"

"If you win, you get a badge next to your username."

"That's it?"

"Yeah."

What a pitiful prize. But it made sense for an online chess tournament open to anyone. If money were involved, all sorts of cheating would happen with proxy players and alternate accounts.

"At least the registration period is generous because of that."

Apparently, you could register up until 10 minutes before the tournament started. It really was a casual tournament, except for the massive number of participants.

"Already over ten thousand registrations. That's insane."

I sighed while scrolling through the page. The registration form was simple too. Just click a button to participate. You didn't even have to do anything after registering. You could even drop out midway without consequences.

"Hmm..."

I wasn't particularly interested. According to the information, the tournament would last 1-2 hours depending on the number of participants. Since today was a weekend, it would probably run the full 2 hours.

Sitting in front of a laptop, gripping a mouse for 2 hours of speed chess? Honestly, it sounded tedious.

[Start time: 16:00]

"Starting at 4 PM... so it ends around 6?"

The ending time was awkwardly positioned. It wouldn't be completely dark yet, but there would be some twilight. Dinner could be an issue, and most problematically... I'd run into Si-woo's parents.

There were many reasons to decline. But in the end, I nodded. Because Si-woo wanted it. He wanted to see my skills, and I couldn't back down. Backing down would be equivalent to defeat, and defeat is a foreign concept in my life.

"Alright. I'll register. But... can I have dinner at your place before leaving? 6 PM is an awkward time."

"Sure. I already mentioned it to my parents yesterday."

"Yesterday?"

Apparently, Si-woo's plan had included me staying for dinner all along. I gave him a slight glare. He just laughed.

"Your father will be home late today, right?"

"Yeah."

"Hmm~ What does your mother do for work?"

"She's a psychiatrist. She also does counseling."

I immediately frowned. I've never liked doctors to begin with. They use complicated terminology only they understand and give off an air of superiority over patients. They seem to take slight pleasure in seeing patients worry. Even minor issues feel scary when you visit a hospital. Such doctors must have strange preferences.

Among them, psychiatrists are my least favorite type. It's similar to how smokers avoid lung examinations. I clearly have issues, and I know it, so I don't want to be called out on them.

Being criticized never feels good. In my mind, I'm fine, but a doctor using technical terms to persuade me might make me feel like I have a serious illness.

It's probably not as serious as what The Champion said, but I definitely have some issues. I was thinking about chess until my death, so of course there are problems. Even if I consulted a doctor, I'd probably hear similar things. They'd make something minor sound severe and frighten me. I don't even want to imagine it.

Sensing my reluctance, Si-woo waved his hand and said:

"My mom's consultation fees are super expensive. With what she charges per hour, why would she work at home? She might chat with you a bit since you're my friend, but that's it."

"Ah... I guess that makes sense. They say chefs don't cook at home either."

Somewhat convinced, I submitted my tournament registration. It was a simple process—just check a box and hit submit.

There was plenty of time until the tournament started. Looking at the clock, it was only 11 AM. It was amusing that we'd just reached our agreed meeting time.

"Ah, I'd like to win with a perfect score. But that's probably impossible, right?"

I pretended to be modest to lull Si-woo into a false sense of security. I was planning to suggest a bet.

"A perfect score is definitely difficult..."

"Do Master-titled players participate?"

"Maybe one or two? Grandmasters wouldn't enter tournaments like this. Unless they're extremely bored, why would they bother?"

If no Master-level players participated, a perfect score might actually be possible.

"120 minutes for 2 hours. Assuming 2 minutes per game... that's 60 consecutive wins?"

Not losing or drawing a single game out of 60 would be impossible for most people. But to me, it seemed different.

"Not even 100 wins, just 60? In a tournament with barely any Masters?"

I thought it was entirely possible. It might even be too easy and boring. My bullet skills might not be world-class, but they're certainly not at a level where I'd lose to amateurs. I'm easily in the world's top 20, so why would I lose in a mere Saturday Bullet League?

With a voice full of confidence, I said to Si-woo:

"Want to make a bet?"

"A bet?"

"Yeah. On whether I can achieve a perfect score and win. I'm betting I can."

"You seem confident? Alright. If I win..."

Si-woo trailed off. He glanced at me cautiously. I nodded, indicating it was fine. I could agree to any reasonable request.

"If I win, you have to get counseling from my mom."

"...What?"

"Yeah, her consultation fees are expensive, but... I actually already asked her. I asked if she could spare some time today... Is that request too much?"

Si-woo bowed his head apologetically.

"I was going to cancel because you seemed to hate the idea. But thinking about it again, I still think it's the right thing to do..."

"So, you want me to get counseling?"

"Yes. Please."

I sighed deeply. In a way, Si-woo had essentially lied to me. It was a lie, but somewhat understandable. He wasn't trying to deceive me but changed his approach after seeing my negative reaction.

I didn't feel like criticizing him harshly. If something else had been at stake, I could have easily overlooked this.

"Si-woo asked, but I still don't like it."

I disliked it, but I wasn't planning to cancel the bet. This was a wager after all. Si-woo seemed confident in my defeat, but I don't lose at this level.

I'd grit my teeth, achieve a perfect score, and proudly win the bet.

"Fine. But if I win, you grant me two wishes."

I held up two fingers. Originally, I was going to ask for one, but the lie increased it to two.

"Two...? Alright. As long as you don't ask me to cosign a loan, I'll grant anything within my capabilities."

"Just one kidney."

"...That's beyond my capabilities."

"Too bad."

Laughing, I gripped the mouse. Unlike other chess formats, bullet requires physical dexterity. It's strange that a chess variant demands aiming skills.

With poor aim, you might accidentally drop a piece in front of an opponent's piece instead of capturing it. It sounds absurd, but that's bullet chess for you.

"Who's holding a gun to my head forcing me to play bullet?"

I immediately queued for a 15-second hyper-bullet match. The easiest way to adapt to 1-minute games is to first adapt to 15-second ones.

"Let me show you my physical skills."

A match was found shortly.

Click-click-click-click-click-click-click...

From the beginning, I deployed my queen and aimed only for checkmate. Normally an absurd strategy, but it works in the extreme speed of bullet. Eventually, my opponent missed a one-move checkmate.

"I won!"

"...This isn't chess!"

"Hahahahaha!"

I increased the time slightly to 30 seconds. A whole two times more generous.

"Oh, I got caught."

Indeed, 30 seconds was twice as generous as 15. I had experienced the weighted training effect.

After warming up, I changed the time limit to 1 minute and immediately queued for a match. In bullet chess, you only need one game to warm up. That's the way of speed chess.

"Hippopotamus Defense?"

"Yeah. Honestly, there's no better opening in bullet than this."

In 1-minute bullet, I used a proper opening: the Hippopotamus Defense, also called the Hippo Defense or Hippo System.

The greatest feature of this opening is that you can just do your own thing regardless of what your opponent does.

Unlike other openings where you need to adjust your moves based on your opponent's responses, with the Hippopotamus Defense, you can just play the moves you want. You develop your pawns and pieces so passively that your opponent can't quickly counter them.

This means you don't need to think during the opening phase. You could even premove about 10 moves without much consequence.

I was testing the Hippo Defense that I planned to use as my main weapon in the bullet league. During this, Si-woo suddenly exclaimed in surprise:

"Wow...!! Yeon-a. I think I'm going to win this bet."

"What?"

"Look at this."

On Si-woo's phone was a streamer with over 10,000 viewers.

"That's a lot of viewers, but why?"

"Look here. Don't you see the mission he accepted?"

[Mission: Perfect score in Saturday Bullet League, $2,327]

"That's insane, almost three million won!"

"He's probably going to take it seriously."

"Is this person good?"

Si-woo looked at me incredulously, as if wondering how I could not know this person.

"He's currently the world's #1 in blitz rating."

"...What? This guy?"

"Yeah."

I glanced at the screen.

[GM_Zhongcun]

He was a Chinese-American man with a full beard. He looked middle-aged and slightly overweight. Despite this, ten thousand people were watching him live. Only extraordinary skill could make that possible.

"Zhongcun..."

I read the Chinese characters directly. They were simple enough for me to understand.

It seemed that achieving a perfect score wouldn't be as easy as I thought.

Ch.32 - Saturday Bullet League (2)
I've carefully analyzed the text and will translate it following the glossary and style guidelines.

## Chapter 32

I rotated my wrist in circles. I massaged my arms to loosen them up and pressed my head gently to stretch my neck. I didn't bother adjusting the mouse sensitivity. I was already used to it.

[15:59]

Just one minute until the tournament begins. I can't afford even a single draw or loss.
My record must be filled with victories.

"Haaah..."

The tournament rules are simple. Click match, play chess with participants. The faster you win, the more games you can play.
Those who finish games quickly can play more than others. To prevent mindlessly increasing game count to boost rankings, they use a unique scoring system: win = 1 point, draw = 0 points, loss = -1 point.

*The standard rule is win = 1, draw = 0.5, loss = 0, but I guess implementing a round system for Bullet would be complicated.*

It might deviate from standard rules, but it fits the casual tournament concept better. It means once you've earned enough points, you can just maintain your position without playing more games.

After 30 minutes from the start time, there's a 10-minute break. My goal is to earn 20 points in those 30 minutes.

"You can do it, Yeon-a."

Si-woo massaged my shoulders. I briefly wondered if he was being too casual with touching a woman's body, but there were already too many precedents.
Conversely, I had no comeback when he said, "You grab my hand whenever you want too."
Gradually allowing this kind of physical contact might make it hard to draw the line later. I'd need to set boundaries eventually.

*But not right now.*

I giggled and offered my shoulders, receiving comfort in return. A beneficial exchange.

Like when I got a cramp before, Si-woo seemed quite good at massages. His large hands pressing down made me feel at ease.

Soon the clock struck 4:00 PM. The tournament began.

Ding!

[Bullet 1/1 matching...]

Click!

The match was completed almost as soon as "matching" appeared. My first opponent was Indian. I was playing black in the first game.

"Watch carefully. My one minute can accomplish more than your one hour."

An incredibly arrogant statement. But I meant it. The skill gap between Si-woo and me was an unbridgeable chasm.

My opponent seemed intent on skipping the opening phase, bringing out the "London System." Like the "Hippopotamus Defense," the London System doesn't require much attention to the opponent's moves.

As soon as I confirmed it was the London System, I immediately switched to offense. I aggressively pushed pawns to the center to expand space, attempting a center counter.
The opponent easily blocked my hasty counterattack. I didn't mind. I wasn't planning to break through right away anyway.

I moved my mouse quickly, making aggressive moves. There were some major mistakes in between—moves I would never make if I had more time.
But in a one-minute game, they worked.

"That's one win."

I looked at Si-woo and shrugged. Despite being a one-minute blitz, my play was powerful. I overwhelmed my opponent quickly and precisely.

Clap clap clap clap!

"Amazing!"

"It's just one win, no big deal."

I immediately started the second game. This time I was white, and I brought out my queen on the second move.
It's an opening sometimes called the Wayward Queen Attack.
Bringing out the queen early is almost stupid. The opponent can gain time by attacking my queen.

*But it's different when I do it.*

I smiled slyly.

In chess, the queen is the strongest piece. Just having the queen lurking in front creates pressure for the opponent.
When someone of my caliber waves the queen around, it becomes a legitimate strategy.

My opponent was so distracted trying to attack my queen that they dropped a piece, which I captured. They refused to resign and kept fighting, but checkmate soon followed.

"This is too easy."

"Hmm, people who say that usually end up losing."

"Hmm~ Me? That's ridiculous."

Si-woo's curse missed its mark. Despite planting a defeat flag, it was meaningless in the face of overwhelming skill.

I wore a triumphant expression as I looked at my easily achieved 12-game winning streak. I put my hands on my hips, slightly raised my chin, and looked at Si-woo.

"Haha. You really are good. So a 12-game winning streak was possible after all."

"Good, good. Keep praising me!"

"You're amazing! Perfect!"

"Hehe."

After my winning streak hit double digits, I demanded praise for each victory. Si-woo used all kinds of flowery language to glorify my achievements.
At first, he only praised my chess skills, but gradually he moved on to complimenting things unrelated to chess.

My pretty feet, my soft hair, my charming gaze—Si-woo's compliments were pleasant to hear.
As my winning streak piled up to 20 consecutive wins, the first break time arrived.
My opponent after the 10-minute break was already determined.

"Hey, the boss has appeared."

I encountered my first obstacle. The first and biggest obstacle.

"Wow..."

Si-woo stared blankly at the monitor. His eyes filled with respect, joy, and admiration. It was understandable behavior.
The title of world #1 in blitz is no small feat. It means no one can match them in speed chess.
Naturally, they would have fans, and Si-woo might admire them.

To reach first place in speed chess, where variables abound, requires not just chess skill but also intuition.

Time management, quick calculation, accurate reading—all came at me like blades threatening my winning streak.

"Tsk."

I was secretly intimidated. Even in my past life, I never reached the level of world #1 in blitz.
I questioned my victory. This was different from the games I had been harvesting wins from so easily.

The mood sank.
The parade of compliments from earlier had already disappeared. This game couldn't be played lightly.

*I can't just hand over my first defeat in this life like this.*

I took a deep breath and poked Si-woo to relieve tension.

"Are you a fan of that person?"

"Huh? Oh... yeah. I've been a subscriber for a long time."

"Hmm..."

I didn't like it. Although I never reached first place, I was still the world's second-ranked player. And I was second in standard rules, not speed chess.

If Si-woo were to become a fan of someone, it should rightfully be me.
The fact that he had been a subscriber for a long time made me feel bad. It felt like my Si-woo was being taken away.
I had taught him, trained him, and wanted to bring him into my team, but he was harboring feelings for someone else.

An unbearable irritation washed over me. It was an indescribable discomfort. Unpleasant scenarios kept forming in my head.
Going to an international tournament with Si-woo, checking openings, and then watching him run off to get an autograph from another player...
I didn't like that.

I placed my hand on Si-woo's cheek and gently pulled him to look at me.

"Don't be a fan of that person."

My tone was quite authoritative.

"I'm going to win, so just watch."

I wanted to say "You're mine" but I knew it would sound like seduction, so I couldn't.

Instead, I softened my words.

"Trust me. I'm going to win."

I asked for belief even though I wasn't certain myself.

It was a selfish desire. In a situation where no one expected my victory, I demanded trust from a friend. I wanted to receive that faith, even if it was just words.

"I do believe in you."

Si-woo looked straight into my eyes as he spoke. His honest gaze and clear trust made my face heat up a little.
Si-woo gently cupped my cheek with his large hand. My face fit perfectly in his palm.

"Since I believe in you, don't be so afraid."

"As if I'd be afraid. This is just a path I need to cross."

"I believe you."

His deep voice vibrates through my eardrums. The air vibrations resonating through my body.

"A little closer... whisper in my ear."

Si-woo embraced me from behind. I hadn't permitted this far.

"I believe in you. Future Champion."

"Ah..."

The breath tickling my ear and the low sound stimulating my eardrum. A common sound that vibrates the eardrum and travels through bones to the cochlea.

But this time, that sound flowed through my bones to my entire body.

It made my heart throb and sent weak electric shocks throughout my body. My shoulders twitched and drew closer. Heat seemed to run through my fingertips. My toes curled shyly.

I put my heart into a common tournament that no one paid attention to.

I had always given my best in every competition. I approached even casual matches with sincerity and considered defeat an unacceptable disgrace.
My actions might be casual, but my attitude never was. It was a competitive spirit and fighting spirit that many people didn't understand.

Probably even now, I wouldn't gain much sympathy. After all, it's strange to be so serious about an internet league, a daily bullet league.

Nevertheless, one person would believe in me.

My most reliable friend who was now whispering "I believe" in my ear. He would believe in me.
I would also trust Si-woo, who spoke of trust with clear eyes.

I asked quietly. I wanted to strengthen my faith.

"...Do you really believe in me?"

"Even if everyone else in the world doesn't believe in you, I will."

"Hmm, that sounds like something you should say when proposing."

"Really? Then I should save it. You forget it too. I'll say it again in three years."

"Am I the target of your proposal? Don't waste your effort because I have no intention of accepting."

"I'll think about that when the time comes. If you really don't trust me, should we write a contract?"

I nodded, and soon a simple contract was created. The content was simple.

Article 1: Si-woo believes in Yeon.
Article 2: Yeon believes in Si-woo.
Exception: Does not apply in situations where jokes or lies are evident.

It was utterly foolish content, but it made me smile just looking at it.

We both signed at the bottom.

It felt like something that had been constricting my chest was finally flowing away.
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Chapter 33

I glanced at the clock. It was 4:37 PM. The game would start in three minutes. A tense moment.
If I had a bit more time, I would have covered my face with my hands and meditated, but three minutes was too short for that.

"Phew..."

I sighed as tension continued to grip my body. Since I'd only be thinking about defeat at this rate, I decided to try something extreme.

"Si-woo, get up for a moment."

I tugged at Si-woo's hand.

"Oh, okay."

I took Si-woo's hand and led him to his bed. My extreme measure was to fight tension with tension.
Just like how when you're so irritated that you feel like smashing things until you're exhausted, meeting a greater tension in a tense situation can relieve the initial tension.

There's no evidence for this. I just came up with it. Maybe it wouldn't have any effect, but it was worth trying.

I sat down in the middle of the soft bed with my legs stretched out. I placed a pillow on my thighs and put the laptop on top of it.
Looking around for somewhere to put the mouse, Si-woo handed me a mousepad and stand.

Finally, I called Si-woo.

"Come here."

Si-woo stood beside the bed with his hands folded politely like a noblewoman's butler. I chuckled and pulled his hand.

Si-woo hesitantly climbed onto the bed. I pulled him closer so that he was hugging me from behind.

"Now hold me tight like a seatbelt."

"Uh, what?"

"If you cross my rib line, I'll smash this laptop, so be careful."

I pretended to hit the laptop monitor with the mouse while glaring. After seeing Si-woo nod, I got back into a comfortable position.

"From here to here is the allowed range. If you cross this line, I'll consider it a declaration of war."

I took Si-woo's finger and traced my rib line. Coming above this would no longer be considered friendly behavior.
Similarly, I drew a line for the lower boundary too. This was easy. The elastic of my underwear served as the boundary.

"The stomach should be fine. Friends can touch each other's stomachs, right?"

After clearly drawing the borders, I gently placed Si-woo's palm on my navel.

It was a stable position. A sturdy backrest supporting me from behind, and a thick safety belt around my waist.

In this position, I thought Si-woo wouldn't be able to see my game. I glanced back and compared our head heights, quickly finding a solution.

"This time, I'll specially allow you to rest your head on top of mine."

He could put his head on top of mine. That way, the screen wouldn't be blocked.

"No, it's fine. I can see well from here."

"You can see well?"

I considered Si-woo's position, my position, and the monitor's position. There's no way he could see well. I waved my hand dismissively.

"Hey, it's fine. Of course, my head should be protected like a treasure of human heritage, but it's okay for you to rest your head on it."

"No, that's not it... Anyway, I'll watch from here."

I frowned and forcefully pulled Si-woo closer to my body. Si-woo reluctantly rested his head on top of mine.
Now I finally felt completely stable.

No, looking more carefully, it wasn't perfect yet. Si-woo was arching his back away from me as if contact with me was uncomfortable.

He was leaning his upper body forward while keeping his waist pulled back—a rather unstable and strange posture.

"Why are you sitting like that? I said it's okay to sit closer."

"No, this is comfortable for me. Really. I'll just sit like this. Please. Okay?"

"Well, you don't need to say 'please'... What's wrong? Am I making you uncomfortable?"

I gave him a Puss in Boots-like gaze.

"...No, it's not that. If I hug you right now, I feel like I'd be committing social suicide."

"Hmm? What do you mean... Oh, it's starting."

While we were fooling around, my tension had disappeared. Unfortunately, I got the black pieces. At the top level, going first gives a meaningful advantage, so that was disappointing.

Surprisingly, my opponent's first move was to advance the pawn in front of the King one square.
White moving a pawn one square on the first move is never a good choice. It completely throws away the advantage of going first.

"Hmm?"

Si-woo tilted his head. I could feel the movement even without looking because his chin was pressing on the top of my head.

I responded with a standard move. Advancing the King's pawn two squares to claim the center and open paths for piece development.

My opponent's second move was to advance the Bishop's pawn one square.

"Ah, damn... No way."

I advanced the Queen's pawn two squares with annoyance. It was standard.

Seeing my opponent's third move, I slammed the mouse down.

"Oh come on! Are they using the Bongcloud right now?"

"Hahahahaha! Yeon-a, if you lose this, it'll be recorded on video!"

"Argh!!!"

For their third move, my opponent moved their King. Not castling, just moving the King to f3.
The Bongcloud Attack. An opening where you move the King early. Simply put, it's an opening that gives your opponent an advantage.

In FPS game terms, it's like throwing away your primary weapon and playing with just a secondary weapon or knife.

Using this puts you at a disadvantage of about 2 pawns from the start. Since one piece is worth about three pawns, it means that with just a small mistake, you could end up in a position where you're down by about one piece.

"If I lose this, it'll be a lifelong shame!"

It was like I was fighting with body armor and a rifle while my opponent was fighting with a pot on their head, phone books tied to their body, and a pistol.

I gritted my teeth and made my move. I was gripping the mouse so hard I could have broken it, but my thin wrists couldn't manage that.

"Keeee!!!"

I didn't use any risky moves. I pressured my opponent with safe, ordinary moves. There seemed to be many good moves, but I didn't have time to calculate.

Glancing at the clock, half the time had already passed. About 30 seconds remained.

Anxiety made my hands tremble. I continued attacking almost unconsciously, with just a shred of focus. I made moves by reflex rather than thought.
Trusting the skills I'd built up until now, I made what I thought were the best moves without hesitation.

Crunch—

I clenched my jaw as if biting down on my molars. The skill of the #1 blitz player was definitely not to be taken lightly.
I gradually lost my advantage and slowly moved toward defeat.

Time was running out, and I was getting more desperate. 20 seconds left. The game was still in the middle phase.
If I exchanged all the pieces now, we could enter the endgame.

But that endgame wouldn't smile on me. There was no way I, not used to blitz, could turn around an unfavorable endgame.

I knew my abilities well. Including the fact that I would lose at this rate.
If I entered the endgame now, I'd have to play from a disadvantageous position. Even if I dragged out the time, I didn't think I could increase my advantage.

Time dwindled further. Even looking at the clock felt wasteful. It was literal time pressure. Time was squeezing my body tight, preventing me from creating the picture I wanted.

It felt like slowly sinking into a swamp. The swamp had already swallowed me up to my knees. Struggle and sink faster, stay still and sink slowly.

I was still slightly ahead, but there was no hope in sight. I was weak at blitz. Stronger than most people, but not among the very best.

I sighed and banged the mouse down. My opponent's time seemed to flow more slowly than mine, as they found a tactic in that short time.

"Yeon-a. I believe in you."

At that moment, Si-woo whispered in my ear.

That one sentence didn't miraculously awaken me. Instead, it made me want to struggle a little more.

If I lost, it wouldn't just be my defeat. It would be a betrayal of Si-woo who believed in me, almost like a joint defeat with Si-woo.

I erased my personal feelings about defeat. Instead, I was filled with the thought of repaying Si-woo's faith.

The change in mindset didn't change much. But a small change was enough. In an evenly matched game, a small change created a decisive difference.

I was still sinking into the swamp, but much more calmly now. My moves carried a bit more confidence, and eventually, it worked.

I won.

"Holy shit, I won!!!"

[0: 00.00 / 0: 03. 27]

[0-1]

I was a little faster. It wasn't a clean victory based on skill, but who cares? If I had been pushed back from the beginning, the match wouldn't have been decided by time.
My opponent was careless, I endured well, and in the end, I had more time left.

A win is a win. I could rejoice to my heart's content.

"Keeeeeeek!!!"

"Waaaaaaaaah!!!"

I screamed and hugged Si-woo's arms tightly, and Si-woo responded by shouting and hugging me back.
The laptop shook violently as I stomped my feet in joy.

[LOL]

I sent a whisper to lightly tease my opponent. If they hadn't wasted three moves in the opening, I would have lost.
My opponent's defeat was due to carelessness, and making fun of someone who lost because they were careless is a universal human culture.

"Who am I? I'm the f—ing person who beat the world's #1 blitz player."

I clapped my hands and cheered. I should quickly move on to the next round to score more points, but now was the time for pure joy.

Si-woo celebrated my victory as if it were his own. He hugged me tightly from behind and rocked me back and forth.

"Is Buyeo Yeon a god?"

"Applaud!"

"Waaaaaah!"

I matched his energy by acting arrogantly.

While we were celebrating like that...

Knock knock knock. Creeeeak—

"Son~ Mom's here. Today's patient said they were busy..."

Si-woo's mom opened the door.

We, who had been hugging tightly on the bed, instantly froze.

"...Si-woo?"

Si-woo's mom's voice was cold enough to instantly cool the heat of victory.

Ch.34 - Saturday Bullet League (4)
The silence stretches on. All I can hear is the sound of eyes rolling around—my mother trying to assess the situation, Si-woo searching for an excuse, and me, nestled in Si-woo's arms, mentally reviewing what just happened.

To be honest, I wasn't thinking much about it. This situation can be summarized in one word: "misunderstanding." Mother is misinterpreting because there's a boy and girl embracing on a bed.

I was just trying to relax before the chess tournament by leaning on him, and Si-woo is merely my friend. Right now, I'm simply expressing my joy after defeating an incredible player. The method was just a hug, so it could be considered quite innocent.

A misunderstanding can't overcome the truth. It might be awkward now, but later it'll just be a funny memory. I sit there blankly, fiddling with Si-woo's fingers. They're longer and thicker than mine.

"Si-woo. Would you care to explain?"

Mother's voice is clearly gentle, but somehow there's a frost-like coldness to it.

"Yes, yes. Mom. First of all, this is a misunderstanding. Yeon and I aren't that kind of—"

"Yeon? You're calling her by name so affectionately?"

*Her pressure is sharp.*

Mother's lips were smiling, but her eyes weren't. Her cold gaze kept seeming to turn toward me, so I burrowed deeper into Si-woo's embrace.

I meant for her to scold Si-woo, not me. I clearly did nothing wrong, but her glare was frightening.

"Yes. We're friends."

"Ah~ Friends? Friends. Friends..."

My spine tingled. I could feel her gaze shooting like a laser beam. Since I had my head turned away, I couldn't tell exactly where she was looking, but I suspected she was staring at me.

"My son seems to have quite a generous definition of friendship?"

I flinched at her words. The subject of Mother's sentence was Si-woo, but somehow it felt directed at me. We definitely maintained proper boundaries as friends, but others might not see it that way.

Even now, it's hard to tell if we're embracing to strengthen our friendship or if we're lovers displaying affection.

And the person who defined our relationship as friendship wasn't Si-woo but me. I was also the one who needed to prove that we were just friends.

*I thought she would just let it go...*

I sighed inwardly as I looked at Mother. On a scale of nine levels of anger, she seemed to be at level three—somewhere between slightly angry and moderately angry.

"Hello, ma'am."

"Hi. Hello? I thought you might call me 'Mother.'"

"Si-woo and I are just friends, so you're not my mother. You're ma'am."

"Is that so?"

"Yes..."

I gradually became more intimidated. There was a subtle pressure. Rather than her words or actions, the overall atmosphere felt threatening.

"Your name is Yeon, right?"

"Yes."

"Yeon-a, do you act like this with other male friends too? Ah, I'm not talking about boyfriends, but friends who happen to be male."

"I, I don't have other male friends."

"Not even one?"

"No."

"Why?"

I tilted my head, confused by the intent of her question. Is having no friends something to question? In my past life, I had none at all, regardless of gender.

Even if she is Si-woo's mother, such questions seem impolite. It's practically denying my entire past life, when I lived as a lone wolf.

"I could just not have any...!!"

I couldn't rebel too strongly. The intimidating atmosphere of a successful woman restrained me.

"You could not have any. But hasn't there been any boy who wanted to be friends with you until now? Not even one?"

"Well, there have been some..."

"Then did you act like this with those friends too?"

I shook my head.

There were boys at school who approached me. But I ignored them all. Having many friends isn't necessarily good, and I preferred hanging out with girls rather than boys. Si-woo is the exception.

I've only ever berated Yayul Jun, never showing him any kindness.

Si-woo was a special friend who deserved special treatment.

"With Si-woo around, I can't hang out with other boys. He wouldn't like it..."

I spoke in a small voice.

Si-woo and I are allied nations that have established special diplomatic relations through an implicit contract. Today, we even made an explicit agreement to treat each other as primary allies.

In such a relationship, giving the same treatment to others would be a serious diplomatic offense. It would violate our contract and could lead to an official protest from Si-woo. Of course he wouldn't like it.

If someone is called a special friend, they should receive special treatment.

"...Your name is Yeon, right?"

"Yes. I'm Buyeo Yeon. My surname is Buyeo and my given name is Yeon."

"Buyeo Yeon? Buyeo... that's a rare surname. Son, I'll talk to your father about this. You don't mind, right? There are many Jeongs from Gyeongju."

"What? Wait, what does that mean?"

"In this day and age, family lineage might seem old-fashioned, but rare surnames should be preserved. Or the son could take the Buyeo surname and the daughter could be a Jeong. Is that too strange?"

"What? No, what?"

I was too flustered to continue speaking. Why were we suddenly talking about sons, daughters, and surnames?

I clearly stated that we were just friends, and that I only gave him special treatment because our relationship was somewhat special.

I glared at Si-woo. He opened his eyes wide and shook his head.

"Having children with different surnames would be odd... If you want, we can use the Buyeo surname. It's not common for children to take their mother's surname, but there's no problem with it, right?"

"No, I, wait a minute."

I clearly stated that we were just friends, so why was that interpreted as permission for marriage?

Mother didn't directly mention "marriage," but the indirect implications were too strong. "Jeong is fine, or Buyeo is fine too. They can take their mother's surname." I'm not stupid enough to misinterpret these words.

"Is there a problem?"

"It's more than just a problem! We're just friends."

"Ah... Yes. I see."

"I'm not interested in dating or marriage!"

"Really? I see. That's possible."

Mother nodded as if finding it amusing. It seemed like she wasn't even listening to me.

"I'm just considering a hypothetical situation. You said you don't have any male friends other than Si-woo, right? Then naturally, there's only one person you could date or marry."

"That's a logical fallacy. If we start with the premise that I won't date anyone, you can't assume that I will."

"Then what if Si-woo says, 'If you don't date me, we can't remain friends'?"

"...What?"

For a moment, I felt my heart sink.
Si-woo is my precious friend. I don't want to date anyone.
If these two propositions conflict, which should I choose and which should I discard?

I couldn't answer.
There was no way I could answer.
Both were propositions that defined me. Si-woo is my friend. I cannot date men.

If I gave up either one, my present might collapse. I'm not strong enough to overcome such a mental ordeal. I know that much.

*Just imagining it hurts my heart.*

There's no way I could choose.

I spoke with a voice that had become moist.

"I trust Si-woo. And Si-woo trusts me. Si-woo would never do something I dislike. He wouldn't use such a vile method!"

Just imagining it made my chest ache, and I started to sob a little.
My emotions surged suddenly, like a car accelerating too quickly.

"Um... Oh, I'm sorry. I didn't know you'd dislike it so much... No, um."

Mother became flustered and started fumbling for words.

"Mom. I'll handle this. Please go inside."

"I'm sorry. I think I pushed too hard."

"It's okay. You could... misunderstand."

"Please tell her I'm sorry."

Mother left the room. I pulled Si-woo's arm and wrapped it around my shoulders and neck.

"Yeon-a, are you okay? I'll explain everything to my mom."

"No, it's fine. It was a situation that could be misunderstood. Actually, I was fine until the end when I suddenly got emotional. Si-woo is too kind to say something like that, right?"

"Of course. I would confess properly and honorably."

"Don't confess at all. You weren't listening to me. I said I won't date or marry anyone, remember?"

"Let me know if you ever change your mind."

"So you can confess?"

"If you say your mind has changed, then yes."

"Unfortunately, my mind will never change. Wouldn't it be easier for you to just see me as a friend? Otherwise, you might end up never getting married even when you're old."

"Even if I can't get married, you'll still be by my side. That's enough for me."

"Hmm, I guess you could think that way."

As I wrapped myself in Si-woo's arms and chatted, my heart quickly calmed down. I put the laptop and mouse that were rolling around back on my lap.

Twelve minutes had already passed. I'd wasted too much time, and first place had already gone to someone else.

*Well, can't be helped. Being undefeated is more important than being first.*

This wasn't a tournament I wanted to participate in anyway. I only joined to show Si-woo my skills.

I set up the laptop and mouse and got ready to do my best until the end. I was about to start playing chess when Si-woo spoke up.

"Yeon-a. Is dating and marriage all you've decided not to do?"

"Um... drugs, cosigning loans, smoking, and gambling are included too."

"But regarding men, is it just dating and marriage?"

Si-woo asked out of nowhere.

"Yes."

"Um, listening to my mom made me curious about something. Can I ask?"

Si-woo hesitated as he asked.

"Uh, sure."

"You said only dating and marriage are off-limits, right?"

"That's right."

"Ah, then you could have a baby?"

"...?"

"Since it's neither dating nor marriage...?"

"You crazy bastard!"

I hit Si-woo's arm with the mouse.

"Ow, ack! I mean, if it's just dating and marriage that are off-limits, then having a baby is okay, right? Ah! Don't hit my bones! It hurts!"

"This is completely insane."

"I, I was just asking. Since we're friends, can't I be curious about my friend's future?"

"I don't think that was your intention."

"If you ever need sperm donation, I can help. Because we're friends."

"Do you think saying whatever you want and adding 'because we're friends' makes it forgivable? You c-razy bastard."

"Aaagh!"

I grabbed Si-woo's finger and bent it. Having lived as a man for so long, I had forgotten that I could get pregnant.

*Should pregnancy also be considered an extension of marriage? But many people get pregnant with just the seed, without getting married.*

After brief consideration, I concluded that it might be nice to try pregnancy now that I've become a woman. To be honest, I'm curious. They say giving birth is extremely painful—I wonder how painful it really is.

I'm the only person who can compare the pain of getting flicked in the testicles to the pain of childbirth. I tried the former out of curiosity long ago, and the latter is pain I might experience someday.

*Humans cannot overcome curiosity... even knowing we'll regret it, we must try.*

Pregnancy and childbirth aren't included in dating. Not many people experience pregnancy and childbirth while dating. Probably.
They're also not included in marriage. The idea that you must have children if you're married is outdated.

Since they're outside the criteria I've set, I don't think I need to say they're off-limits.

"Hmm... I'll let you know if I want to get pregnant later."

"Huh? Really? I was just joking."

"Forget it if you don't want to."

"No! That's not what I meant. But if we're going to do it anyway, wouldn't it be better if we did it ourselves without a doctor's help... Aaagh! It's really going to break! Stop!!"

I bent Si-woo's finger like I was ready to break it. I really felt like I needed to break something to make him stop being cheeky.

"F-friends can joke around with each other!"

"This guy keeps using friendship as a shield? What exactly is your definition of a friend?"

"Someone who can climb into bed together, embrace, and play...ess?"

He must have meant chess. He seemed to deliberately mispronounce it, but that must be my imagination.

I sighed and released Si-woo's finger. Si-woo hugged me tightly. He wrapped me in his broad shoulders and secured me firmly with his arms around me. He rested his head on my shoulder. It wasn't close enough for our cheeks to touch, but if he tilted his head, our ear tips might touch.

I looked at the clock. A lot of time had passed. Even if I continued my winning streak from now, winning the tournament would be impossible.

I sighed and closed the laptop. It's almost break time. Rather than disrupting the flow, it would be better to focus on the next session.

"Do you have any baby names in mind?"

"I've even decided on grandchildren's names. I've got up to twelve without any problems."

"That's weirdly specific and makes me uncomfortable."

"It's true! Want to see?"

Si-woo said that and brought out his phone to open his notes. For some reason, I was on his phone's wallpaper.

[Baby Name Candidates Ver 4.0]

Why 4.0? Does that mean there are three more versions before this?

Si-woo opened his notes and showed me the baby name candidates.

"But why is the surname Buyeo?"

"Friends can help name each other's babies too."

"Is that so...? Is that right?"

"Yes. It's trendy these days."

After accepting this somewhat, I thought about baby names.
Doing this felt like preparing for an opening in chess. Aren't naming babies and preparing openings essentially similar?

Thinking about and planning for things that haven't happened yet is similar.

Choosing different names based on gender is like distinguishing between Queen's Pawn Opening and King's Pawn Opening.
Choosing different names based on the child's face shape is also similar to writing opening scenarios.

It made me happy to feel like we were preparing an opening together.

Is this what being friends is like?
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The bell rang for break time before I knew it. Playing a few quick tournament games didn't really feel like chess.

"Ugh! This isn't chess!" I complained, pushing the laptop and mouse aside before leaning against Si-woo's body.

"Yeon-a. Do you know how cute you are today?"

"What's with that all of a sudden? Am I really cute? I've never thought of myself as cute when looking in the mirror. I'm tall for a girl, and my face is more sharp than cute."

"It's because your eyes look so fierce. But your face is cute."

"Are you messing with me? Well, sorry for walking around with my eyes wide open."

I responded sarcastically. I had a pretty face, sure, but definitely not a cute one. My eyes made me look intense, and they dominated my entire facial expression.

"No, I'm not messing with you. You usually look sharp, but sometimes your expression softens. When that happens, you look really cute."

"Hmm... when do my eyes soften?"

"They soften for a moment after you win at chess."

I nodded. Being genuinely happy after a victory is one of my good traits. There's no need to gloat after winning, so my eyes probably do soften then.

"I'm curious what that face looks like. Take a picture and show me when break time ends."

"No need to wait. I can show you right now."

Si-woo fumbled for his phone and pointed the lens at me.

"Aren't I glaring right now?"

"I have my ways."

Saying that, he held his phone with one hand while stroking my hair with the other. He gently caressed my hair and face like he was handling a hamster.

*His hand is big. Thick fingers, muscular.*

I rubbed my face against his hand without thinking much of it, just feeling the structure of his hand. Being stroked like this was already normal between us.

Click!

The phone light flashed and I heard the camera sound. The sudden brightness made me furrow my brow.

"What? Why did you take a picture suddenly?"

"Look. Cute, right?"

"Let me see... oh..."

I was definitely cute in the picture Si-woo showed me. With a slight smile while rubbing my face against his hand, I looked like a hamster.

The softened gaze and smile gave off a warm, pleasant feeling.

*I look prettier like that.*

I felt strange. Me smiling while rubbing my face against Si-woo's hand looked pretty. But it seemed too forward. Had I been looking at Si-woo with that expression all along?

*No wonder he was suspicious. Who looks at a friend with eyes like that?*

I mocked myself. Who looks at a friend with eyes like that? I do. What's wrong with having a tender gaze? If I'm careful, we can remain just friends.

A romantic relationship doesn't form just because one person wants it. No matter what I do, if I stick to my original intention, we won't become lovers.

"What are you going to do with this picture? Make it your wallpaper?"

"Hmm... maybe my lock screen?"

"Is it okay to use my photos for everything on your phone? Seems a bit weird."

"Then should we take one together?"

I nodded. We're friends after all, so it would be strange not to have at least one photo together. Maybe not a sticker photo, but at least a selfie.

Si-woo pulled me close and brought his face near mine, pressing his cheek against mine. The softness of his cheek made me feel a bit shy. My cheeks turned slightly red, giving me a natural blush.

It was too close for just friends, but I didn't stop him. We needed to be close to fit both of us in the phone screen.

I moved my head back slightly. The most important thing when taking selfies is head size. Objects closer to the camera appear larger, so if you're not careful, your head can look huge.

Sensing me pulling back, Si-woo moved a bit closer.

"Your chin looks clean. Did you shave?"

"No. I don't grow much facial hair."

"Oh, I see."

Since I moved back and Si-woo moved forward, our cheeks rubbed against each other. If he had stubble, the rough feeling would have startled me.
But Si-woo's cheek was soft. I didn't find it unpleasant.

"Yeon-a. Can I put my lips on your cheek for a second?"

"I'll rip your mouth off."

"Aww..."

While rubbing cheeks might count as a greeting, putting lips on a cheek is something couples do. With my perfect understanding of the friend-lover boundary, I didn't fall for his shallow attempt.

*Should I surprise him with a kiss first when he's not expecting it?*

I had an amusing thought but didn't act on it. It would certainly be fun. He'd jump in surprise and show a blushing face.

But soon after, he'd collect himself and constantly ask for kisses. I'd mindlessly grant his requests and... before long, we'd easily progress to kissing on the lips.

*Phew... I really am smart. If things had continued that way, we might have fast-tracked straight to marriage.*

I applied my exceptional calculation skills to real life. With my excellent foresight predicting future situations, I barely resisted the urge to press my lips against Si-woo's cheek.

To think one wrong choice could determine the future. It felt like having the center opened without being able to castle.

After giving Si-woo a cautious look, I smiled slightly at the camera.

Click!

"Yeon-a. Can I draw a heart between us here?"

"That's crossing the line."

"Aww..."

"Stop acting cute. It's killing me."

My words were sharp, but my face wasn't. I looked at him with softened eyes. He really does have quite a handsome face.

I looked at Si-woo's face right next to mine. He's handsome. I'm glad I formed an alliance with him early. I made him my Si-woo before anyone else could set their eyes on him.

I clung to Si-woo like I was hugging him. I absolutely won't give him up to anyone else. Not just my Si-woo, but mine alone. My kind and gentle Si-woo.

The person who compensates for my shortcomings and will make me the Champion.

"Use this photo as your profile picture."

"Really? Is that okay?"

"Yes. We're friends, so that much is fine."

My ulterior motive was to eliminate potential implicit competitors targeting Si-woo early on. It was about leaving room for misinterpretation while actually just being friends.

Since we didn't draw a heart between us, it would be a stretch to see us as a couple. Someone wise like me would interpret it as friends strengthening their friendship.

It was a perfect move.
Foolish people would misunderstand us as a couple and back off early, while wise people would recognize my mysterious intelligence and not think of challenging me.

With the simple move of setting a profile picture, I shook off implicit competitors.

"Send it to me too."

"Sure."

As soon as I received the photo, I changed my profile picture. It was a perfect preventive move. It would serve as a good shield when some fox-like woman appears trying to take my Si-woo away.

*Si-woo is mine, so I have to protect him.*

It's natural for friends to help each other. Si-woo is strong and sturdy, but he has a purity that doesn't match his size.
I need to block those bit—bad women who try to taint that purity.

For a moment, my emotions intensified and I almost used harsh language. Those women who lead Si-woo down a bad path deserve all kinds of curses.
I need to be extra careful because Si-woo could easily fall into the path of becoming a blonde, tanned thug.

*If Si-woo set his mind to it, he could ruin every family. So this is practically for the sake of all humanity.*

Does Si-woo know about my dedication?
When I glanced at his eyes, they were shining with pure joy. I reached out and fixed his bangs.

*Would it be okay to kiss his forehead? No, wait. Is that not allowed between friends?*

After hesitating, I eventually gave up. Carelessly offering my lips might give Si-woo bad habits. And that would surely end in marriage.

I want to remain friends with Si-woo, not get married, have two sons and three daughters, and watch them leave the nest one by one with a satisfied smile as parents.
Occasionally having grandchildren visit, giving them generous allowances, and hearing "I love you, grandma" as life's pleasure—that's absurd.

*Wait, I skipped some steps. I missed the part about being happy seeing a daughter who looks like me and a son who looks like Si-woo, and the scene where our son picks up a chess board during his first birthday and enjoys it.*

I shook my head to escape the fantasy. There's no need to worry about events with near-zero probability.
I'm only trying to protect Si-woo as a friend.

After putting away those indecent thoughts, I placed the laptop on my thigh. Break time is almost over.
I need to be Si-woo's "chess-skilled, pretty, reliable friend."

While I'd prefer to remain purely friends without romantic feelings... that's not easy right now. I'll have to draw a strict line and continue acting as a friend for the next few years.

I pulled Si-woo's arm and firmly secured my body. This much is acceptable between friends.

"Break time is over."

"Yeah, it is."

We positioned ourselves as if nothing had happened. Si-woo became my backrest, and I leaned comfortably against him.

The victories piled up one after another. In a tournament where everyone else had lost at least once, only I remained undefeated. I wasn't ranked first in the tournament, but to Si-woo, I would be number one.
That's enough.

"Oh, this person is a Master too."

"Yeah. But I'll win."

"Of course."

The game started with the Ruy Lopez Opening. My favorite opening and the one I use best.

It proceeded into the Closed Ruy Lopez. A very familiar progression. Having handled this position many times, I was confident.

"Master? I'm the unofficial Bullet Champion."

I continued the game with an arrogant smile. I pushed the h-pawn to prevent the Marshall Attack and maintained positional play.

"You really are good... Something, something is happening but I can't understand it."

"That's positional chess for you. You'll be able to do this much by the time you graduate. I'll make sure of it."

"Haha, thanks for saying that, at least."

"I mean it."

Si-woo is my friend. There's nothing strange about helping a friend. Since I've decided to keep Si-woo by my side for life, I need to develop his skills to this level.

With mischievous thoughts, I hugged Si-woo's arm tightly. It was warm.

Ch.36 - Things Friends Can Do Together (1)
The bell rang, signaling the end of class. I gathered my things and headed for the door, but Ms. Park called out to me.

"Yeon-a, could you stay for a moment?"

I nodded and waited as the other students filed out. Once we were alone, she gestured for me to sit.

"I wanted to talk to you about your essay," she said, sliding my paper across the desk. "It's excellent work."

I wasn't the winner of the Bullet League. But I didn't really care. I hadn't lost a single game, and I'd won my bet with Si-woo fair and square.

"Two wishes. You remember?"

"Sigh... I know. What wishes shall I grant you?"

"I'll keep them on hold and use them later."

"That 'keeping them on hold' part sounds scary. Planning to make me do something weird later..."

"Come on. How difficult could anything I ask possibly be?"

"Hmm."

Si-woo responded as if something was bothering him. It didn't seem like he was worried about the two wishes.

I could guess the cause of his discomfort, so I asked directly.

"Are you worried? Afraid I might fall apart?"

"To be honest, yes. You seem so precarious..."

I chuckled. I tend to have rapid emotional changes and an obsessive personality. Especially when it comes to chess, and my inferiority complex toward the Champion. I'm well aware of these facts.

And I know that I'm unstable enough that I could completely fall apart if things go slightly wrong.

But this life will be different from my past one. I have Si-woo by my side. Si-woo, my friend who understands my feelings almost suspiciously well.

"You can protect me, can't you? Just keep believing in me and stay by my side. Then even if I fall, I can get back up, right?"

"Yeah..."

Si-woo leaned against me like a child seeking comfort. Perhaps it's the feeling of a son worried about his mother. That seems possible.

I've always been a dependable friend to Si-woo. I've acted confidently with a mature demeanor, so it's not strange that he relies on me.

*This giant of a guy... geez.*

I hugged Si-woo tightly and patted his back.

"I'm fine. I get a bit unstable sometimes, but otherwise I'm okay."

"I believe you."

"Good. You should. We're friends after all."

"Friends... friends, huh."

Si-woo suddenly mumbled. He looked like something was bothering him.

"What is it?"

"What's the boundary for friendship?"

"Well, I think you just know it intuitively when you see it. Like, kissing would cross the line, that sort of thing."

"I used to think that way too, but lately I'm confused about the boundaries of friendship."

"Hmm?"

"Do friends normally sit like this?"

Hearing Si-woo's question, I examined our posture. When playing chess, I had to put my laptop on my thigh so my legs were stretched out, but now my legs were more free.

Free enough that I could rest them on Si-woo. I had my knee hooked over Si-woo's thigh.

*It's not that weird of a position, is it?*

It's fine since our bare skin isn't touching. And I'm not sitting on his lap or anything, so what's the problem?

If someone were sitting in front of me, it would be an issue since I'm wearing a skirt.
But it's just the two of us here. And from this angle, there's no way he could see up my skirt.

"What? Do you want me to sit more properly? My legs are cramping."

"Um... that would be nice."

I pulled my legs together. I reluctantly complied since Si-woo said he was uncomfortable.

"Better now?"

"No, that's not what I meant. Do friends normally hug like this?"

Si-woo's arm was wrapped around my shoulder.

"I don't know. Do we really need to match other people's standards? If I think this is friendship, then it's friendship."

"Is that so? Then can I lick your neck? Since we're friends."

"Do you think friends lick each other's necks?"

"Well, biting and sucking on arms seems acceptable. I've had a friend do that to me before..."

I sighed. If friends can't bite each other, then what I did in the past wouldn't count as friendly behavior.

*But we were friends then, so it must be something friends do.*

My past self attacked my present self. This seems like a difficult argument to counter. I don't mind offering my neck, but I'm not eager to immediately submit.

I drew the line with a solemn expression.

"Arms and necks are different. Friends can bite arms, but not necks."

"I'm not talking about biting, but licking?"

"...Isn't that even weirder? Why do you want to lick it anyway?"

"It looks lickable."

"Still, no."

"Aww..."

Si-woo drooped like a large dog with its tail down. I couldn't see his face clearly from this angle, but he probably looked pitiful.

My dilemma deepened.
Had Si-woo ever asked me for anything? Not much that I could remember. He'd never made requests that would burden me.

What about what I've asked of Si-woo? Well, I asked him to carry my luggage when moving into the dormitory. I asked him to carry me on his back when playing chess in the park, and to massage my cramp when I got one.
I also asked him to pick out clothes for me, and today I forced him to sign a friendship contract.

*A friendship should be give and take... but I've only been taking.*

Even if the foot massage benefited Si-woo too, the rest didn't. If I include all the times I teased him for my amusement, my karmic debt runs pretty deep.

"D-do you really want to lick my neck?"

"Yeah... Sorry. It's an unreasonable request, right? Honestly, friends probably shouldn't do that..."

I fidgeted with my mouth. The balance had already tipped toward permission. I couldn't claim to be his friend while never doing anything for him.

If some fox-like woman came out and said, "You've never done anything for Si-woo," my blood would boil.

What Si-woo wants now is to lick my neck. Si-woo is a kind and pure boy, so he probably doesn't have any ulterior motives.
Like a child who sees clouds and wants to eat them, he probably saw my white neck and wanted to lick it.

I glanced back slightly. Si-woo's face was filled with guilt. Guilt that came from my refusal.

*I'm supposed to protect Si-woo... but I've hurt him!*

My dilemma deepened further. This isn't something that can be resolved by immediate permission. If I give in right away to an earnest request, Si-woo might develop bad habits.

One time becomes two, two becomes three—that's an unchanging truth. Before you know it, it leads to marriage, childbirth, son's wedding, grandchild's first birthday celebration.

I took a deep breath and spoke with a resolute voice.

"...I might allow it if you promise one thing."

Gulp.

Si-woo's Adam's apple moved noticeably. I could see his eyes filled with surprise and joy. It was a stark contrast to his earlier disappointment.
The fact that I could make Si-woo happy elevated my spirits.

"Ah, don't do this in the future. Making unreasonable requests and then looking disappointed when I refuse. That's not good..."

"Ah... I'm sorry. I didn't mean to."

"Mmm. I know. Because Si-woo is kind..."

I grabbed my collar and pulled it slightly to the side. My white shoulder and collarbone were exposed.
I tilted my head in the opposite direction of where I'd pulled my collar, revealing my smooth neck. I raised my hand slightly to cover my face, thinking I might be making a strange expression.

"If you really can't resist... t-then, be satisfied with this. Because I trust you."

"Yeon-a. You really are a genius."

"Suddenly...?"

"Yeah."

After making this incomprehensible remark, Si-woo slowly approached me.
When he was about a hand's width away, Si-woo paused briefly. I could hear him breathing heavily, as if trying to steady himself. His hot breath tickled my neck.

"Ugh..."

He was close enough that his tongue could reach me. I couldn't see myself in a mirror, but my face was probably burning red.

"N-no kissing with your lips. We're friends, so only do what friends can do... Understood?"

"Yeah."

Perhaps because my eyes were tightly shut, my sense of touch became more sensitive. I could feel his breath growing stronger. I could feel him approaching little by little.

Then Si-woo's lips touched me. As soon as his lips made contact, I felt his tongue on my neck. My body jerked noticeably. I unconsciously retreated a bit.
Si-woo grabbed my shoulder and clung to me firmly, as if determined not to let go. I felt constrained, but it was more pleasing than painful.
I realized how desperately he wanted me.

I could clearly feel the tip of his tongue moving. Up and down. Down and up. Drawing large circles, then from left to right.

"I-it tickles..."

My minor protest had no effect on Si-woo's actions. It seemed to go slightly beyond what friends could do, but I didn't stop him. It wasn't an unpleasant feeling.

Soon I felt my skin being pulled. I covered my mouth with my hand, afraid strange sounds might escape.

After the pulling sensation ended, the arm embracing me began to loosen. Si-woo moved his lips to wipe away some of the moisture left on my neck.

Si-woo pulled away from my neck. He gently wiped my neck with his sleeve.

"Are you satisfied now...?"

"Yeah. Sorry. Were you scared?"

"No. Don't say sorry, say thank you."

"Thank you."

"Hmm, are we even now? We've each bitten each other once, so that makes us equal, right?"

"Yeah."

I stroked my neck. The memory of Si-woo clinging to me so boldly remained vivid. I'm not sure if that action could be considered friendly.
It felt too intense.

Clearly, that was different from friendship.

"Si-woo. After dinner, let's define what friends can and cannot do. I think it's really necessary."

"Ah, okay. Let's do that."

This can't continue. Si-woo is so pure that he doesn't control his emotions well. I thought I'd established some distance with clear boundaries, but Si-woo doesn't seem to have understood.

We needed visible boundaries. I needed to clearly define what friends can and cannot do, and make sure Si-woo understands.

Ch.37 - Things Friends Can Do Together (2)
Chapter 37

The time was 6:30 PM. Dinner time. If this were Sweden, I would have sat quietly waiting while Si-woo ate, but this is Korea.
It's not strange to serve a meal to a friend visiting your home.

We walked to the kitchen holding hands. I'm not sure when we started holding hands. When I came to my senses, our hands were intertwined.

"Something smells good."

"What? What?"

I hunched my shoulders. Did he remember my scent just because he'd breathed against my neck earlier?

"Tonight's dinner looks delicious, doesn't it?"

"Ah, dinner..."

When I focused on my nose, I could detect some aromas. Based on the oily, spicy smell, it seemed like seasoned meat.

*Is it pork? Or beef? I can't tell. It doesn't seem like either.*

As we got closer to the kitchen, the aroma grew stronger. A fishy smell tickled my nose. It was seafood. Anything but dried pollack would be fine.

While we were walking slowly, Si-woo suddenly hugged me.

"It smells nice."

"Yeah. Could it be braised mackerel?"

"Looks delicious..."

"Um, I guess so...?"

Why was he hugging me and saying such things? I looked at Si-woo suspiciously, but he had his eyes closed, focusing on his sense of smell.

*Oh, that's why he closed his eyes. He needs me to guide him.*

Of course, he wouldn't say something like "looks delicious" about me. I did allow him to lick my skin, but that's different.
My body doesn't taste like anything special. At most, it would taste like soap or body wash.

"Eel...?"

"Huh?"

"No, I just thought I smelled grilled eel."

After hearing Si-woo's words, I tried to focus on the smell, but all I could detect was Si-woo's scent. He had a pleasant fragrance.
I think I've heard that you can determine compatibility by body scent. If that's true, Si-woo and I are quite compatible.

"Do you think it smells like eel?"

I rolled my eyes. I couldn't smell the food because I was focusing on Si-woo's fragrance.

"Oh, yeah. I think so."

I answered noncommittally.

We went to the kitchen holding hands. As Si-woo had said, eel was being grilled. It was seasoned grilled eel with delicious-looking red sauce spread evenly.

*But why eel of all things? Am I being too sensitive?*

It was awkward to ask. If I asked whether it meant what I thought it did, and the answer was yes, it would be a very uncomfortable meal.
Even if the answer was no, it would be uncomfortable. It would reveal that I was overthinking it.

*Whatever. His father must be tired. He said he'd be working late today.*

Si-woo pulled out a chair for me. I nodded slightly to show my gratitude and sat down. I could see steaming white rice, neatly arranged kimchi, and fresh green chives.

"Yeon, you're here? Eat well. I put some effort into this."

"Yes. I'll enjoy it."

"Hmm... but what's that on your neck?"

"Pardon?"

"Do you have atopic dermatitis? Oh my, is it okay for you to eat oily food with atopic skin? Should I get you some vegetables?"

I touched my neck. This body doesn't have atopic dermatitis. Searching through old memories, I couldn't find any recollection of suffering from it.

*Atopic dermatitis? What's she talking about?*

I touched my neck more carefully, wondering. Meanwhile, I noticed Si-woo rolling his eyes nervously.
The puzzle pieces slowly came together in my head. Nervous Si-woo, something that could be mistaken for atopic dermatitis.

*Oh crap!!*

I stretched my foot under the table and poked Si-woo's shin.

"It's not atopic dermatitis."

"I see. Looking closely, it's different from atopic dermatitis. Let's eat quickly before the food gets cold."

Even while eating, I didn't stop poking Si-woo's leg. I almost got into an awkward situation. Hugging might be acceptable between friends, but leaving marks on someone's neck is not something friends do.

This is why explicit boundaries are necessary. Without them, it's impossible to know what's acceptable.
Si-woo is kind, so if I establish boundaries, he'll act within them.

*I should have set boundaries earlier...!*

I regretted it a little. If there had been a rule that licking was okay but leaving marks wasn't, we wouldn't have been caught.

After drinking a glass of cool water to clear my mind, I glared at Si-woo.
He scratched his cheek and avoided my gaze sheepishly. A small smile played on his lips. He seemed quite proud of leaving a mark on my neck.

*Should I leave just two marks on him too? Si-woo is mine, shouldn't I leave evidence of that?*

I considered it briefly but gave up. No matter how I thought about it, this wasn't something friends could do. I had drawn a perfect line until now, and I couldn't ruin it now.

The meal was delicious. It was perfectly sweet, spicy, and savory. I wondered if Si-woo had grown up eating food like this. He must have refined tastes.

*I'm not good at cooking.*

I should learn when I have time. After finishing the satisfying meal, I felt a bit inspired to cook.

"Thank you for the meal."

"Yes. How long are you planning to stay?"

"Um... until 10 o'clock."

I thought it might be okay to impose for the day, but I didn't bring it up.
It's a loss to pack special events into one day. Today should remain as the first day I visited a friend's house. The first day I slept at a friend's house should be a different day.

There's no particular reason, but I've always done it that way. I don't want to pack special events into one day.

*I'll sleep over after I get pajamas as a gift from Si-woo.*

My birthday wasn't far off. In my past life, my birthday was in winter, but in this life, it's in spring. After extorting a birthday gift from Si-woo, I'll definitely have a pajama party.

"Mom, we're going to rest in my room."

"Okay. It's uncomfortable with mom around, right? I'll go grocery shopping."

"Yes. Take care."

"Son, come here for a second..."

His mother grabbed Si-woo and whispered something in his ear. Si-woo nodded as he listened.

"Alright, good luck then."

His mother patted Si-woo's shoulder and stroked his head. As soon as she left, I immediately asked Si-woo:

"What did she say?"

"Oh, I told her we don't need counseling. And... she said some other things too."

I was curious about what they discussed, but I didn't pry. It seemed like family business.

What I needed to do now was establish friendship boundaries. I pulled Si-woo's hand. We needed to get to his room quickly for a profound discussion about friendship boundaries.

*Si-woo and I are compatible, so we should be able to reach an agreement soon.*

...
..
.

I was wrong. Within five minutes of starting the conversation, we had a disagreement.
I spoke in a firm voice.

"Lips are absolutely not allowed."

"Hugs are okay, back hugs are okay, walking arm in arm is okay, but kissing the back of the hand isn't?"

"Right."

"Why?"

"Lips are... well, lips."

Most agreements were reached quickly. We simply wrote down what we had been doing routinely.
The entire arm including hands, the lower body centered around the knees, the stomach and back were permissible areas. Touching these areas was defined as friendly behavior.
The rest of the torso, excluding the permissible areas, was off-limits.
We agreed on this within five minutes.

The problem was the face. We agreed that ears, nose, and hair were permissible, but we couldn't reach an agreement on the remaining parts.

Eyes weren't an issue since there was no reason to touch them, but lips and cheeks were the biggest problem.

I expressed that cheeks were acceptable, but lips were not. Holding someone's cheeks is something friends can do. But lips are different.

Si-woo was exactly the opposite. Cheeks were unacceptable, lips were acceptable. He didn't explain why, so I didn't know his reasoning.

"Why do you think lips are okay? Tell me that first."

I asked accusingly.

"We've already used lips twice. You once, me once. I don't think it matters if we use them a few more times. And it's not like our lips are touching each other. Just like today, I'll only do it on your neck or hands or arms..."

"Since we've already done it once, we don't need to do it again. More importantly, why aren't cheeks allowed?"

"Cheeks... just because."

This was the fifth time we'd had this kind of conversation. It was difficult to explain exactly why something wasn't allowed. Since we couldn't explain why something wasn't allowed, the argument didn't progress, and we couldn't reach an agreement.

"Sigh... Let's take a break and discuss this again later."

I sighed and declared a recess. Our posture changed from facing each other to Si-woo hugging me. According to our friendship agreement, this falls under "actions that are routinely possible between friends."

Si-woo stroked my hair. Hair was also classified as "actions that can be done to a friend depending on the situation" as long as it wasn't messed up.

Having clear boundaries definitely made things more comfortable. Si-woo became more comfortable touching my hair, and I could use Si-woo as a backrest whenever I wanted.

*If only we could resolve the last issue, it would be perfect...*

I put my hand on my chin and pondered. We needed a good solution that both of us could fully accept.

First, I thought about why I felt resistance to lips. Why did I feel particularly resistant to lips when everything else was okay?

After three minutes of deep contemplation, I understood the reason.

I was embarrassed.
It was definitely embarrassment. I felt embarrassed when I showed my neck, when I allowed lips to touch my neck, and even when they finally did touch.

I think my face turned bright red. The sensation was so intense that my senses were numbed, so I don't remember exactly, but I definitely felt embarrassed.

If lips touch, I'll surely feel that sensation again. That strange feeling of electricity flowing through my entire body.

*Then reaching an agreement might be easier than expected.*

I just need to let Si-woo know about that tingling feeling. Then we can easily reach an agreement. I found an excellent move.

There's no need to set the mood. Approaching with lips while setting the mood? That's seductive behavior, flirtatious behavior. Also, it's not something friends can do.

The only excellent move to overcome this situation is to approach with lips while staying within the boundaries of friendship, and force Si-woo to feel embarrassed.

I turned around. Si-woo's face was in front of me.

There was no need to find the right timing.
Like someone strolling on a spring path.
Blankly, leisurely.
Naturally.

I brought my lips forward.

I moved closer slightly and lightly pressed my lips against Si-woo's neck. Making a smacking sound is something only couples do.
Without any other action, I just pressed my lips and slowly pulled away after three seconds. Because we're friends.

"Huh?"

Si-woo made a dumb sound. I smirked slightly. His expression was so ridiculous.

"Hey, just now, you, no..."

I tapped my lips twice with my index finger.

"Hehe."

THUD BANG CRASH!!

Si-woo was startled and fell backward. He hit his head against the wall, rolled to the side, and then tumbled off the bed.

"Hahahahaha! See? Lips are embarrassing, right? You shouldn't use them carelessly, right? Even if it's a friendly action, this doesn't seem right, does it?"

I sensed victory.

Even I, the perpetrator, felt my nerves on edge, so how must the victim feel? Despite falling from the bed, Si-woo didn't make any sounds of pain.
He just rolled his eyes in confusion and stroked his neck.

"Cheeks can be touched, but lips are absolutely off-limits. Do you agree?"

Si-woo opened and closed his mouth as if trying to say something, then finally nodded slightly.

And thus, the boundaries of friendship were established. If we follow these rules properly, we won't cross the line of friendship.

*Using my lips just now was okay because it was before the law was enacted. Laws aren't applied retroactively, right?*

It was truly a perfect victory.
I defined our friendship on my terms and made Si-woo submit. The process itself could also be called something friends could do.

How could this not be a perfect victory!

With a satisfied smile, I reached out to Si-woo. He was still under the bed, blushing.

Ch.38 - Things Friends Can Do Together (3)
# Chapter 38

Si-woo took my hand and stood up. His face, flushed red, caught my attention. I'd achieved my primary goal of flustering him. The only problem was that I might have been too successful.

*Was that too much? No, it couldn't be...*

Our eyes met. For a moment, I had a hallucination of flames rising in Si-woo's eyes. He gripped my wrist tightly.
Then he stared directly into my eyes for about three seconds.

Soon after, he released my hand and covered his eyes with his palm.
He took two deep breaths and removed his hand from his eyes.

The flames I had seen moments ago disappeared, and he began looking at me again with warm eyes.

"Yeon-a. I'm sorry."

"Huh? For what?"

"Your hand, does it hurt?"

I looked at the wrist he had squeezed. Finger marks remained on my pale wrist. After seeing the marks, the pain rose to the surface.

*Why do I only feel the pain after realizing I'm hurt...?*

A stinging pain radiated from my wrist. I rotated it to relieve the stiffness. Seeing this, Si-woo knelt in front of me apologetically.

"W-what? Why are you kneeling? It's not that serious!"

"No. Just now, I was wrong."

"You were wrong, but not enough to kneel. Sit up properly."

"Yeon-a. Let's add one more thing to the Friendship Treaty."

"Huh? What more do we need to add?"

Si-woo continued speaking while still kneeling.

"A relationship beyond friendship is possible if you permit it. Something like that. I think we need to specify that you have the unilateral right to terminate the treaty."

"J-just me? Isn't that an unfair contract?"

"It's fine since I'm the one requesting it."

"Why do we need something like that? I have no intention of terminating this."

Si-woo hesitated before finally steeling himself and speaking.

"At least, I want to do what comes next only after you give permission."

A dizzying feeling enveloped my body.

It was a statement with many implied meanings. Since I'm not a foolish person, I could understand the intention behind Si-woo's words.

There was no way I couldn't understand what "what comes next" meant. Wanting to do it after getting permission meant he would do it if I gave permission. If I said it was okay right now... he would do whatever action he had in mind.

Though my face reddened, I agreed to Si-woo's suggestion. I gained the right to unilaterally terminate the treaty. Despite gaining this right, I felt embarrassed rather than happy.
Because I knew what exercising this right would mean.

My heart pounded rapidly.

*I think I was in a lot of danger just now.*

What would have happened if he hadn't let go of my wrist? I'm not entirely sure, but it might have led to something that would require about 266 days of careful behavior.

My vivid imagination painted the scene in my mind. The hand that had gripped my wrist would grip my hips. He would embrace my waist and press his body against mine...

Strangely, it wasn't a frightening thought.

I looked at Si-woo. Our eyes met. The last shred of reason within us was preventing us from lunging at each other.
It was good that we made the Friendship Treaty quickly. After doing something impulsive, we might have come up with absurd reasons to justify it as something friends could do.

We were both breathing through our mouths. Our noses were too weak to expel the rising heat.
We continuously exhaled this unknown energy filling our lungs. I don't know what kind of energy it was, but it must be some type of magnet.

We were getting closer and closer.

My entire body urged me to dive in. If not for that tiny bit of reason, I would have already done so. I would have dedicated about 266 to 280 days of my time.

But I held back.

"Si-woo. That's enough."

I controlled the blazing heat and handed control back to reason.

Losing nine months of time would be okay. But I know well that it wouldn't end there. I would need to dedicate several years, at least three years.

That would be equivalent to giving up chess.

My dream. My life.
I cannot let go of the effort I built up throughout my past life.

"We're friends, right?"

The word "friend" always served as a good excuse. In reality, it was just me forcing a relationship due to my selfish desires.

"...Yeah."

"Si-woo is so kind."

I reached out and stroked his bangs.
I must endure. Life is a continuous struggle, and a life without struggle is not my life. For me, chess is war, struggle, and life.
The 64-square world is a small world that makes me "me."

Enjoying the rest of my life with contentment in my belly can wait until after I've tasted first place.

*Since I'm thinking about it... maybe I should look into tournaments.*

After making Si-woo stand up and straighten his knees, I lay down with my head on his lap. Si-woo tucked my hair behind my ear. He gently smiled while fiddling with my earlobe.
His face looked as if he had made some kind of decision.

"What?"

"I'll wait silently for five years. After five years, we'll rewrite the treaty. How about that?"

"Five years...? Why specifically five years?"

"The Chess Championship is next year."

The World Chess Championship is held every two years. If it's next year, then it will be held again in three years, and five years.

I laughed out loud.

"Hahaha! The Championship is your standard? Why, do you think I can reach that position in five years?"

"Yes."

Si-woo answered calmly. It felt strange as he fiddled with my ear while answering so matter-of-factly. It gave me a ticklish feeling below my chest.

"Five years, five years... I'll have to work hard."

Obviously, you can't just participate in the Championship because you want to. You have to win the Candidates Tournament to earn the right to compete in the Championship.

Even participating in the Candidates Tournament requires qualifications. There are a total of 8 spots, with the winner of the previous Candidates Tournament taking one spot.
A person chosen as a wild card and the person with the highest rating each take one spot.
The Chess World Cup winner and runner-up each take one spot, and the Chess Grand Prix winner and runner-up each take one spot.
The Chess Grand Swiss winner takes the remaining spot, and only then are all eight challengers assembled.

Even this gets quite complicated if you delve into the details, but anyway, it means you have to win extremely big tournaments.

To summarize simply:
Win a huge tournament - Win the Candidates Tournament - Championship.
Plus passing the preliminaries to enter the tournaments.

*Three years would be pretty intense. Five years is just right.*

It's not completely impossible to compete in the Championship in three years. But I would have to give up high school life. Rather than that, it's better to aim for five years from now with more leeway.

"This is no time to waste. I need to enter tournaments quickly and get my rating."

"Oh, did you mention you don't have a rating?"

"Yeah. Sigh... I'll have a tough time next weekend."

"Want me to come with you?"

I shook my head. I also need time to focus solely on chess. I need to play chess with a reverent mind, like performing a ritual, and I can't do that with Si-woo beside me.

"Oh, you're going alone?"

"Why?"

"Aren't friends supposed to always go together? We're friends."

"Friends go together when the situation allows, not always."

"I have time next weekend."

"Ah, I need to concentrate intensely when I'm alone. If I go with you, it'll just feel like we're hanging out."

Si-woo looked at me as if I had betrayed him. Then he let go of my ear and removed his knee.

"If you don't take me with you, I'll exercise my legitimate rights."

"Hmm? What rights?"

"Below the thigh is an allowed area, right?"

"Huh?"

I sat up in surprise. But it was already too late. Si-woo quickly turned and grabbed my legs.

*This crazy guy, surely he's not...*

As soon as he grabbed my legs, he immediately removed my socks. My dainty toes were exposed. I struggled and resisted.

"Yeon-a. Feet are allowed areas. You shouldn't resist like that."

"But you took off my socks first!"

"What's wrong with taking off socks? We're friends."

"Huh?"

"It's not that strange of an action, is it? More importantly, Yeon-a, I'm worried you might kick me if you keep struggling. Could you stay still?"

"Uh, um...? Okay."

I stopped struggling. I could get hurt if I got kicked in the face. He was right.

Si-woo began to massage my feet. He pressed my soles firmly with his thumbs and rotated my ankles.

*Is this really okay between friends? It must be, right?*

Questions arose in my mind. I couldn't find a clear answer. It seemed wrong somehow, but I couldn't pinpoint why.

"Give me the other foot too. It's 'common sense' to give a foot massage to a friend, right?"

"Is that common sense...? I don't think so."

"It says you can touch below the thigh. Read it carefully."

"Well... that content was there."

"So it's fine."

I read the treaty content again. I wondered if feet were included in "below the thigh." There's no reason they shouldn't be. But something felt off.

While I was pondering, Si-woo took off the sock from my other foot. He grabbed each toe and pressed them firmly. He spread my toes and inserted his fingers between them, basically doing everything he could.

"Since we're friends, I can do this freely. Right?"

"Um... I guess...?"

"Yes."

Since Si-woo wouldn't lie to me, his words must be right. Come to think of it, I heard some places have foot-washing events on Teacher's Day.
It's natural that the relationship between friends is closer than that between a homeroom teacher and student. If it's something you can do for your homeroom teacher, it should be something you can do for a friend.

"Ah... feels good."

"What did you say?"

"Nothing. I didn't say anything."

Si-woo hugged my foot tightly. It looked quite strange, a big guy hugging a small foot.

"Ah, Yeon-a. Should I wash your feet?"

"Huh? Why? Do they smell...?"

"No. That's fine, but I want to apply soap."

"I think you just said something strange...?"

"It's okay because we're friends."

"It seems like you're using friendship as a shield to do whatever you want."

"No. This is... if we're being specific, it's like hospitality. I want to go to the tournament with you, so I'm giving you a massage and washing your feet."

Only after hearing this rational explanation did I understand. I seemed to realize the nature of the discomfort I had been feeling.
I wondered why he suddenly wanted to touch my feet, but it was just flattery.

*Should I go along with it for a while and then agree? Well, going alone would be a bit lonely.*

Now I understood the whole situation. I thought the creepy Si-woo would tickle my feet and force me to agree, but this was a much more moderate approach.

Si-woo picked me up. He placed his hands under my knees and supported my back. It was a princess carry.

"Lift you up and straight to..."

"What did you say?"

"Take you to the bathroom to wash your feet."

"...You're really going to do it?"

"Of course. I'll keep providing hospitality until you take me to the tournament."

It still seemed like he was just satisfying his own desires. But since it wasn't problematic according to the Friendship Treaty, I stayed still.

Si-woo sat me on the bathroom chair and washed my feet. He adjusted the water temperature, wet my feet, and then applied soap while massaging them.
The soap application was suspiciously thorough. Watching him massage my feet made me feel strange.

*Is Si-woo actually making fun of me? Isn't washing feet between close friends abnormal behavior?*

Suspicious, I glared at Si-woo. He was putting all his effort into cleaning my feet. Seeing his meticulousness, like a craftsman molding pottery, I could no longer doubt him.

"Phew... They're clean now."

"Oh..."

"Now you'll take me with you, right?"

"Well..."

"If you don't agree here, I'll make your feet dirty again."

"How?"

"First, with my mouth—"

"I agree."

I quickly cut him off, feeling like I was about to glimpse into an abyss. Si-woo smiled as if he was simply happy that he could hang out with me again next week.

Seeing Si-woo smile, I smiled too.

Ch.39 - Official Club Match (1)
The time had already reached 10 PM. After registering for the tournament happening next weekend, we headed home. Si-woo came along to see me off.

Walking alone at night would have felt dark and lonely, but fortunately, Si-woo was by my side. Time passed quickly as we chatted along the way.

"Yeon-a. Don't you wear stockings?"

"I tried them at home before, but they felt uncomfortable."

"Ah..."

Si-woo dropped his head in genuine disappointment. Even after washing my feet and taking pictures, he apparently still had more in mind.

*He'd probably buy me one of each type if I asked for stockings.*

Thanks to Si-woo, I learned there are countless varieties of stockings. When I asked why he knew so much detail about them, he just responded with laughter.

"Is that your house over there?"

"Yes. Want me to tell you the passcode?"

"...No."

"You just hesitated."

"I didn't."

"If my socks start disappearing, I'll know it was you. Maybe I should put a lock on my drawer..."

"Wouldn't you need to put it on the laundry basket instead? Haha, just kidding."

I suddenly got goosebumps. Do real perverts think differently? The idea that used items have more meaning—it's a creepiness I couldn't even imagine.

"What would you even do with something from my laundry basket...?"

"I said I was kidding. Just a random comment."

"Should I give you the ones I'm wearing now?"

"Really?"

"Of course not. Are you crazy?"

"I wasn't actually interested anyway. Socks only have value when they're on feet. Without feet, socks are just empty husks."

Si-woo said this with a serious expression.

Do perverts have their own principles? At least I'm relieved I don't have to worry about losing my socks. Having him play with my feet doesn't bother me at all. According to Si-woo, it's something friends can definitely do.

"Well, I'll head in now."

"Okay. Have a good weekend."

I waved goodbye. While waving, I thought what a bland farewell this was. Standing over a meter apart and just waving at each other felt too weak.

Is gently waving your hand really the right way to express the sadness of parting? Shouldn't feelings be expressed more passionately?

As that thought crossed my mind, my legs started moving on their own. I ran forward and tackled Si-woo's waist with a thump. I wrapped my arms tightly around his chest. Now I felt I'd perfectly expressed my reluctance to part.

"Well, bye!"

"...You really are a genius."

"Huh?"

"Nothing. Get some rest, Yeon. Thanks for today."

"Okay."

I smiled softly, savoring the warm sensation lingering on my arms. For some reason, touching Si-woo's body makes me feel good.

*Securing that exclusive contract early was a brilliant move.*

I took out the Friendship Treaty from my pocket and read it. The original was safely stored at Si-woo's house. We had scanned it to keep digital copies and made physical copies for each of us.

I should laminate it later.

After getting home, I read the treaty about four times before falling asleep. I must have been very tired because I didn't dream at all.
I'm glad I didn't dream. I can pretty much guess who would appear in my dreams and what we might do. It would probably be quite embarrassing.

Sunday flew by. Apart from spending about three hours on a video call with Si-woo, nothing special happened.

Shaking off Monday morning's sticky fatigue, I arrived at school and immediately hugged Hikari.

"Whoa? Yeon-a?"

"Hmm..."

"Why so suddenly?"

It didn't feel the same as hugging Si-woo. I felt like giving her a German suplex, but there was no warmth in my chest at all.

"You're small."

"...I'm average for women, you know? You're just big."

"You're average...? From the 1900s?"

"R-rounded up, I'm average."

"Sure, sure. Whatever you say."

I released my arms from around Hikari. As expected, I didn't feel particularly sad about letting go. Temperature-wise, Si-woo and Hikari were similar, but when I let go of Si-woo, I felt a lingering chill.

*How strange... Compatibility? Energy? Do such things actually exist?*

Not long after, Si-woo entered the classroom, and I immediately ran over and hugged him.

"Good morning, Yeon-a. You're passionate this morning."

"What do you mean passionate..."

It definitely felt different from hugging Hikari. There was something, something different about it.

*Interesting. A phenomenon that even I, the embodiment of reason and wisdom, cannot explain.*

It was unfortunate that I had no one to ask about this. I used to have someone—the Champion. Though I'm much smarter, he was older than me.

The wisdom that comes with age cannot be ignored.

I felt a bit lonely having no one to ask now. For other problems, I could ask Si-woo, but not for matters of the heart.

If I asked Si-woo, "Why does my heart race when I hug you?" that would be high-level seduction. Obviously, these feelings of mine are far from love.
There's no need to say something that could be misunderstood as love, so I can't ask Si-woo either.

If I asked other kids... they would definitely interpret it as relationship advice.

*Why do others misunderstand my relationship with Si-woo?*

I pondered this while tightly hugging Si-woo's waist. Just as a small bird cannot understand a heron's intentions, perhaps the heron cannot understand the small bird's thoughts either. If I had to compare, I'd be more like a T-Rex, so it's understandable that I don't get the small bird's feelings.

"Sigh..."

"Are you done hugging me yet?"

"No. Put your bag down first. I'm not done."

Si-woo hung his bag on the hook. I sat him down in his seat, then sat on his lap.

"Yeon-a, are you seducing Si-woo again?"

"What are you talking about? The chair is hard, so I'm just sitting here instead."

"Is it courtship rather than seduction?"

"It's neither, okay?"

Hikari snickered. She seemed to be mocking me, so I tried to rush over and punish her, but failed. Si-woo was holding my waist firmly.

"Ah, geez..."

I gave up and let my body go limp. It wasn't particularly comfortable. The chair and Si-woo's legs were about equally hard.

"Let me go now. Class is about to start."

"Okay."

I slipped out of Si-woo's arms. Again, I felt a little disappointed. I really don't understand why I feel this way.

The official club matches start this week. It's not mandatory, but most clubs participate in the bi-weekly club competitions.
Clubs that haven't finalized their member lineups will probably participate on Thursday or Friday.

In other words, clubs that compete from Monday already have their member lineups set and are quite skilled.

Logically, we should avoid competing on Monday. However, sometimes you need to act on emotion.
For no particular reason, I just wanted to play chess soon.

"Si-woo. Just do as I taught you."

"...What did I learn exactly?"

"Fighting!"

Despite claiming to tutor him in chess, all we did was play around. We played chess for about two hours, but that was it. It's unreasonable to expect tremendous improvement in just two hours.

*One loss is acceptable. If we lose today and win tomorrow, we break even.*

We headed to the auditorium. If you register for club matches in advance, you gather in the auditorium and get randomly matched.

Board 1 is me, Board 2 is Hikari, Board 3 is Yayul Jun, and Board 4 is Si-woo. Except for Board 3 changing to Yayul Jun, it's the same as last week.

When we entered the auditorium, they handed out printed match schedules.

*Promotion... Promotion... Ah, found it.*

Our opponent wasn't a particularly famous club.
Their club name was "ChessKingIsComing." They weren't a themed club, just a small social club like ours.

"I think we might be able to win this."

In a match between small social clubs, we definitely have the advantage. I can secure one win for certain. If Si-woo wins and one of the other two at least draws, we win.

"Yeon-a. Can we put our hands together in the middle and shout 'Fighting!'? I've always wanted to do that."

Hikari said with an excited face. I nodded. It might be a bit cringeworthy, but perfect for establishing dominance.

There's value in showing that our club members get along well.

I gathered the members. We formed a circle and put our hands together. I placed my hand at the bottom, and Si-woo placed his on top of mine. Seon-a and Yuljun added theirs, and Hikari placed her hand on the very top.

"C-can I do it in Japanese?"

"...Wouldn't Korean be better?"

"Hmm, that's too bad."

Hikari sounded disappointed, but her face was completely flushed.

"Well, then!"

"One, two, three, Promotion fighting!"

"Fighting!"

When Hikari was about to say something, I quickly took over. While she was trying to speak, I rapidly counted to three and shouted "Fighting!"
Hikari looked at me with a dumbfounded expression. Seeing her like that, I nodded.

*Indeed. Hikari is cutest when she's being teased.*

I made a mental note to tease her more often in the future.

After comforting Hikari with a pat, we took our seats. The board and pieces appeared to be made of hardwood. Next to them were a pen, notation sheet, and chess clock.

"Phew..."

I exhaled deeply. Looking at the board with all the pieces neatly arranged made me smile involuntarily. I wondered how this game would unfold.

My heart was already racing.

Ch.40 - Official Club Match (2)
## Chapter 40

I was playing as White. In chess, White is always one move ahead of Black. Thanks to that... I can set the general direction of the opening.

The specifics depend on Black, but the overall shape is always determined by White. At the very least, White gets to choose whether to start with King's Pawn or Queen's Pawn.

I advanced the pawn in front of my Queen two squares. I play Queen's Pawn in about 2 out of 10 games. The Queen's Pawn Opening has its own unique flavor.

My opponent responded by developing the Knight on the King's side. Responding to Queen's Pawn Opening with a Knight—this is an Indian Defense.

*Playing Indian Defense at this level?*

I sneered. Indian Defense has a lot of theoretical content. Moreover, not knowing the theory can be extremely disadvantageous. If you make a mistake, the game could end right in the opening.

I advanced the pawn in front of the Queen's Bishop two squares and waited for my opponent's move. As if on cue, they advanced the pawn in front of their King's Knight one square.

I developed my Knight and waited for my opponent's next move. In Indian Defense, there are two openings where the g-file pawn is advanced. My opponent's next move would determine which opening we were playing.

Swoosh—clack!

*Bishop development. So it's King's Indian Defense.*

King's Indian Defense, or KID for short. White takes the center while Black counterattacks. Sounds simple when you say it, but actually achieving it is difficult.

It's like a boxing novice trying to weave, needlessly bobbing their head and getting hit twice as hard—trying to counterattack the center but just losing instead.

*If they had just played straightforwardly, they could have lasted until the middlegame...*

I advanced the pawn in front of my King two squares. After my opponent's move, I also advanced the pawn in front of my King's Bishop two squares.

Four pawns advanced two squares each. The pawns in front of the King and Queen, plus the pawns on either side of them.
I used four out of five moves to advance pawns. Delaying development in exchange for gaining a large territory. A strong threat created by this large territory.

The most aggressive choice White can make against King's Indian Defense.

Four Pawns Attack.

As soon as I played the Four Pawns Attack, I observed my opponent's reaction. Sure enough, their expression wasn't good. Four Pawns Attack isn't commonly played.
It's very aggressive but has too many weaknesses. You could say the weaknesses outweigh the benefits of aggressive play.

It's difficult to precisely compare the pros and cons... but the fact that Four Pawns Attack isn't commonly used at the Master level gives you a rough idea.

Openings that Masters don't use often typically aren't well-researched. Openings that aren't well-researched are difficult to study.
Difficult-to-study openings are usually pushed to the back of the queue.

*Why bother with theory-heavy openings when you could use something simpler?*

The difficulty of studying doesn't apply to me. With the years I've invested in chess, I won't fall behind at this level.

The dimension of depth is different. Compared to when I used to prepare more than ten moves ahead, this is child's play.
My opponent made the standard response. The problem was they could only do it once.

They knew they should counter the center with the c-pawn, but that was it. Their subsequent responses were surprisingly pathetic.

I kept pushing my pawns without even castling. Instead of taking time to castle, I advanced another pawn. This game would probably receive terrible evaluations if analyzed.

It's like attacking without considering supply lines. If you get blocked or fail, you starve to death. But in exchange, you can use even your supply personnel for the attack.

Pieces move across the board. I threaten checkmate and force disadvantageous positions on my opponent. If they had sacrificed what needed to be sacrificed, held on as long as possible, and then counterattacked, I would have struggled too. But if they could do that, they wouldn't be amateurs.

Sacrificing pieces for defense was impossible at this level. My opponent missed even their last chance for a comeback.

In the end, I was right.

[1-0]

Victory justifies the process. The reckless attack led to a quick victory.

"Good game."

"Good game."

But I can't blame my opponent for this. Anyone would end up like this against me. What happened was only natural.
Victory is like breathing to me. I can achieve it naturally without even thinking about it.

"...Would you like to review the game?"

"You can speak casually. You're a first-year, after all."

"Oh, okay. Four Pawns Attack, did you prepare that in advance? Not many people use it. Sigh... I tried to cover with tactics, but it didn't work."

"Wait. Don't call it 'Po Ponzeu Eotek,' call it 'Four Pawns Attack.'"

I rolled my tongue, showing off my British English pronunciation. I learned British English a long time ago. Chess is a Western game anyway, and if you want to be active in the West, you need to know English.

"Po Ponzeu Eotek?"

"No. Say it in English. Four Pawns Attack."

"Fo-ol Po-onzeu Eotek."

"Sigh... Never mind. Let's just continue."

"Why insist on English?"

"Because 'Ponzeu' sounds like a sauce. Ponzu sauce. It doesn't sound cool."

"......?"

Those who don't understand the importance of coolness in chess will never become masters. That's a famous quote from me.
Saying "Po Ponzeu Eotek" in Korean doesn't preserve the coolness. The consecutive "p" sounds ruin the style.

Therefore, it must be said in English. With precise pronunciation of F and P.

"Four Pawns Attack."

I was pretty cool, if I do say so myself.

"Shape your lips like this and pronounce 'four.'"

"Po, four."

"That's right. And the rest, 'Pawns Attack.' Not just 'pawn' but the plural form. Pay attention to the 's' sound."

"Four Pawns Attack."

"That's it. Now you're a Four Pawns Attack master. I acknowledge it."

I waved my hand lightly in greeting and stood up. It meant they should review the game on their own.

"I asked for a review, what's with that...!!"

I left without looking back. Once you understand coolness, chess skill naturally follows. Even with a rating of 400, you need style.
Conversely, even with a Master title, you're nothing without style.

I entered the waiting room next to the auditorium. I was alone.

I brushed my bangs with my hand. After quickly scanning the surroundings, I looked at the window. I could faintly see my reflection.
I spread my index finger and thumb while folding the rest of my fingers. I extended my hand toward the window.

"BANG!"

I blew a breath onto my index finger.

*That's it...*

I had the style befitting the name of Master.

"Ahaha!"

I laughed out loud. After winning at chess, I get so excited that I show off like this. Since I'm not doing it for a camera during an interview, I can show off as much as I want.

If I were a man, I would have struck a side chest pose in front of the mirror, but I'm a woman now. I arched my back, placed my hands on my hips, and pushed out my chest.

*Whew... I really am cool.*

It would be embarrassing if someone suddenly opened the door and came in. I opened the door and looked outside. I thought no one would be there, but there was one person.

*Si-woo's coming! He must have won!*

I clasped my hands to my chest and jumped up and down. My excellent tutoring had led Si-woo to victory. Now we had at least a draw.

I thought about running over for a hug, but a better idea came to mind.

*I wonder how he'll react if he catches me acting silly?*

I turned my back to the door and struck a fatally seductive pose. I pushed out my hips so my undershorts were almost visible and thrust out my chest, straining my white shirt.

Just to be sure, I checked the corridor once more. Only Si-woo was there. I resumed my fatal pose.

Slide—

"......Yeon-a, what are you doing?"

"Ah, this is a bit boring. Shouldn't you be startled and entertain me?"

"If you... peeked your head out twice, did you think I wouldn't see you?"

"Oh."

I sighed. But I didn't give up. After winning at chess, I feel invincible. At least, I feel like I'm invincible.

I grabbed Si-woo's shoulders and struck a fatally seductive pose.

"How's this?"

"You have no talent for physical activity. You're like a log."

"A log?! With such clear curves!"

"You're too stiff. Look, you should pose like this."

Si-woo arched his back and pushed out his chest. When a guy does it... it's just wrong. If it weren't Si-woo, I might have delivered a soccer kick.

"Don't look at me like that... Here, let me fix your pose."

Si-woo held my waist and hips to adjust my pose. He adjusted it in detail, like manipulating a mannequin. As he fixed my posture, I realized I had been in a truly stupid pose.

"Whew... You're becoming more and more seductive."

"I'm touched that you're trying so hard to seduce me."

"I'm not trying to show you."

"Then who? Is there anyone else I should show?"

"To myself, who just achieved a perfect victory..."

"Then I'll take a picture to show you."

I nodded.

*Wait, this pose is going to be photographed?*

As soon as I nodded, I regretted it. Although I often allowed photos, this pose was a bit much. My body straightened automatically.
I shifted from the embarrassing pose with my hips thrust out to a more ordinary stance. I also pulled in my chest.

Thinking about having it captured in a photo made me quite embarrassed. While I might have allowed it if it were "me winning a tournament," "me beating an amateur" wasn't brazen enough to act that way.

Click–!

I was immortalized in the middle of adjusting to a less embarrassing pose.

"Ah."

"Wow... Yeon-a, this is much better! You're not a log after all. This is really... Whew."

"Delete it quickly...! I don't think this photo is appropriate."

"No way. This needs to be kept. It's really pretty, I'm telling you. Want to see?"

Si-woo showed me the screen. The me in the screen was actually quite fatal. To the point where I wanted to erase such a dark history as quickly as possible.

"Whew, I've transferred it to the computer. I should save it to the drive too."

"You son of a—"

"Hey, watch your language."

"Delete it."

"You want me to delete such a fatally seductive photo myself? I absolutely cannot."

I was about to grab Si-woo by the collar and shake him but held back. It would be strange to make more of a fuss after I had posed for the photo.

"Ugh, damn it."

I sat Si-woo down on a chair with annoyance. Then I sat on his lap.

"If that photo gets out, I'll kill you."

"It's too precious for me to share with anyone else."

"I hope those words don't become your last."

I hit Si-woo's collarbone with the back of my head. Not long after, Hikari came with news of a draw.

Our club is in first place. Joint first place, but first place nonetheless.

*Mission accomplished. From now on, our club is the unofficial number one club.*

I grinned proudly while teasing Yayul Jun, the only one in our club who lost. We won the first match 2.5 to 1.5.
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Chapter 41

Riding high on Monday's brilliant victory, we boldly took on Tuesday's challenge as well. I won, of course, while Si-woo managed a draw.
That was fine, but... Seon-a and Hikari both lost. If just one of them had drawn, we could have salvaged a tie.

I was planning to scold Hikari thoroughly using this as an excuse, but there was no need.

"Um... Yeon-a. Next time, I'll sit out."

She was already hanging her head in guilt before I'd said anything. I hadn't actually scolded her. I just called her over and sighed a few times.

"No way. I believe in you, Hikari. If you scored zero points in two games, you can make up for it by winning everything next week. If you win both games next week, that's two points in four games."

"...What happens if I lose?"

"Nothing will happen. Nothing. At. All."

I backed Hikari against the wall and looked down at her. I wiped all expression from my face and spoke in clipped sentences as if something might happen.

*This is the face! My bullying worked perfectly!*

Hikari looked up at me with a dejected expression. She knew my personality well enough by now not to be scared. She just seemed a little hurt by my overbearing attitude.

It was cute.

I pinched and squeezed her cheek.

"Yeon-a. Stop bullying Hikari and come here."

"But it's fun. Fine, I'm coming."

Si-woo called me over, so I had to stop tormenting Hikari. I was disappointed but didn't show it. I didn't want to be seen as someone who enjoyed bullying others.

"What are you doing?"

"Looking for a puzzle book. Got any recommendations?"

Si-woo was shopping on his phone. It seemed like he wanted to buy a chess puzzle book to improve his tactical skills.

*Puzzle books... I used to read a lot of those back then.*

Even with the internet, nothing compares to the feel of paper. Setting up pieces on a board and solving problems from a book—that's the real experience.

I could recommend books I'd read in the past, but I kept quiet. Those books are over twenty years old now. There's no reason to look at such outdated material.

"Yeon-a. Have you seen this before?"

[From Beginner to Master~ 1001 Practical Problems]

"No? Why?"

"It's written by the current Champion."

"...That guy—I mean, that person wrote this book?"

"Yeah. They say he worked on it bit by bit whenever he had time."

"Huh."

Indeed, his name was listed as the author. I was genuinely impressed that he had time to create 1,001 problems.
He probably didn't create them all himself. Most likely, he selected good positions from masters' games and turned them into problems.

Even so, it would still take a lot of time. This was someone who used to schedule his time meticulously, saying time is money. I was surprised that such a person would create a book like this.

*Must have taken him over a year of hard work. Though with his brains, he might have finished it in six months.*

Is twenty years enough time to change a person? Wasting time writing books... It's surprising no matter how I think about it.

"Buy that for me."

"This? Oh, sure."

"I'll pay you. Tell me your account number."

"What's with the money between friends? Keep it."

"It's because we're friends that we should be careful. Money issues are the worst when they go wrong."

"I see. But don't worry about the house or wedding preparations. I'll take care of all that."

"What?"

"My parents promised when I was young. No matter what happens, they'll make sure there are no problems with marriage. The house, furniture, wedding costs, and everything."

"Are you bragging? What am I supposed to do with that information?"

"Just... thought you should know..."

I tapped his shin with the tip of my foot. It was punishment for naturally steering the conversation in a strange direction.
While this might be good news for Si-woo's future wife, it had absolutely nothing to do with me. Si-woo's words were no different from a bourgeois flaunting their wealth.

I took money from my wallet and placed it in front of Si-woo. Being strict about money matters was one of my principles.

"Ten thousand won? The book costs 16,500 won including shipping."

"Just round off the 6,500 won and forget about it."

"How on earth does rounding make that disappear?"

"Then consider it an early birthday present."

"Birthday? When is it?"

"Next Saturday."

"Oh, really? That's soon."

Si-woo rolled his eyes and watched my reaction. He seemed to want to invite me for a birthday celebration.
Or maybe he was waiting for an invitation. I could host a birthday party and invite friends.

I deliberately didn't bring it up. Si-woo's reaction was quite amusing. After this conversation, it would be natural for me to invite Si-woo, but I remained silent.

I slowly moved behind Si-woo. He turned his head to look at me. I leaned close to his ear and whispered:

"That day, I'm coming over to your place."

I whispered so only Si-woo could hear. I couldn't help it. I wanted to spend my birthday with just Si-woo. I couldn't say that to the club members I was moderately friendly with.

If I said, "Next Saturday is my birthday, but I'm only hanging out with Si-woo, so don't come!"... that would seriously damage my social standing.
I'd worry about the strange looks, and I'd feel bad for the members who felt left out.

This was the only way to avoid that situation. Whispering quietly into Si-woo's ear so only he could hear.

"...Should I prepare a birthday party?"

Si-woo whispered back. After thinking about it, I nodded slightly. A birthday party at a friend's house—that's the true symbol of friendship.
My heart was racing.

"Prepare a bunny pajama as my gift. Get it a bit loose. With a tail and ears... something cute. I'll stay overnight at your place. Got it?"

I added a bit of self-interest. It might not be polite to specifically request a birthday gift. Gifts should be accepted as given; if the receiver makes demands, is it still a gift?

I'm not really sure. It's probably not proper etiquette.

*But we're special friends, so it's fine. Bunny pajamas are cute, right?*

Judging by Si-woo's nod, it seemed okay.

"But you're staying overnight?"

"Yes. Pa-pajama party!"

I raised my voice slightly. A pajama party with just Si-woo and me. How could that combination be anything but fun? It's only natural to feel excited.

"Is that what a pajama party is supposed to be...?"

"I don't know either. I've never had one. What does it matter if it's different? We don't need to follow some predetermined format."

"That's true. Alright. I'll prepare for it."

I nodded emphatically. Lately, my weekends seem filled with happiness. Last weekend, I visited Si-woo's house for the first time, and this weekend, I'm going to a tournament with Si-woo.
Next weekend, a birthday party is scheduled. All golden moments.

"Then should I give you the book we bought today along with it?"

"Oh... Yes! That's perfect."

A great idea to enhance the golden moment. This was my chance for revenge against the one who had severely ignored and mocked me.
I would show off that I could make friends while holding the book he wrote. But that wasn't all.

It was definitive revenge against the one who had tainted my birthday with hatred in my past life. I hadn't forgotten that terrible memory.

He used to celebrate my birthday every year, but one year, he suddenly stopped congratulating me and prepared a surprise party instead. "Surprise" is a nice word, but I felt like my day was ruined.
Ignoring me all day and then suddenly appearing with a surprise event. The hatred from that day hasn't disappeared.

*Back then, my anger made me like some kind of goblin. Sigh.*

In this life, I have a friend. Not a bad person who mocks me, but a friend who believes in and cherishes me.
I will proudly declare victory while looking at the book he wrote.

It might seem like nothing more than a mental victory, but it's my victory nonetheless.

I didn't want to lose at anything, no matter how small. Especially not to that Champion.

"No surprise parties. Got it?"

"Oh, okay."

"Good."

I patted Si-woo's head. He's a precious friend who gives me victory. Even a mental victory is still a victory. That's how I defined it.

I completely shattered his claim that I couldn't make friends, and that's my victory. That's the only important fact.

"So, how about a game of chess after a long time?"

"Oh... really? I thought you didn't play with terrible players."

"I gave you 6,500 won, so I should at least do this much. But I'll play blindfolded."

"You can play blindfold chess too?"

"Of course. I can even do blindfold simuls."

I set up the chess board and then sat with my back turned. Si-woo would move the pieces. I just needed to call out the coordinates.

"Yeon-a. Come here. We need to properly cover your eyes."

"Huh? Do you have a blindfold?"

"No. We can do it like this."

Si-woo sat me on his lap and covered my eyes with his palms.

"Oh, um. That does cover them."

"Right?"

This was unfair. Chess is a sport of the mind, not the body. If your mind is disturbed, you can't perform at your best.
In chess, where any action that disrupts concentration is considered bad manners, isn't this going too far?
I wanted to protest but couldn't. I didn't want to appear too concerned.

I always want to remain Si-woo's friend. I'll show that by firmly refusing and holding out until the end, what remains is friendship.

I sat up straight with dignity. My intention was to emphasize that I wasn't bothered at all.

"Yeon-a. More romance? Your face is super red."

"It's not romance...!!"

"Sure. Whatever you say."

When Hikari tried to pin this ridiculous accusation on me, I gritted my teeth and scolded her. I could feel Si-woo's body shaking. He seemed to be holding back laughter.

"e4."

"Oh, are we starting? e5."

"f4."

"...King's Gambit?"

"I'll checkmate you within 15 moves."

I spoke in a cold voice. As soon as I heard my face was red, I wanted to end this quickly.
Since I couldn't quit chess midway, I pulled out an aggressive opening.

Si-woo tried hard to defend, but I broke through. Strangely, the blindfold chess match ended in less than 10 minutes.

The chess game ended, but the hands covering my eyes remained. Si-woo continued to hold me and cover my eyes, and I didn't express any complaints.

For some reason, it felt nice being like this.

Ch.42 - Rating Acquired (1)
What is the essence of a tournament? If someone asked me, I'd give two different answers.

If the person asking was my opponent, I'd say "competition." It's an endless battle for first place, a struggle to objectively measure your skills.

I'd give that answer to show how serious I am about the match.

But if the person asking wasn't an opponent, or was simply interested in philosophical debate...
I'd answer "festival."

When people with the same hobby meet to compete and determine winners and losers, it's a festival. Sure, some win and some lose, but even those who lose take something away from it.

A tournament is a festival. A celebration that both winners and losers can enjoy. Getting first place is nice, but what if you don't?
Creating memorable games and showcasing your skills is glorious in itself.

My true feeling is closer to "festival." The competition answer is just to save face.
How could this not be a festival when everyone here shares my hobby?

"Haaaaaah..."

Weekend. Today is the Saturday I promised to attend a tournament with Si-woo. In other words, it's basically like going to a festival with Si-woo.
My heart feels like it's floating. A warm joy settled deep in my chest makes me excited.

The tournament venue was a board game cafe. I was skeptical at first about holding a tournament in a cafe, but now that I've arrived, my doubts have completely disappeared.

*Is the entire building a board game cafe? Wow.*

Strictly speaking, only the 3rd and 4th floors were the board game cafe, but that was enough to call it the whole thing. Half of a four-story building rounds up to "the whole thing" anyway.

Today's tournament starts at 9 AM and ends at 6:30 PM. Each player gets 1 hour with a 30-second increment.
One game in the morning, two games in the afternoon, and today's schedule is done.

Tomorrow we'll play two more games. The tournament spans two days because you need to play 5 games to get a rating.
Playing multiple Standard games in one day is burdensome, but it's more reasonable than clearing your evenings for an entire week just to get rated.

The tournament is literally called "Standard Rating Tournament." There's no prize money, just gift certificates for the cafe.

I stared blankly at the cafe building before going inside. The tournament starts at 9 AM. Participants need to be in their seats by 8:45 AM.

*Current time... 8:10 AM.*

I had planned to arrive much earlier, but I failed because I overslept. I texted Si-woo, who said he hadn't arrived yet.
I approached the clerk to order coffee.

"Two Americanos, please."

"Please use the kiosk."

"Oh."

I tapped on the large monitor to order two Americanos. Si-woo probably likes Americano. I have no evidence for this. It's just a vague assumption that he'll like what I like.

*If he doesn't drink it, I'll just have both.*

After ordering two Americanos at the kiosk, I sat in a spot where sunlight was streaming in. The chair was comfortably plush, fitting for a board game cafe.

*Without coffee, wouldn't people fall asleep during chess? Is this a clever business strategy?*

Some players in the Candidates Tournament deliberately choose uncomfortable chairs. The reason is that sitting in too comfortable a chair makes you drowsy.
Of course, I didn't worry about that and chose the most comfortable chair.

I got up and looked around the cafe. There were quite a lot of chess boards, along with playing cards, Go boards, backgammon, Da Vinci Code, Jenga, and various other games.

I examined each one carefully. Unfortunately, the Jenga was just ordinary Jenga. I heard there are Jenga sets with strange things written on them. Like penalties and such...
I'd like to try that with Si-woo someday.

Playing cards. The toy that once caused controversy when I jokingly asked, "Shouldn't they be called Biden cards now?"

It probably wasn't that big of a deal. It was just a light joke on my part. Maybe the problem was that I said it during election season? I'm not sure.

Backgammon. Are there even a thousand people in Korea who know how to play this? I don't know how to play it either.

Chess board. Beautiful shape and dignified pieces. Truly befitting the king of board games. "King of board games" is a title I gave it myself.

As soon as I picked up the chess board, I immediately opened the case containing the pieces.
This was to verify whether it was a pure chess board or a promiscuous one that accommodates multiple games.

Click–!

"Th-this...!!"

There, chess pieces and checker pieces were mixed together. The board I picked up was a promiscuous one that allowed any game.
It wasn't a chaste, devoted chess board.

"You tramp...!!!"

I gritted my teeth. Putting checker pieces on a chess board is sacrilege. Chess pieces are magnificent 3D works of art, while checker's pathetic buttons are just stones not worth looking at.

*A solved game, no less!*

I put down the board irritably, fuming inside. Checkers is a solved game. All possible moves have been calculated, and it's been proven that with optimal play, the game ends in a draw.

Chess... well, machines can beat us now, but it's not a solved game. There's only a vague speculation that "it might end in a draw," but no proof.

They're on different levels. Even if the god of checkers played against a checkers engine, it would end in a draw. But if the god of chess played against a chess engine, there could be a winner.
That's the overwhelming power of chess compared to checkers.

"Yeon-a. Why are you angry?"

"Oh, Si-woo, you're here? L-look at this. How could such a terrible thing happen?"

I explained my grievance to Si-woo, who had approached without me noticing.
If I ever become a member of the National Assembly, the first thing I'll pass is the "One Board, One Game Law." I cannot tolerate the absurdity of checkers on a chess board or Janggi on the back of a Go board.

"Oh. You're upset about the checkers?"

"Yeah."

"It's okay. The chess association is bigger."

I nodded at Si-woo's clear answer. Indeed, in a capitalist world, money is the answer.
My frustration melted away.

I'm not sure if it was because Si-woo found the answer, or if just seeing his face made me feel better. Maybe it was both.

"Oh, right. I need to get the Americanos. You'll drink Americano, right?"

"Oh, yes."

As expected. I thought Si-woo would like Americano the most.

I picked up the two Americanos and handed one to Si-woo. I chewed on the paper straw and took a sip. It was warm.

"Drink up. The aroma is nice."

"Thanks."

"Did you prepare hard? We should meet at 4 points, right?"

"Hahaha..."

Si-woo laughed and avoided answering. He must not be confident.

Today's tournament uses the Swiss system. If I had to summarize the Swiss system in one line, it would be "players with the same score face each other."
The 1st round is determined by rating, and from the 2nd round on, players with the same score face each other.
If both Si-woo and I win 4 games in a row, there's a high probability we'll face each other.

Excluding draws, the number of players with the highest score is halved after each round. With 64 players, after round 1, 32 players have 1 point; after round 2, 16 players have 2 points; after round 3, 8 players have 3 points.

Since chess allows draws, the numbers will vary more.

I took out my phone to check the time. It was 8:30 AM.

"It's starting soon. You're an e4 player, right?"

"Yeah. You seem to use various openings, what are you going to use today?"

"Um... Saragossa Opening?"

"There's such an opening?"

"Yeah. Playing c3 as the first move. The idea is to give up the center and counterattack, but I'm planning to do something a bit different."

"How?"

"Have you heard of the Cabbage Opening?"

I rolled my tongue, showing off my British English pronunciation.

"Never heard of it."

"It's a novelty opening. c, a, b, b, a, g, e. All can be represented in chess notation, right? Just push the pawns in that order. Oh, the second 'b' is actually a bishop."

"...You're going to use a novelty opening in a tournament?"

"Yep."

I answered confidently. It's precisely because it's this kind of tournament that I can use it. If I played seriously in this small tournament, it would be bullying. No fun, no emotion, no romance.

That's why I prepared this Cabbage Opening.

c3, a3, b3, Bb2, a4, g3, e3. Take the first letters and you get cabbage!

It might look strange, but... it's perfectly usable. I can place both bishops on good diagonals, and later counter in the center.

This is actually quite reasonable. I'm not moving the king, or spending several moves to swap the queen and king positions, or randomly sacrificing the queen, or meaninglessly moving knights around.

*Actually, I originally planned to move a knight back and forth six times. But that seemed too much like trolling, right?*

I've compromised quite a bit. My opponent probably won't even notice. Moving the a-pawn twice is a bit strange, but when you're tense, you don't notice such things.

"If anyone gives you trouble, call me. So far... no one has tried to mess with me."

I looked at Si-woo. Indeed, with his build, no one would want to pick a fight. It was reassuring.

*With Si-woo backing me up, I'll swap the king and queen positions in round 2!*

It only takes six moves to swap the queen and king positions.

With excitement in my heart, I waited for the festival to begin. There was so much fun to be had.
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Chapter 43

The tournament began shortly after. Someone who introduced themselves as the café owner said a few words, rang a small bell, and went back downstairs.

Dong— Dong— Dong—

The resonant bell sound echoed through the café. The small bell was louder than it looked. I expected a sharp ring, but it was actually a pleasant resonant tone.

I sat down and shook hands with my opponent. The chess clock started, and my time began ticking. Since I didn't have a rating, I was playing White—or maybe it was just randomly assigned. I didn't really care.

I closed my eyes and breathed slowly.
I could feel the air passing through my nose.
My chest rose and fell.

Gradually, I slipped into a new world.
You could call it concentration, but I prefer the term immersion.
Rather than gathering around chess, I wanted to dive deep into it.

The digital clock numbers decreased one by one. 60 minutes, 59 minutes 59 seconds, 58 seconds, 57 seconds.
The sound of players hitting their clocks after making their first moves echoed throughout.

It was a familiar sound. Comforting, and perhaps even nostalgic. Hearing it in a tournament venue gave it a fresh significance.

It rang out from far away, from right beside me, from behind me. Some hit it hard, others pressed it gently. Each person created their own unique sound according to their personality and preference.
It was like a percussion instrument played by many people.

Everyone immersed in chess was composing a piece together.
Without rhythm or beat, but with romance.

It was a piece of music created by chance. John Cage allowed 4 minutes and 33 seconds of music, but I had much more time.
I closed my eyes. Though without melody, it was a beautiful tune.

I felt like I had finally arrived where I belonged.
Only now did I truly feel alive.

In this rhythm of irregularity, it was time to add my own note.

I looked down at the board. A small world of 64 squares lay before me. I grabbed a pawn with its round head and pushed it forward one square.

–Tak!

My time on the chess clock stopped.

But only now had my true time begun to flow.

Indeed, chess and I were inseparable.

I covered the corner of my mouth with my hand. I couldn't help but smile. I had ended up playing the Cabbage Opening. My opponent's pawns filled the center, threatening me.
While I was wasting time, my opponent had completed their war preparations.

They positioned knights and bishops to support the attack, with pawns solidifying the front line.
Those pawns were ready to step forward and expand their territory. In a normal situation, this shouldn't be allowed.

But I wasn't nervous at all. A wide territory was just a vulnerability full of holes. It couldn't threaten me.

One by one, pieces gathered in the small space. The battle always began with pawns. Breaking the center, launching counterattacks.

The preparations were complete.

I pushed the pawn in front of my queen two squares forward. It was an ordinary move hardly worth calling a tactic, but it was the best move.
Chess was just beginning.

The end of the opening. The beginning of the middlegame.

...
..
.

"Ah. This feels like being interrupted mid-poop."

Chess can be divided into opening, middlegame, and endgame. You could break it down further, but these three stages are the standard divisions.

The opening is the stage before piece development is complete, usually ending after about ten moves. The middlegame begins when piece development is finished and the real battle starts.
When pieces, especially queens, are exchanged, we typically say we've entered the endgame.

You don't necessarily have to go through all three stages. If the material difference becomes too great during the middlegame, one side might resign.

But this was just too much.

[14. Qxg7# 1-0]

Fourteen moves. That's how many it took me to end the game. There wasn't even a real tactic. I just casually placed my queen on g4, then captured the g7 pawn to end the game.

It wouldn't normally have been checkmate, but there was a bishop on b2. The bishop occupying the longest diagonal supported the queen.
As a result, the game ended in just 14 moves.

It's not incomprehensible. When you're overly nervous, you can't see the whole board. The bishop on b2 might be easy to miss.
From Black's perspective, b2 is deep in the opponent's territory...

"But isn't this too much? Missing a one-move checkmate?"

I sighed and covered my face with my hands. I sympathized with carbon undergoing incomplete combustion due to lack of oxygen.
I still had passion to burn, but the oxygen had run out too quickly.

"Keeee..."

I chewed on the paper straw. The Americano had been empty for a while. Now even the paper straw was getting soggy.
There's an old saying: "I get your level now, and it's so boring I want to die."

How true that was. People can die of boredom. In my case, I was dying of boredom because I met boring opponents, which is pretty much the same thing.

I fidgeted with my feet before standing up abruptly. I couldn't waste time like this. I needed to do something to avoid dying of boredom.

I approached the counter and casually spoke to the café owner.

"Um, would you like to play a game of chess?"

"Oh. You finished already?"

"Yeah..."

"Hmm... I'm also serving as a judge for this tournament. I might have to get up and walk around frequently. Is that okay?"

"Yes. That's fine."

"Great. Then let's play casually... How about 30 minutes with a 10-second increment?"

"Sounds good."

I clenched my fist. Oxygen returned to my incompletely combusted heart. This time, I would burn with a blue flame.

"But first, shall we make this friendly match more exciting?"

I said with a playful smile.

"Would you like to make a bet?"

Something needed to be at stake for me to focus, whether it was rating points or something tangible.

"A bet?"

"Yes. If I win, I get that."

I pointed to a container labeled "Couple Jenga." The name was quite annoying, but if you removed all the weird stuff, it would become Friend Jenga.
Judging by the price tag, it was an item for sale.
It would be a fun prop for the birthday party next Saturday. I was planning to buy it anyway, but now a good opportunity had presented itself.

"And... if I lose, I'll give you today's tournament prize. I'll give it to you."

I said arrogantly. Even though the first day of the tournament wasn't over yet, I boldly offered the prize as collateral.

"If I don't win, I'll pay you the equivalent of the gift certificate. Fair enough, right?"

"Hahaha. You're quite confident."

"Hahaha..."

He brought the chess board.

"By the way, I've never lost money in chess bets."

"Oh! That's impressive."

Never lost money. I have lost games. Naturally, the person who beat me was always "that bastard."
The day I first beat him, I was the tournament champion and The Champion was the runner-up.

With my confidence soaring, I bet my tournament prize money and... well, at least I didn't lose money.

"How could I take money from a kid half my age! Hahaha! How about this instead?"

Instead, I paid the terrible price of having to call that bastard "daddy" for a week. After that, I bet tournament prize money a few more times, and never lost money.

"I kept my money anyway! I wasn't lying!"

After all, you can't put a price on dignity.

"Well, then this will be your first loss."

"Will it really?"

"Hahaha."

No more words were needed. I had never lost money in a chess bet. Although that didn't mean I was undefeated... I didn't think I'd suffer my first financial loss in this small café.

I had a reason to win.

"A pajama party can't be without Jenga."

A field of imagination was already blooming in my head. I would censor the Couple Jenga with Si-woo, and when only appropriate options remained, we would enjoy playing Jenga together.
I smiled at the thought of blowing in Si-woo's ear to distract him.

I turned the board so that the white pieces were in front of the café owner.

"You go first. Since I'm planning to get the Jenga for free, I should at least give you the first move."

"Haha. I won't refuse. But don't ask for mercy after you lose."

After a light handshake, the owner started the clock. His first move was advancing the pawn in front of the queen's bishop two squares.

In notation, that's c4. It's called the English Opening. It's the fourth most common first move for White.

"Hmm..."

The standard responses would be the Reversed Sicilian or Symmetrical Defense... but I wanted to play an unorthodox move now.

I advanced my b-pawn two squares. For an unorthodox move, a gambit is the way to go. I responded to c4 with b5, sacrificing a pawn. My opponent accepted my gambit.
As soon as my opponent captured my b-pawn, I advanced my a-pawn one square.

My opponent captured my a-pawn too, and I recaptured their pawn with my bishop.

I lost two pawns. My opponent lost one pawn. In terms of material, I was down one point.
What I gained was bishop development and rook activity. It's hard to quantify, but it's not a huge advantage.

"But it's fun, so it's fine."

Thinking about it, I gained one more thing. I completely destroyed my opponent's opening theory. There's no way they would have studied this strange gambit line.

"Si-woo, just wait. Your noona will bring you a toy!"

I smiled softly. I had already scored a point in the psychological battle.
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The chronic weakness of the Bishop. The Bishop is a flawed piece that can only see half the board.
A Bishop born on a light square can never step on a dark square. A Bishop born on a dark square can never step on a light square.

Knights, Rooks, Queens, even Kings can step on all squares. But a Bishop can never go to a square of a different color, no matter what.
A Bishop is weak alone. A light-squared Bishop needs a dark-squared Bishop, and vice versa.
Only together can they dominate all 64 squares.

Clack–!

My Bishop penetrated deep into the opponent's territory. Their pawn structure was solid. It was a reasonably good play. I had sacrificed a pawn, starting with a disadvantage of 1 point.

It's just a pawn for now, but in the endgame, that pawn could transform into a Queen. My opponent seemed to be playing defensively, making exchanges while aiming to reach the endgame.

The Queens were exchanged earlier than expected. The Queen is a 9-point piece. With Queens on the board, there are too many variables. My opponent, who was in a winning position, wanted to reduce variables, and I didn't particularly avoid it.

When you're winning, actively exchange pieces. They were following this common chess adage.

I don't think there was anything wrong with that move. If there was a problem, it was what came next.
Too fixated on "actively exchanging pieces," my opponent created a Bishop-Knight exchange. They exchanged their dark-squared Bishop for my Knight.

The pieces that control diagonals are Pawns, Bishops, and Queens. My opponent had used their dark-squared Bishop and Queen for exchanges. And conveniently... their pawns were mostly positioned on light squares.

A pawn can escape a light square by moving forward one space. I didn't just sit and watch. I quickly closed the pawn structure, and my opponent reacted one move too late.

Without that one tempo, the path to victory would have been much longer.

My dark-squared Bishop infiltrated a good position.
A spot protected by my pawns and safe from enemy pawn attacks. It would have been ideal for a Knight, but having a Bishop there wasn't bad either.

A firmly established Bishop. To deal with it, my opponent would need to bring a Knight for an exchange. They couldn't handle it with a Rook.

"But that Knight... it's too deep in enemy territory?"

I smiled leisurely. The opponent's Knight had penetrated deep into my territory.
We had each infiltrated with one piece, but I had the advantage. Their Knight wasn't protected by pawns.

I could chase it away with just two moves.

"So, will they bring their other Knight to deal with it?"

My opponent had two Knights, and I had two Bishops. One of their Knights was participating in an attack, and the other was at f3.

They would probably bring the f3 Knight to create an exchange. It's not a bad move. Since I had spent several moves pushing my Bishop into that position, they were just taking it back.

My objective was elsewhere.

Clack–!

I heard the sound of the chess clock being pressed. My opponent seemed to be bringing out the f3 Knight for an exchange.
I covered my smile with my hand. Everything was going according to plan.

"I've been too quiet until now. That's not my style."

g5, h4. Squares that the Knight was protecting. Until now, it was difficult to use those squares because the Knight was protecting them.

Not anymore.

I boldly pushed the g-pawn two squares forward. I could almost hear the commentators shouting. The engine evaluation would drop, and the notation would show ?!...

But those who bet on my victory would be smiling.

Pushing pawns near the King to add excitement to the game was my specialty. I won most games where I made this move.
The engine evaluation drops? What does that matter? People aren't engines anyway.

"One mistake makes it equal. Two mistakes give me victory. Three mistakes? We won't need to go that far."

If my opponent defends perfectly, I lose. But so far, only one person has defended perfectly.
It's nearly impossible to make every move accurately in a chaotic situation. Except for that one person, no one can stop this.

I don't mindlessly push pawns in front of my King. I assess my opponent's skill and the piece situation to find the perfect timing to strike.

And my calculations told me. Now was the perfect time.
There was no chance my opponent could defend against this. They were overwhelmed by my Bishop pair, losing their defensive capabilities, and I exploited that gap.

Within a few moves, the kingside became complete chaos. All the pawns guarding the King turned to dust on the battlefield.
This was the chaos I gained by sacrificing the King's safety.

This chaos affects everyone. Not just my opponent, but me too.

"If we're both struggling, the winner is the more ruthless one. Ah, I guess I'm a woman now."

Calculating moves until my head feels hot is my daily routine. How many times have I experienced this position?

Victory was confirmed not long after. Thanks to boldly advancing the f, g, and h pawns.

"Phew... good game."

My opponent pushed back their hair and extended their hand. I smiled and accepted the handshake.

"I'll take the Jenga."

"Yes, please do... Ah, I'm completely drained. That was a position I've never seen before."

"Right? These days, too many people focus on openings. When they encounter an unfamiliar position, they collapse too easily."

"That's true. You can study the Italian Game for ten or fifteen moves, but when you face something like the Modern Defense, you can't even follow for five moves."

"Exactly. That's why I only use strange openings. It's quite fun to watch people collapse from confusion. Ahaha."

"Do you really need to do that? From what I've seen, most people wouldn't stand a chance against you anyway."

"It's a kind of mercy. Hiding my strength..."

"Ah, I see."

The cafe owner's expression seemed a bit sour, so I quickly left.

I didn't forget to collect the Jenga. The owner waved his hand, telling me to take it. He accepted defeat gracefully.

I looked at the Jenga box with a big smile. The joy of victory combined with a prize made me twice as happy.

"How should I show this off for maximum dramatic effect?"

Even if I casually mentioned it, Si-woo would be happy and praise me. If I opened my arms, he would hug me, and if I leaned my head in, he would pat it.
It's all too predictable. It's nice to see his unchanging behavior, but there's no dramatic excitement.

I stretched my neck to check Si-woo's seat. He seemed to have just entered the endgame. With two extra pawns, it wouldn't be strange if his opponent resigned at any moment.

"But what should I do with the Jenga to create a dramatic scene?"

I hugged the Jenga box tightly and pondered. I need to act unpredictably. Given my past actions, I need to be bold or he'll just laugh it off.

Not long after, Si-woo got up from his seat. I still hadn't come up with a good idea.

"What should I do? I don't know. I'll hide it for now."

I tucked the Jenga box under my clothes. Hiding it and then revealing it like magic might work. It might not be dramatically exciting, but mimicking a surprise event wouldn't be bad.

"Yeon-a. I won!"

"Oh, really? Um. Congratulations."

I answered with my back to Si-woo. I adjusted the position of the box with my hands. My stomach looked a bit bulging. By hunching slightly, I could hide it perfectly.
Someone without keen observation skills wouldn't notice.

"What's that in your stomach?"

"Caught immediately. Damn..."

I sighed and slowly turned around. Forget dramatic effect, I just looked like a thief. I thought I had hidden it perfectly.

"Ah, um."

I should mention, I make more abnormal responses than normal ones. I blurt things out as a reflex without filtering them through my brain.
If I think something might be fun, I just say it without considering the situation.
It's especially bad after winning a chess game, when I'm feeling a bit elated.

It happened again this time.

"I-it's our baby."

I regretted it as soon as I said it. I felt dizzy. I wanted to say something funny, and the special situation of hiding something in my stomach led to...

I said something I couldn't handle.

I covered my face with my hands and pulled the Jenga box out from my stomach. I tried to play a prank and ended up doing something stupid.

"...That was a quick delivery."

"Shut up..."

"Looks healthy. Strong."

"Shut up..."

Indeed, it was a joke I couldn't handle. I lowered my head and buried my face in my knees.
I repeated to myself three times: Think before speaking. Think before speaking. Think before speaking.

"It's okay. Jokes can fail sometimes, right?"

Si-woo came to my side and patted me.

"Kieee..."

"Actually, most of them seem to fail. Maybe it's better not to joke at all."

"I guess so..."

"No. But I'd miss them if you stopped. There's always new entertainment. I'm curious what nonsense you'll say next."

I was too embarrassed to look at Si-woo. Think before speaking. Think before speaking.

I'm glad I ended it appropriately. I'm really glad I only said "It's our baby."
There was a scenario where I might have said "Take responsibility" and then followed with "I just meant let's play Jenga together~". I'm really glad that didn't happen.

If I hadn't thought before speaking, I would have really blurted it out. Is this a demonic talent? My sense of humor scares me.

"Let's just have lunch. Okay?"

"Sure. It's on me today."

"Oh."

For a moment, my demonic talent activated again. I almost stroked my stomach after eating and said, "It's our second child..."
I'm really glad I thought before speaking.

I gripped Si-woo's hand tightly. My talent burns like a flame when I'm with Si-woo.
This is all Si-woo's fault.
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I had a simple lunch at a hamburger place near the cafe. The burger was ordinary, but the fries were delicious. They were crispy with just the right amount of salt and perfect thickness.

French fries are a food filled with memories. When I first had lunch with Si-woo, we had fries then too. It's not an especially significant memory, but still part of my memories. Comparing then and now while eating was quite nice.

Back then, I hogged all the fries for myself, but today I shared some with Si-woo. He seemed to want me to feed him, so I fed him a couple.

That's proof our friendship is progressing well.

After finishing our quick lunch, we went to the cafe to relax. We hadn't opened the Jenga set yet. I'll save that happiness for next weekend.

Instead of Jenga, we decided to play a game of chess for some light mental exercise after our meal.

If Si-woo and I played under equal conditions, it wouldn't be much of a game. Taking away pieces like the queen or rook to balance things wouldn't be a good choice right now. When one side is missing a piece, the nature of the game changes quite a bit. It might be fine for tactical practice, but not ideal for chess practice.

Instead, I gave him a more dramatic handicap.

[0:10:00/0:00:5]

Si-woo got 10 minutes, while I got 5 seconds. With a 5-second increment.
The time given to me was practically nothing. I'd have to think and predict moves during Si-woo's thinking time.

"Will this really work?"

"I'll win."

"No matter how good you are, Yeon, 5 seconds is a bit..."

"I'm telling you I'll win."

I let Si-woo play white. With only 5 seconds, it's hard to lead the game proactively anyway. It would be much easier to let Si-woo take the wheel and follow his lead.

"Then I'll start."

I nodded. Si-woo pushed the pawn in front of his king two squares and hit the clock. My time started decreasing rapidly.
I quickly pushed my c-file pawn two squares and hit the clock.

"Sicilian?"

"My specialty."

Si-woo and I quickly followed theory. After entering the Open Sicilian, I pushed my a-pawn to enter the Sicilian Najdorf.

The Sicilian Najdorf has a tremendous amount of theory. There are countless possible variations, and the strategic goals of each variation are complex.

"Najdorf... Maybe I should have gone with an Anti-Sicilian."

"It's fine. I'll stick to theory as much as possible. Go with the main line or whatever line you know."

"Then I'll go with the English Attack."

"Oh... let's see."

Si-woo diligently followed the moves he knew. Bishop development, queenside castling, kingside pawn storm.
I matched him by following the main line of the English Attack.
I aggressively pushed my two queenside pawns to expand my territory.

Si-woo, who had been making bold moves, paused at the sixteenth move. Up to the fifteenth move, he had played the most common moves.

*He's following well. I didn't expect him to have studied this deeply.*

He doesn't seem to understand the meaning behind each move. He's probably substituting understanding with memorization.
It would be a stretch to say he's studied openings properly, but this shows he's made an effort in his own way.

"You've followed well so far, but what will you do now? Chess doesn't end with the opening, you know."

"Yeah... honestly, I don't know what comes next."

"That's understandable. To be honest, Black's fifth move pushing the a-pawn isn't very intuitive."

"That's true. Usually when facing the Sicilian, most people go into the Dragon. At least the Dragon is somewhat intuitive."

"Rather than intuitive... it's more about the cool name."

"That's true."

From the sixteenth move, the game quickly began to change. Naturally, in my favor.
This was an opening I had prepared more than 20 moves deep for tournaments. This brain, slightly improved from my past life, still contained everything I had studied before.

The Sicilian Najdorf: English Attack was one I had studied quite deeply. It was a weapon to bring down kings.

*Actually, I went with a different line in the tournament.*

My mouth turned bitter. He was always slightly above me. Even in opening preparation.

Not long after, Si-woo resigned. Since the Najdorf is one of my specialties, I didn't feel much time pressure.
I just had to follow the moves I had thought about during my studies.

"You really, really are good. It's amazing..."

"Of course."

I received the praise I deserved. Compliments from Si-woo were sweeter than others.
Then suddenly, I became curious about something.

"Si-woo. If I were to use this opening in a tournament, which line do you think I should prepare most deeply against?"

"This opening?"

"I mean after entering the Sicilian Najdorf. There are many branches from there, right?"

"Ah... but I don't know much."

"Even something simple is fine."

"Well..."

Si-woo put his hand on his chin and thought seriously. Si-woo probably knows me better than anyone. I don't know myself well.
To be precise, I make subjective and biased judgments. Especially when evaluating my own abilities. And when it comes to chess-related abilities... my own judgment is practically meaningless.

I know this but don't bother fixing it. Overconfidence is also part of my charm.

"Ah, right. Wasn't there this variation in the Najdorf?"

Si-woo moved the pieces one by one. After making Black's fifth move that could be called 'Sicilian Najdorf,' he looked at me.

"If it were you, Yeon... I think you'd hate this the most."

Si-woo moved the rook to g1.

"Of course, it wouldn't end at the opening stage, but if I had to play against you, I think I'd use this."

"...Why?"

"Just because. I think you'd hate this the most. The Anti-Sicilian might be good too, but you'd be prepared for that."

"The Freak Attack... tsk."

Sicilian Defense: Open, Najdorf, Freak Attack.
That's the full name of the opening Si-woo showed me. In the Najdorf, White's sixth move is Rg1. That's called the Freak Attack.

And I once had my soul crushed by that opening. It's not a common move, but he guessed it. Amusingly, that was once my weakness.

"There wasn't a right answer to my question, but this might be it."

"Really?"

"Yeah..."

Back then, I was much weaker than I am now. Especially mentally.
I couldn't even imagine that the Champion, who rarely played unconventional moves, would play this opening.
It was one of the most devastating defeats in my chess career.

"I'm really glad you're on my side."

I whispered softly. What if this person who understands my mind suspiciously well had been an enemy instead of a friend?
I don't want to imagine it.

I got up and approached Si-woo. I naturally sat on his lap. It seems more comfortable sitting here than on a chair.

"Yeon-a. Sitting like this makes us look like a couple."

"What are you saying? That's impossible."

"Should we ask someone else?"

"No. How others see us doesn't matter. What matters is that I think of you as a friend."

"Really?"

"Of course."

I drew a clear line. When I draw a clear line, Si-woo doesn't cross it. My friend has excellent self-control.
If we only do things friends can do, and I keep reminding him that we're friends, nothing will happen.

"What are you going to do after graduating?"

"Well... I'm only a first-year, so can't I think about that later? You're going to become a chess professional, right?"

"Yes."

I paused for a moment. I glanced at Si-woo and said:

"Si-woo. We'll still be friends after graduation, right? You won't pretend not to know me or anything?"

"Of course."

"Hmph. I knew you'd say that. Then, when you have nothing to do after graduation, want to work with me? Prepare openings together, analyze games... that kind of thing. Yeah."

I said, swinging my legs. I don't want to lose him; I want to monopolize Si-woo's future. It's a bit strong for an attachment to a friend.
But since we're special friends, I think it's okay.

Someone who can analyze my style and immediately find my weakness—I think I can trust him this much.

Si-woo placed his large hand on my head.

"Don't worry. We're friends. Of course I'll be by your side."

"Right? That's how it should be, right?"

I stomped my feet in joy. I was happy to have gained a useful worker. While I was at it, I pushed a bit more.

"Th-then... want to live together after graduation?"

"Live together?"

"Yeah. Housing is expensive, so friends should split the cost."

"Sure. If that's what you want."

I hugged Si-woo's arm tightly in joy. Since Si-woo found my weakness, I've been a bit excited. As he granted my requests one by one, I became even happier.

*I can monopolize Si-woo. Forever.*

Monopolizing Si-woo is strategically a very correct decision. I can't give away Si-woo, who knows me well and clearly knows my weaknesses, to anyone else.
Since Si-woo is mine alone, I'll keep him all to myself.

"You're mine..."

Si-woo's actions today strengthened my desire to monopolize him. Since he accurately found my weakness, I really can't give him up now.
This is all Si-woo's fault.
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In round two, I played as Black. My opponent opened with Queen's Pawn, and I responded with an Indian Defense.
My opponent didn't avoid the Nimzo-Indian Defense. The Nimzo-Indian is quite playable for Black, so many players with White try to avoid it.

Among the various variations of the Nimzo-Indian Defense, my opponent chose the Sämisch Variation.
If they had developed their bishop to g5, it would have been the Leningrad Variation. I felt a bit disappointed. It would have been a chance to relive memories with Si-woo.

Or perhaps it was fortunate. I didn't waste my memories with Si-woo. It remained a precious memory just between us, untainted by someone else.

I bit my lower lip slightly. I wasn't focusing on calculation because I was reminiscing about the past. It didn't matter much since we were still in the opening phase, but the fact that I wasn't concentrating on chess was quite shocking.

I shook my head to clear my thoughts and refocused on the chess game. The Sämisch Variation involves exchanging Black's bishop for White's knight.
White gets doubled pawns on the c-file and an isolated pawn on the a-file. They aimed for a center counter by advancing the c-pawn. A textbook response.

The Nimzo-Indian Defense isn't my main weapon.
When I was in the lower ranks of Grandmasters, I mainly used the King's Indian Defense, and after reaching the upper ranks, I switched to the Queen's Gambit Declined as my primary opening.

That doesn't mean I always used the Queen's Gambit Declined. Using the same opening makes you easy to analyze, so I tried to be as diverse as possible.
I used all the decent responses available for Black. I kept the usage ratio of each opening fairly similar.

...The problem was that the Champion always saw through me.

There are two people who know me suspiciously well—one is my enemy, and one is my friend. Strange coincidence.

"Should I ask Si-woo about this opening too? Hmm."

I stopped my hand as I was about to move my king. I was going to give my opponent a handicap but decided against it. I had a feeling.
A feeling that Si-woo would finish quickly and be waiting for me.

I was going to show off some "twerking" by moving my king back and forth, but I didn't because I felt Si-woo would be waiting.

Playing at full strength against an amateur feels wrong, but I decided to let it slide this time. I had a feeling. Si-woo would win his game in 30 minutes and be waiting for me.

"Should I attack the kingside and aim for checkmate? No, no. I can't push pawns while leaving variables in the center."

I chewed on my lips as I continued to think. I wanted to end this quickly, even if it meant taking some risks. Would an all-in attack on the kingside work?

"Should I open the bishop's path and bring up the rook? Would the checkmate threat work? Should I spend two moves to redeploy the knight? Or should I just push pawns to create chaos?"

Numerous paths appeared in my mind. Passive paths, aggressive paths, paths leading to cliffs, paths with hidden traps.
I could see a path that was slow but would surely give me an advantage. Normally, I would have taken that path without hesitation.

"Sigh..."

I closed my eyes. I took a deep breath and reached out my hand.
I chose the best move. I didn't force an attack. I wanted to end this game quickly and see Si-woo.
But I couldn't do that.

Si-woo is precious to me. But not to the extent that I'd abandon chess and run to him. I couldn't neglect chess just because I wanted to see Si-woo quickly.

"Play chess properly, see Si-woo quickly. Chess wins this one. Sorry, Si-woo, but chess is also part of my life."

I couldn't compare the two, but at this moment, I chose chess.

Once I decided to take the right path, it was easy. Although it was slow, I could achieve an overwhelming victory. I prevented my opponent's tactics and brilliantly executed my own.

It took a total of one hour and thirty minutes. My opponent didn't give up and tried to counterattack until the end. After losing all pieces, they even tried for stalemate (a draw).

Although they weren't a skilled chess player, their determination was admirable.

"Good game."

"Yes. Good game."

[0-1]

It was a satisfying victory. If I had been obsessed with a quick win and pushed an unreasonable attack, such a victory wouldn't have been possible.

It wouldn't have been respectful to my opponent who never gave up. I have no regrets.

I stood up, stretched, and looked around. Si-woo is Si-woo even from behind. Broad shoulders and neatly trimmed hair.

"Found him."

Si-woo is quite tall, so I could find him just by scanning the room.
I sneaked up to Si-woo and blew softly into his ear.

"Whoosh~"

"Ah. Yeon, you're here?"

"What? Why aren't you surprised? I blew into your ear."

"Ah... right. It wasn't very ticklish though."

Si-woo fiddled with his ear. The tip of his ear turned red, which was quite cute.
I naturally sat on Si-woo's lap. A warm feeling enveloped my body. It was always like this when I sat on Si-woo's lap.

"By the way, Yeon-a. Were you serious about living together?"

"Yeah. There's no problem, right? I heard new students often live together to save on rent."

"Isn't that usually with same-sex friends?"

"Same-sex or opposite-sex, it's all the same. What matters is whether you're friends or lovers."

"Ah... then that's good."

"You're my friend. So it's fine. What, am I making you uncomfortable?"

"No. It's good."

"Hmm."

I swung my legs and smiled. Being with Si-woo makes me feel at ease. The promise that we would be together in the future made me happy.

"Why do I feel good sitting here? Is something like phytoncide coming out?"

I fiddled with Si-woo's fingers while pondering. Si-woo's fingers can be used similarly to a fidget cube. It's fun to play with them when I'm bored.

"Si-woo. Do you emit something like phytoncide?"

"...That's impossible."

"Then why do I feel so comfortable sitting here?"

"I wonder..."

I played with fidget-Si-woo while thinking. It's also fun to fiddle with his forearm. I want to bite it to leave a mark showing it's mine. But I held back because that's not something friends do.

While playing with Si-woo's hand, I felt something suspicious and looked at Si-woo.

"Si-woo. What are you looking at?"

Si-woo was looking at another woman. A woman who was shorter than me, less attractive, and probably worse at chess.
I glared at Si-woo, grinding my teeth.

"Yeon-a. I don't have to prepare just one birthday gift, right? Should I buy you that outfit?"

"Ah... outfit?"

A smile naturally formed on my face. Si-woo was indeed my precious friend. My precious friend who always thinks of me.

"I'd like that. Anything Si-woo buys for me is good."

"You'd look much prettier in it."

I nodded. To doubt such a kind friend—my mistake was great. I almost got upset for a moment.
Even if Si-woo was really looking at another woman, it wouldn't be Si-woo's fault. It would be the fault of that b—witch who tempted my kind Si-woo.

"Should I get one more insurance policy?"

First, I calmed myself down. I controlled my facial expression and returned to my usual "perfect self."

"Si-woo. When's your birthday?"

"Ah... mine is quite late. December 31st. I don't think anyone has a later birthday than me."

"Hmm... that is late. But I guess that's okay."

"Why are you asking about my birthday?"

"I just thought of a good birthday present."

"Oh. I'll look forward to it."

I played with Si-woo's ring finger. It was the most moderate way to leave evidence that he was mine.

"Friendship rings are common. This isn't weird at all."

Wearing friendship rings on the ring finger isn't strange at all. The ring finger is the hardest finger to move among human fingers.
If I had to give up one finger, it would be my left ring finger. Even Ahn Jung-geun's finger-cutting alliance involved cutting off the first joint of the left ring finger.
Since Si-woo is right-handed, he probably doesn't care much about his left ring finger.

It's the best finger for wearing friendship rings. This is a historically and scientifically proven fact.

"Hehe."

I glanced at Si-woo. He was only looking at me. That made me feel good.

"Is a diamond too much? Should I match it with a birthstone? What's the birthstone for December?"

Gems probably have meanings like flowers do. If flowers have flower language, gems must have gem language. I should look for something centered around friendship, faith, and trust.

"Round three is about to start. The last game just ended."

"Already? Oh..."

"Let's go see who our opponents are."

"Sure."

I got up. The pairings come out after each round ends. Of course, it's a machine, not a person, that creates the pairings.
They say it considers current scores, ratings, color distribution, and such. I don't know exactly how it works.

I was assigned to board 3. Si-woo was on board 4. In rounds 1 and 2, we sat far apart, but in round 3, we would be playing close to each other.

I held Si-woo's hand and headed toward boards 3 and 4. People who were presumably our opponents were already there.

"Unnie! You can do it! I believe in you."

"Y-yeah. Fighting!"

The hand holding Si-woo's tightened. My fingertips trembled. I prayed my prediction was wrong.
But once again, my prayers were mocked. Two women sat in the chairs at boards 3 and 4.

Si-woo's opponent was a woman.
And of all people, it was the woman Si-woo had been looking at a few minutes ago.
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I pulled out the King's Gambit. To summarize King's Gambit in one phrase: pure attack. You sacrifice a pawn and in return gain attacking opportunities.

19th century. An opening that symbolizes the era when attack was the only virtue, the period called the "Romantic Era."
As time passed, refutations were discovered one by one, and as positional chess became established, it gradually lost popularity... Nevertheless, King's Gambit remains beloved by many.

I'm one of those people who love King's Gambit. I've never used it in standard games, but I used it quite often in rapid chess.
That sharpness where one mistake determines the outcome. The aggression that aims to end the game in the opening or middlegame.
It's the perfect opening to use right now.

*I'm anxious. I can't focus on chess. I want to finish quickly, quickly.*

Trying to shake my head to clear my thoughts wasn't easy. Si-woo is playing chess with another girl. If I just stay still like this, nothing will happen. This is just a tournament, and Si-woo is just playing chess.

But I'm anxious. I can't explain why, but I'm anxious. Psychological pressure has me completely bound.

"Hoo... Haa..."

I covered my face with my hands. I can feel my heart beating rapidly. I closed my eyes and held my breath. I held it until my chest felt tight.
The feeling of wanting to breathe in right away. The desire to exhale the carbon dioxide filling my lungs and inhale clean oxygen.
An unbearable tightness fills my body.

I suppressed my distracting thoughts with pain. When breath reaches the limit, all useless thoughts disappear. The pain that feels like death dominates my mind, suppressing distractions.

"Puha... Huk, huk, haa."

I breathed rapidly. My tight chest enjoys the feeling of liberation.
I pressed my eyes hard with the firm part of my palm. When I removed my hand and opened my eyes, they couldn't focus for a few seconds. I blinked to adjust my focus.

Distractions gone, only chess remained.

I immersed myself once again in the small world of 64 squares. I put away my worries and anxieties. I forcibly suppressed them, making it impossible to think about them.
Now it's time to focus on chess again. I'll think about other impurities later.

King's Gambit is an aggressive opening. Among King's Gambit variations, there are some that sacrifice pieces.
King's Gambit Accepted: Muzio Gambit.
Other gambits sacrifice pawns, but the Muzio Gambit sacrifices a knight. In terms of material score, that's a 4-point disadvantage. A gap that could essentially end the game.

However, the Muzio Gambit is different. Because it enables such strong attacks that the 4-point difference becomes negligible.
The bishop, queen, and rook all target Black's f7 pawn. If not properly defended, it leads directly to checkmate with a powerful attack.

One move changes the direction of the game. A precarious tightrope walk, sharp progression. This is the essence of King's Gambit.

*My concentration has returned. Good. I just need to look ahead and play chess. Distractions are the enemy of chess.*

I, the embodiment of reason and logic, do not engage in the irrational behavior called "jealousy." If there's a problem, I should resolve it through conversation, not by pouting and grumbling.

I looked toward Si-woo. A woman was sitting across from him. It didn't bother me at all. Once again, I overcame emotion with reason.

With a slight smile, I continued playing chess. I'll reap the rewards for my material sacrifice. To make up for a 4-point gap, I need to win at least a rook in return.

Having regained my concentration, I quickly and accurately pressured my opponent. In King's Gambit, the center belongs to White. The center isn't extremely thick, but it's not thin enough for Black to easily break through.

Having sacrificed two pieces, that much is expected. I positioned my queenside knight in the center. A knight in the center is quite powerful.
I controlled all the important squares to prepare for an attack.

I blocked the diagonals with my bishop to control the queenside, and pushed pawns to gain a spatial advantage.
The preparation is sufficient. Now I just need to walk the path toward checkmate.

"Thank you for the game."

Just then, a low voice brushed past my eardrums. A pleasant, deep voice. It was Si-woo's voice.
Si-woo's face was bright. He seemed to be enjoying the joy of victory with a satisfied smile.

*Si-woo won too! Great. If we're lucky, we'll meet tomorrow.*

I was as happy about Si-woo's victory as if it were my own. There aren't many players with 3 points after 3 rounds. Given chess's characteristic of having draws, consecutive wins aren't easy.
There's a high probability we'll meet in round 4, and if we win in round 4, we'll almost certainly meet in round 5.

Si-woo shook hands with his female opponent. I didn't quite like it, but it didn't cause an intense emotional reaction.
That's fortunate. Things haven't gotten that serious yet.

I focused on chess again. Now there won't be any distractions. I'll concentrate all my attention solely on chess to achieve the most perfect and quickest victory.

My opponent had been persistently trying to exchange queens for several moves. The queen is a 9-point piece. When queens are exchanged, attacking power significantly diminishes.
Naturally, I didn't accept the queen exchange. Exchanging queens when you're at a material disadvantage is a stupid move.

*Wait, I think I can set up a tactical angle here.*

I covered my smile with the corner of my mouth. A mocking smile appeared on my face. I might be able to use the queen exchange to my advantage.
I redeployed my knight to set a trap. Instead of increasing pressure in one area, I planned to pressure multiple areas simultaneously.

My opponent failed to see through my trap. They played defensively when they should have counterattacked.
This time, I was the one who initiated the queen exchange. This exchange was a trap. If queens are exchanged now, I'm the one who benefits.

*Is it because I've cleared my mind of distractions? Ideas seem to be dancing in my head.*

I carefully examined the board. It was beautiful. Chess is a game played by two people, but right now it felt like I was playing alone.
My opponent couldn't grasp my ideas and made the moves I intended. I could play the role of a prophet.
I could see what would happen with each move.

Indeed, the joy chess provides is incomparable to anything else—the ultimate pleasure.

My opponent fell right into my trap, and I immediately capitalized on it and pressed forward. Soon, a position was created where checkmate was inevitable.
My opponent realized their mistake and slapped their forehead. They frowned, then relaxed their shoulders and slumped.

After sighing deeply, they extended their hand to me.

"Thank you for the game."

I shook hands with a light heart. It was a stark contrast to the impatient feeling I had when making my first move.
This victory was essentially a triumph over myself. In my past life, I was often troubled by distractions, and I lost quite frequently then.

Although I lost focus a few times, I ultimately achieved a perfect victory. I pounded my chest with my fist, rejoicing in the victory.

This remarkable victory would be better celebrated together. I gracefully walked toward Si-woo.
Si-woo was sitting in his seat, trying to stand the Jenga tube on its corner. The corner seems too rounded to stand properly.

I carefully approached and called out to him.

"Si-woo. I'm here."

"Ah, Yeon, you're here?"

Si-woo put down the Jenga tube and turned toward me. His straight eyes looked at me. My image was clearly reflected in those eyes.

"You have 3 points too, right?"

"Yes."

"Are we really going to meet tomorrow? Hmm, I told you not to follow me. You might have won 5 consecutive games if I wasn't here."

"Come on... I wouldn't have even won 3 in a row without you."

I smiled and approached Si-woo. He naturally opened his arms, ready to embrace me.
Why would he think of hugging first when a friend approaches? Despite my question, I naturally fell into his embrace.

"Si-woo."

"Yes?"

"Praise me."

"You did well."

"Is that all?"

Si-woo put his hands under my armpits and lifted me up.

"You did well!"

"Oh... that's high. Put me down."

"Okay. But why suddenly ask for praise?"

"I won a battle against myself!"

I said with my hands on my hips in a dignified posture. I blocked the incoming distractions with mental strength and played my best. This is an outstanding achievement.

"How did you win? Did you play rock-paper-scissors with yourself in the mirror or something?"

"No. I shook off distractions and made the best moves! It wasn't easy, but I did it."

"Distractions? What kind of distractions?"

"Well..."

I was upset because another woman was sitting across from Si-woo. I couldn't say that directly. Jealousy toward a friend? Does that make any sense?
Friends should wish for each other's happiness and be helpful to one another. One shouldn't harbor feelings of jealousy.

*But I was jealous, wasn't I?*

My lips quivered. Having distracting thoughts because I was afraid of losing a friend—few things are more foolish than that.
It's not like I'd lose a friend just because my friend makes another friend.

I dropped my head. My cheeks were burning hot, and I didn't want to show my face.

"Anyway! I did something really amazing."

I ended up glossing over it.

"Well done. Doing something really amazing anyway!"

"Hey, you're making fun of me."

"No, I'm not. 'Something really amazing anyway' isn't something just anyone can do. It's impressive!"

"Oh, come on."

I grumbled and took Si-woo's hand. It was his right hand. The hand Si-woo had used to shake hands with another woman.
I kneaded Si-woo's hand as if wiping it clean. It's not that I'm particularly jealous. I just wanted to touch my friend's hand.

"Yeon-a. Are you perhaps jealous? Because I held hands with another woman?"

"No, I'm not!"

He hit the nail on the head. I trembled and squeezed Si-woo's hand tightly. I applied force to cause pain, but my grip strength was insufficient to inflict any damage.

"Right, I'm sure you're not."

Si-woo spoke with a voice that seemed certain.

I let out a big sigh. It was an ambiguous feeling.
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The second day of the tournament dawned. After finishing rounds 4 and 5, just two more games, the tournament would be over. Once five games were completed, ratings would be calculated too.

Even with five consecutive wins, my rating wouldn't be that high. My opponents' ratings were only around 1000. That's fine. I have plenty of time and enough skill.

I opened the door to the café where the tournament was being held. A bell rang, and the owner greeted me with a smile. I nodded slightly in response.

"One Americano, please."

"Please use the kiosk for your order."

"Ah."

While I was tapping on the kiosk to order two Americanos, I sensed someone behind me.
I could see a large shadow slowly approaching. Professionals like me calculate even the angle between shadows and light sources, but Si-woo didn't seem to be at that level.

*Should I surprise him back? Or just play along?*

I decided to pretend not to notice. I was curious what kind of prank Si-woo would pull. I acted naturally, tapping on the kiosk as if I hadn't noticed anything.

My heart pounded as I waited. Then Si-woo stopped walking.

"Yeon-a. You noticed, didn't you?"

"What? Why did you stop? I was pretending not to notice."

"Your acting was good, but your body was honest. Your ears are really red."

"Ah..."

I fidgeted with my ears. Then I suddenly realized my ears were covered by my hair.

"You can't even see my ears!"

"Actually, I just wanted to see your ears. I knew from your shadow. I figured you'd notice. The lighting is pretty strong here."

"Tsk. I was looking forward to it."

"You were? Well... do you want to pretend you don't notice again?"

"Yes."

I turned around again. I closed my eyes tight and waited for Si-woo's prank. Usually I was the perpetrator and Si-woo the victim, but now our roles were reversed.

I was curious how he would surprise me. As I waited with my eyes tightly shut, something cold touched me.
I was startled when something metallic and cold suddenly touched my cheek.

"Ah! That's cold!"

"This is what I was planning to do."

Si-woo caressed my cheek to remove the cold sensation. The chill quickly disappeared. When Si-woo's warm hand touched me, my cheeks flushed with heat.

"You're stroking my face quite naturally, aren't you?"

I grumbled, feeling embarrassed. I was embarrassed for being startled by Si-woo's prank, and embarrassed that my face heated up when his hand touched me.

"This is really addictive. It feels like handling a hamster."

"Should I bite you?"

"Oh my."

I made a clicking sound with my teeth. It was a threat to bite his fingers if he kept treating me like a hamster, but Si-woo continued to fiddle with my cheek undeterred.

"I wish I had a pet like this. I'd take it for walks every day."

"Hey. Get your hand off."

"Yeon-a. Your face is red."

I shook my head to remove Si-woo's hand. Si-woo chuckled and patted my head. I really felt like a hamster now.

"Oh, right. I bought this for you."

Si-woo handed me a can of coffee. The same can that had touched my cheek and startled me. I thanked him, opened the can, and took a sip.
The cold drink went down my throat. Refreshing.

"Is it good?"

"Don't say it's like feeding a pet."

"Oh!"

"I got it right, didn't I? Ah, you're so simple. Take your hand off my head and go prepare for round 4. The pairings will be posted soon."

"Okay."

I firmly grabbed Si-woo's hand to stop him from patting my head. I pressed the cool can against my face to cool down, then went to check the pairings.

Round 4, a round where the probability of Si-woo and I facing each other wasn't small. I was secretly hoping to play against Si-woo. Playing against a friend in a tournament seemed romantic.

My victory would mean my friend's defeat, and my friend's victory would mean my defeat.
A scenario quickly forms in my mind.
In this strange situation where neither can be purely happy with the outcome, Si-woo smiles and resigns. Though bitter about losing, he congratulates me with a smile for my happiness.
A scene where beautiful friendship blooms.

Just imagining it makes my heart flutter. There's something about the friendship between manly men that tickles the heart.
Although I may have taken a woman's form, my heart is no different from a true man's. It's not strange to admire such wonderful friendship.

"Yeon-a. The pairings are up."

"Oh!"

I grabbed my friend's hand in a manly way and checked the pairings.

*Yeon, Yeon, Yeon... Ah! Found it.*

Unfortunately, my opponent wasn't Si-woo. The friendship battle in round 4 wasn't happening. The good news was that Si-woo's opponent was a man.

Last night, before going to bed, I realized that what I did to Si-woo wasn't jealousy. It was concern stemming from rational thinking.
I was deeply worried that my friend might get distracted by some strange woman and neglect our friendship.

Only another manly man can join the friendship between manly men. We can't let women interfere and damage our friendship.
That "something like jealousy" yesterday wasn't jealousy. It could be seen as a desperate struggle to protect our friendship.

*I may look like a woman, but I act like a man, so I'm the exception.*

So it's natural for me to be relieved that Si-woo's opponent is a man. I'm just being wary of implicit threats that could harm our friendship.

"Yeon-a. Don't be so disappointed. We might meet in the next round, right? Or at another tournament."

"Yeah..."

"Still, it's a bit disappointing."

"I know. It would have been nice to play against each other."

"No, not that. I wish my opponent was a woman. It was so cute when you were trembling with jealousy, wiping away where her hand touched."

"Shut up...!!"

I squeezed Si-woo's hand like I was going to break it. My grip strength was too weak to cause much damage.
He's damaging my reputation with absurd slander. When did I ever show such jealousy?
I was so focused on chess that I didn't even notice Si-woo's opponent was a woman.

That's definitely how I remember it.

When inflicting pain through grip strength didn't work, I quickly moved behind Si-woo to apply a manly restraint technique, the rear naked choke.
But he was too tall for me to reach. I jumped up and down and barely managed to get my arm around his neck, but my arm strength was too weak to complete the choke.
I just hung there for a few seconds before falling off.

"What? Want a piggyback ride?"

"No! I'm trying to do a rear naked choke!"

"Ah. So that's why you were jumping around? I'll bend down a bit to make it easier."

Si-woo bent at the waist. It was the perfect height for me to choke him from behind. I smiled with satisfaction. I had gained an advantageous position through diplomacy.

I wrapped my left arm around Si-woo's neck and secured it firmly with my right arm. I pressed the back of his head to prevent him from escaping and started to apply pressure to choke him.
Then Si-woo suddenly stood up straight.

"Wh-what?"

With my arms firmly locked around Si-woo's neck, he stood up. My feet said goodbye to the ground. While I was in shock, Si-woo slipped his arm in and partially loosened my chokehold.

"You're light."

"This was supposed to be a choke! A rear naked choke!"

"But now it's a piggyback ride."

"Am I a child? What's with the piggyback ride!"

"Honestly, your mental age does seem like an elementary schooler."

"It does not!"

Realizing my choke had failed, I tightened my legs to hang on. Like a c4 opening transitioning to d4, my choke had transformed into a piggyback ride.
Si-woo naturally hooked his arms under my knees and carried me.

"Board 12, right?"

"Ah, yes."

And he carried me to my seat. I had clearly tried to subdue Si-woo in a manly way, but how did it end up like this?
Maybe it's because I said I'd live as a woman but acted like a man. I don't know.

Si-woo set me down in front of my seat.

"We're here."

"Yeah..."

"What's wrong? Something bothering you?"

I thought for a moment. I couldn't suddenly say my identity was shaken today. But I couldn't keep my concerns from my friend either.
I softened my words a bit.

"I... I want to be handsome and cool, but you keep, keep treating me like I'm cute..."

"Weren't you trying to look cute?"

"No!"

"Ah... Anyway, don't worry. You're plenty cool. When you play chess, you're cool. You focus intensely with shining eyes, and win confidently."

"I'm cool? I knew it, I am cool, right?"

I said with a big smile. Si-woo had no reason to lie to me. His words about me looking cool must be true.

"You're cool. You're cool. When you play chess."

There was no need to feel uncomfortable. If my friend sees me as a cool person, that's enough.
My concerns quickly disappeared. I was indeed cool. Even though I tried to live as a woman, my manly spirit couldn't be hidden.

"Hmm."

"Feeling better already?"

"Yes."

"...You really are cute, though."

"What are you saying? Letting go of anger quickly is a manly virtue. You should say I'm cool for that."

"Sure, sure. You're cool. Wow, so cool!"

I heard slightly excessive praise. It seemed like he might be teasing me, but I just accepted it happily.

Maintaining my happiness, I started round 4 and won very easily.
My opponent played the Catalan Opening, which is one of my specialties. I successfully created a big snowball in the opening, rolled it bigger in the middle game, and crushed my opponent.

Unfortunately, Si-woo lost in round 4.

"I believed in you... I believed in you!"

"L-let's aim for the next tournament."

"I believed in youuuu!"

And now, only the final game of this tournament remained.
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## Chapter 49

After lunch, the final round of the tournament began. My current score was 4 points. Unfortunately, Si-woo had lost in the fourth round, leaving him with 3 points.

I had wanted to finish the last round alongside my friend. It was a bit disappointing. But as Si-woo said, we still had plenty of time ahead of us, so I didn't dwell on it too much.

My version of "being a little disappointed" involved clinging to his arm repeating, "I believed in you! I believed in you!" Seeing Si-woo's flustered face was quite entertaining.

"Ahem! Anyway! Next time you'll definitely win four in a row!"

"Yes. Then my teacher will have to instruct me well."

"Of course. I'll work you during self-study time, lunch breaks, and even weekends."

"Won't that leave too little time for chess study?"

"What are you talking about? I meant we'd study chess during self-study time, lunch breaks, and weekends."

"Don't we always sit down to study chess but end up just chatting until time's up?"

"Umm..."

I felt called out and glared at Si-woo. It couldn't be helped. Teaching talent and playing talent were completely different things. I thought I had teaching talent too, but apparently not.

I couldn't understand why he couldn't grasp my explanations. Whenever we got into deeper concepts, he'd immediately say he didn't understand, making it difficult to explain... and since it was difficult, I'd rush to finish and take a break.

Si-woo's criticism that we sat down to study but only chatted was valid.

"Let's work harder starting tomorrow..."

"Okay."

We checked the round 5 pairings and took our seats. Si-woo's opponent was a man. I had been a bit worried since the name was gender-neutral, but fortunately, it was a man.
My opponent was a middle-aged man, probably in his early forties.

I closed my eyes and visualized my opening repertoire. Possible move sequences appeared in my head. King's Pawn, Queen's Pawn, English, Réti, Nimzo-Larsen, King's Fianchetto.

I could even give a handicap by spinning my king around from the beginning.

*But it's the last game, so teasing feels a bit wrong.*

I quickly dismissed the idea of moving the king. I planned to play seriously this time.

I usually prefer King's Pawn openings. I like opening the center for tactical battles. If my opponent tries to close the center, I aggressively use c3-d4 or even f4 to force it open.

Fighting in a chaotic position with calculation is my specialty, and it almost always works.

*So should I push the pawn in front of the king again this time...*

But this time, I wasn't feeling it. My opponent was a middle-aged man. Generally, older players don't enjoy aggressive chess with open positions.
He would likely respond with French Defense, Caro-Kann Defense, or maybe Scandinavian Defense.

Just thinking about facing those stifling defenses made me feel suffocated. I quickly abandoned the King's Pawn opening.

*Then Queen's Pawn or English Opening? Am I avoiding wolves only to enter a tiger's den?*

Today I seemed reluctant to play many openings. In the end, I was left with two options: Réti Opening transitioning into King's Indian Attack, or using the Nimzowitsch-Larsen Attack.

Both were decent secondary weapons in my arsenal. I often used King's Indian Attack against lower-tier Grandmasters, while I used Nimzowitsch-Larsen Attack in must-win situations.

After brief consideration, I made my decision.

Nimzowitsch-Larsen Attack.

This unpopular opening would be perfect for my final game. My opponent likely wouldn't know the proper response.
And since the first move doesn't involve a center pawn, I could adapt flexibly. I might even force the center open if needed.

"Phew..."

I glanced at the clock. The final round would start in five minutes. My opponent was reading a novel with glasses perched on his nose. It was Hermann Hesse's "Demian."
I had read Demian once long ago, but couldn't remember the content well.

*Was it about two men kissing? I'm not sure.*

I didn't dwell on it long. I wasn't particularly close to literature anyway.

Soon after, the bell signaling the start of round 5 rang. I started the clock. My time began slowly ticking down.

I advanced the pawn in front of my queen's knight one square. In notation, that's b3. The intention was to place my bishop on b2 to control the center.
By placing the bishop on the longest possible diagonal, a1-h8, I aimed for stable center control.

My opponent seemed a bit surprised by my first move, touching his lips. After brief consideration, he advanced his queen's pawn two squares to claim the center.

*The Classical Variation, huh.*

Nothing special about that move. I could push my c-pawn later to break the center.
I gradually increased the pressure. To ensure he wouldn't dare close the center. I would win this final game with brilliant tactics.

After completing castling and development, I signaled the start of battle with my pawns. The perfect attack at the perfect moment.

The bishop firmly established on b2 was a great help. I felt satisfied. My seemingly meaningless pawn advance at the beginning had turned the game around.

*Well, not quite to that extent, but close enough.*

The important thing was that "the seemingly meaningless first move was actually brilliant."

After a perfect center counter, I began rampaging across the board. My knight, possessed by the spirit of a war horse, leaped around stabbing at my opponent's weaknesses, while my bishop sniped from a distance like a marksman.

The more uncomfortable my opponent became, the better I felt. I blocked the squares his knight could move to with pawns, then prodded with my bishop.
He had to move the attacked piece, but with my pawns controlling key squares, he had no good destination. Retreating would lose tempo...

My opponent was probably feeling suffocated. He couldn't counterattack to regain tempo, and retreating for defense was difficult. I wouldn't allow it.

*Of course, this isn't a perfect move. But if it works, that's all that matters.*

The best response would be to sacrifice material to regain tempo. If he could find any opportunity for counterattack, he could turn things around.

But my opponent wouldn't do that. Someone who played passively from the beginning wouldn't suddenly choose to sacrifice material.

My opponent began shaking his leg and sighing. I had used every tactical maneuver at my disposal solely to torment him.
Indeed, chess is a game you win by making your opponent uncomfortable.

He slammed the chess clock with his palm. His frustration had manifested physically. Though the material was equal, my victory was already assured.

In chess, a mental sport, you can't win once your mind is shaken. Someone at my level might hold out for a few moves, but at this level, it's impossible.

I raised the corners of my mouth in a wicked smile. Looking at the board made me want to laugh. After repeatedly retreating from attacks, all of my opponent's pieces were cornered.

It wouldn't be easy to bring them back out. Bishops move diagonally - which means they can't move if the diagonals are blocked.
I could see my opponent's bishop trapped behind pawns. It was the most useless bishop in the world, no better than a tall pawn.

Not long after, my opponent resigned.

"Good game."

This time, I offered the greeting first. My opponent had indeed worked hard this game, constantly retreating under pressure.

"...Good game."

He returned the greeting with a disgruntled voice. I clenched my fist, tapped my chest twice, kissed the back of my hand, and raised it toward the sky.

*My first tournament victory in this body.*

Though it was a modest tournament, the joy of victory was immense. I was doubly happy to have finished the last game so cleanly.
Every move had been under my control, and my opponent couldn't develop his pieces freely without my permission.

The sense of helplessness I felt in my past life seemed to have faded somewhat. That terrible feeling of having to rely on my opponent's mistakes to win...
This time, I took the initiative and controlled the game as I wished. And I won.

Though that tournament from my past life was much bigger than today's, my heart felt lighter now.

I skipped along with light steps. Then suddenly stopped and switched to a dignified walk.

*I'm a cool person, so I shouldn't bounce around like this!*

I walked with my hands behind my back, trying to look dignified. To convey a sense of gravitas, I put weight into each step, pressing firmly into the ground.
I slowly walked toward Si-woo, wanting to show off my stylish victory.

His tall figure was visible from a distance. Si-woo had finished his game before me and was resting.
Surprisingly, he had succeeded in balancing the Jenga tower on its edge!

*After spending every break trying yesterday, he finally succeeded!*

I casually approached and tapped Si-woo's arm.

"Ahem."

"Oh, Yeon's here. Look at this. I did it!"

"Hooh. Impressive! Well done."

I lowered my voice and spoke solemnly. I wasn't a cute friend but a cool one, so I spoke with gravitas.

"By the way, did you achieve four victories?"

"...3 wins, 1 draw, 1 loss."

"Hmm. That's unfortunate. But it's fine! I achieved 5 consecutive victories!"

"Wow! Amazing. Good job."

Si-woo placed his large hand on my head and patted it. For a moment, I laughed like a fool before composing myself and laughing with dignity.

"Yeon-a. You don't need to act like that to be cool. Actually, you're cuter when you're pretending."

"Ah, really?"

"Yes. Just be yourself."

"Okay. Hehehe..."

Being myself is cool, huh? Then that's what I'll do.

I smiled comfortably. The joy of winning the tournament was enhanced by the pleasure of being praised. I relaxed my face completely and smiled like an idiot.

"Hehehe."

Current record: 5 wins out of 5 matches.

This is the beginning of my chess career.
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The Champion's Path

I received the tournament's first-place prize. Since I was the only one with 5 points, there was no need for a playoff.

Si-woo offered to walk me back to the dormitory, and I nodded in agreement.

I checked the chess association website on my phone and searched for my name. In the past, ratings would take days to update after official matches, but now they appear immediately after the tournament ends.

*Times have changed. Back in my day, I had to send in passport photos and wait ages for updates.*

My first rating wasn't particularly high. It seemed to be because my opponents' ratings weren't very high.

I had expected it wouldn't be great, but seeing such a low rating still felt disappointing. It was half of what my glorious rating had been in my past life.
That rating used to make me proud, and I was always on the first page when sorted by rating...

My mood sank. I want to raise my rating quickly. I won't feel at ease until I have a Master title firmly attached to my name.

*Weekend tournaments alone won't be enough... Should I use field trip exemptions?*

To raise my rating, I need to participate in tournaments—specifically those recognized by the association. Fortunately, unlike in my previous life, there are many tournaments these days.

With enough time and motivation, I could play chess all week long. I just need to decide to travel across all eight provinces. There are plenty of tournaments waiting for me.

The reason for quickly raising my rating isn't just my pride. First, it would catch the association's eye.

The chess association collects various data. Naturally, this includes how quickly ratings increase.
Even among Grandmasters, the 2700+ range represents the upper echelon. How quickly one reaches that level after earning the Grandmaster title is considered quite important.

To be labeled a "Prospect," I should raise my points as quickly as possible.
I need rapid growth to promote myself effectively.

Becoming the youngest Grandmaster is physically impossible. I would need to earn it at age 11 to break that record, but I'm already 17.

So to attract attention, my only option is to raise my rating quickly without losing. Especially breaking through the 2600-2700 rating range rapidly.
Add to that being a female minor, and it's perfect.
That would definitely capture worldwide attention.

*I need to draw attention first. If I play it right, I might get invited to tournaments that lead to the Candidates Tournament.*

Rising prospects have always attracted people's interest. The battle between an aging champion and a young prospect would intrigue even those who don't care about chess.

With public interest and support behind me, I could threaten the champion's position more quickly.

And quickly raising my rating to earn titles would help financially. I could receive tournament invitations and sponsorships.

Yes, I need to raise my rating quickly.

"Hmm..."

A plan forms in my head. Field trips, tournaments, victories, championships, title acquisition, tournament invitations, Candidates Tournament participation, victory, champion.

It seems like a good plan. Raise my rating as quickly as possible and draw attention with consecutive wins. After drawing plenty of attention, get invited to tournaments and win. Enter the Candidates Tournament and win again.
Then defeat the champion in the Championship!

*Perfect plan!*

I nodded. Just win everything by playing extremely well. Could there be a simpler, more perfect plan?

"Ahem."

"What?"

"Si-woo. I might become champion in just three years."

"Oh... really?"

"Don't believe me? It's true!"

I placed my hands on my hips and stood proudly before Si-woo.

"First, I'll submit field trip exemptions to enter tournaments. Since I'm super good, I can win everything without losing, right? Then my rating will shoot up!"

"Just say you're good. Drop the 'super.' Speak nicely."

"O-okay! Sorry. Anyway, I'm good!"

As I was about to explain my plan again, something felt off. Why is he correcting my speech? His tone was strange too.
It wasn't how you'd talk to a friend, but more like how you'd talk to a teenage daughter. A soothing tone.

I glared at Si-woo. His gaze was suspicious too. It was like a grandfather looking at his granddaughter showing off. Or a grandmother watching her granddaughter bragging about winning a prize at a school performance.

*Is he really treating me like a child? Wait, no cursing. Is he treating me like a kid?*

I may have entered this younger body, but my actual age is 19. Plus, in my past life, I traveled abroad alone from childhood.
I'm on a completely different level from regular students who grew up in the safe haven of high school.

While legally a minor, my mental maturity surpasses adults. Considering most people start working after college and military service, my mental age is essentially around 26.

I crossed my arms and stood before Si-woo.

"Hey."

"Oh... cool."

"Hmm, I know that. Anyway!"

I stared blankly up at Si-woo. I forgot what I was going to say.

"Anyway?"

"Uh... I forgot. I was going to say something really cool about not being a kid."

"Oh... that bothered you?"

"Yes."

"Okay. I won't treat you like a kid."

The process was a bit strange, but the conclusion was clean. I got confirmation anyway. When I smiled contentedly, Si-woo patted my head.

"So where were we?"

"You said you'd submit field trip exemptions, enter tournaments, and win everything."

"Right. Win everything and catch the association's eye. Then I might get invited to tournaments like the Chess Grand Prix or Grand Swiss."

"Oh... that was your plan?"

"Yes. A hyper-accelerated Candidates Tournament path."

"But what about school?"

"School... I guess I'd only attend on days without tournaments?"

"Isn't that basically the same as dropping out?"

"Eh."

Hearing Si-woo's words, I froze. Didn't I resolve to make friends and live properly in this life?
If so, wouldn't using field trip exemptions to skip school contradict my resolution?

I rolled my eyes around, checking Si-woo's expression. He looked at me with disappointment.

*If I use field trip exemptions for tournaments, what about Si-woo?*

Today's tournament was accessible for Si-woo because the participants' level wasn't too high. But future tournaments I enter might not be.

*I almost abandoned my friend!*

I sighed deeply and scrapped my plan to raise my rating quickly. If I'm going to abandon friends for chess, I'd be living the same life as before.
Living exactly as I did in my past life might get me to second place quickly, but I won't become champion.

"I guess I have no choice... I'll give up on the fast track."

"Good decision."

Soon we arrived at the dormitory. I said goodbye to Si-woo and went to my room to lie down.

I stared at the ceiling. White, plain, with no patterns.
Slowly, I focused and visualized a chess board. After drawing the board, I placed the pieces.

*Could I beat the champion now?*

I looked up the champion's most recent game notation on my phone. The champion played Black, White was an American Grandmaster. I don't know who it is. Not someone from my time.

White's first move was the king's pawn advancing two squares. e4.

*If it's the champion, probably the Sicilian Defense?*

I pressed the arrow to check the champion's move. Indeed, it was the Sicilian Defense.

*And... his specialty is the Sicilian Sveshnikov.*

I quickly skipped through the opening phase. While the champion uses sidelines well, he mostly follows main lines.
He only deviates at crucial moments when opponents least want it, but he actually knows the main lines best.

I quickly went through the first 10 moves. The real game probably starts after this.

I pressed the arrow to check White's move. I immediately closed my eyes and imagined the champion's response.
What move would he make? How big is the gap between us?

What brilliant move would he show? I slowly continued my prediction.

I got it right up to the 16th move. The surprise came on the 17th move. I would have advanced the f-pawn to immediately break the center, but the champion moved the g-pawn forward one square first.

*Really? Is that necessary?*

I clenched my teeth and nervously pressed the arrow. The moves advanced quickly. And slowly, the intention behind the move began to reveal itself.

In the end, advancing the g-pawn one square was the right decision. It was such a good move that I wondered why I hadn't seen it.
Going back to check again, I couldn't imagine any other move than the champion's.

That move was optimal and powerful.

The move I found was common and stupid.

*Damn...*

My mood plummeted. Am I still at this level, yet was thinking about raising my rating quickly to enter the Candidates Tournament?
I got carried away after receiving my rating.

*I still don't know. How can I beat him? I've made friends and spent time with them.*

He clearly said I would suddenly realize something at some point. That if I lived a normal life, what I'm lacking would be filled.

"Sigh..."

I still don't understand. I have no idea what's lacking or what's supposed to be filled.

I picked up my phone. I searched for rabbit pajamas on an online shopping mall and took a screenshot. Then I sent it to Si-woo.

[Me: (photo)]
[Me: Buy this for me]
[Me: Birthday present!!!]

If I don't know what's lacking, I should build stronger friendships. Then someday I'll realize what I'm missing. Though I don't like the champion, he's not one to lie.

[Jeong Si-woo: Okay haha]

"Hehe."

I'm looking forward to next week's birthday party. I might gain some insight during the party. This is quite high on the list of friendship activities.
I'm excited for my birthday.

Ch.51 - Birthday (1)
I carefully analyzed the text, matching all character names and terms to the glossary before translating.

Chapter 51

After successfully defending with a 2-win, 2-draw record in the club tournament, I spent the entire week teaching Si-woo endgame theory.

Endgames are difficult to study alone. I explained in detail when to move the King to the center and how to play in Rook-Pawn endings.

Si-woo's endgame skills were... well, there's no nice way to put it. He seemed to understand basic outflanking but couldn't apply it properly.

My own endgame skill can be summarized as winning the games I should win and drawing the games I should draw. I don't lose much in endgames, but I can't use them to turn games around either.

Honestly, my teaching ability doesn't seem exceptional. Telling someone to calculate and make good moves is advice anyone could give.

*But I did give lessons... so let's focus on the effort. Yes, I worked hard. I worked extremely hard all week!*

So today I can play to my heart's content. Perfect logic. After working so hard all week, I deserve one day of complete fun.

I switched my phone to selfie mode and examined myself. I couldn't see well. Only after turning on the light could I make out my face.
It was still quite dark since the sun hadn't fully risen.

Last time when we set a meeting for 11 AM, I arrived almost two hours early. So this time, I set the meeting time for 8 AM, but...

[AM 5:47]

*This is who I am. Creativity that surpasses everyone's expectations. Si-woo probably didn't expect me to arrive at this hour either.*

Having found countless brilliant moves in chess, I found another brilliant move today. If the meeting time is 8 AM, I'll arrive before 6 AM. I got here before sunrise.

"Yaaawn..."

The price for my unpredictable behavior was fatigue. To arrive before 6 AM, I woke up at 4 AM to shower and get ready.
I got just over five hours of sleep. I think I'm developing dark circles. That's fine. Dark circles on a pretty girl are called "decadent beauty."

After checking my appearance, I texted Si-woo.

[Me: Si-woo]
[Me: You sleeping?]

The tone feels a bit off. Like drunk-texting an ex-boyfriend.

*Is he really sleeping? What should I do?*

I crouched in front of Si-woo's door. I couldn't ring the doorbell. It wasn't even 6 AM yet, and I couldn't wake up Si-woo's parents.

After about a minute and a half of deep contemplation, I called Si-woo. I felt a bit sorry for him, but what could I do?
It was chilly, and I couldn't wait outside for over two hours.

It's Si-woo's fault for not inviting me at a reasonable time. If he had invited me for 6 AM from the start, this wouldn't have happened.

Ring ring— Ring ring— Ring ring—

["...Hello?"]

"Si-woo, I'm here!"

["N-now?"]

Si-woo's voice was groggy. He sounded like he just woke up. His usual deep voice is nice, but this cracked voice wasn't bad either.

"Yes, now! I'm at your door."

["...It's not even six yet."]

"Am I a little early?"

["Not a little... Ah, never mind. Yeah. I'll open the door."]

Hearing his tired voice made me feel a bit sorry. Just a bit. Like the guilt you feel when rejecting an opponent's takeback request.
It's my birthday, so I can be more shameless than usual, right? It's a day that comes only once a year. The day I was born into this world!

Three minutes later, an exhausted Si-woo opened the door. He was wearing a white t-shirt and sweatpants. I felt good about waking him from his peaceful sleep.
It meant he cared enough about me to fight off sleep and come out.

"Hi, Si-woo."

"Hi, Yeon-a. Happy birthday..."

"Hehe. Thanks."

"Let's go inside. It's cold."

Si-woo grabbed my hand firmly. I wasn't sure if he couldn't control his strength because he was tired or if he was annoyed.
It wasn't his usual considerate touch, but I didn't mind.

*Bold Si-woo, so cool! Such a manly man!*

I looked at Si-woo with admiring eyes. It was that feeling of admiration I had in my past life when I was young. A manly man who boldly takes charge of women.
Someone who does what needs to be done regardless of what women say, but deep down still cares about them.

It was a small desire I had after watching movies. Not a big dream, more like a small wish similar to when elementary school kids say they want to be president.

*I couldn't do that now even if I wanted to. Instead of playing the bad boy role, I've become the hurt girl. Damn.*

I lived vicariously through Si-woo. I fulfilled my small dream through him.

"Ah, Yeon-a. Sorry. I was holding your wrist too tightly..."

"No! It's fine. It was fun."

"Fun...?"

"No, that's not what I meant. Anyway, it's fine."

"Ah, okay."

Soon we arrived at Si-woo's room. The bed had rumpled blankets. It looked like he had just gotten out of bed.
I sat on the edge of the bed. There was still a bit of warmth left.

"Are you tired? Did I come a bit early?"

"...A bit?"

"Did I come... very early?"

"Yeah. Our meeting was at 8, and coming before 6 is a bit..."

Si-woo looked at me with exhausted eyes. I felt a little sorry. It was like the guilt you feel when winning a bullet game on time.
But not too sorry.

"Hehehe. Um, so where's my present?"

"Over there. I haven't wrapped it yet... Is that okay?"

"Yeah. I like unwrapped gifts. When they're nicely wrapped, I feel bad opening them."

I went to where Si-woo pointed and checked my gift. It was a puzzle book with 1001 problems written by The Champion, and a bunny onesie. A bunny onesie with cute ears and a fluffy detachable tail.
The tail was detachable because sleeping with it might hurt your tailbone.

*Oh...! So cute!*

I closed my eyes and imagined myself wearing it. I'd look lethal.

"Turn around."

"Huh?"

"Turn around and close your eyes. I'm going to put this on."

"Ah, okay..."

Si-woo turned around and sat down. He was so tired that his head drooped as he nodded off.
I quickly changed clothes. The soft lining felt nice against my skin.

"Si-woo, Si-woo! Look at this! Isn't it super cute...!"

Si-woo turned around to look at me. I straightened the bunny ears and struck a pose. I shifted my weight to my left leg to emphasize my hips.

"Ha."

"Pretty, right?"

"Crazy bitch."

"What?"

"Ah, no. Slip of the tongue. Cute."

I thought I heard something strange. It sounded like he called me a bitch, but I must have misheard. Si-woo's pronunciation was a bit slurred from fatigue. It must have been my imagination.

I immediately struck another pose. It was like I was holding an invisible gun. I was roughly imitating a firing stance, but neither of us had military experience to point out any errors.

"Do you know why rabbits are strong?"

"Huh?"

"It's because... they have 'guts' and 'guns'."

While maintaining the firing stance, I approached Si-woo. When I pointed the invisible gun at his forehead, he raised his hands with a smile. He surrendered, but I showed no mercy.

"Doo-doo-doo-doo-doo!"

"I surrendered! This is a violation of international law."

"They're blanks. It's fine."

"Are you allowed to fire blanks...?"

"I'm not sure about that, but anyway, you're my prisoner now."

I went behind Si-woo and grabbed his wrists firmly. I dragged him to the bed, sat him down, and then sat behind him.

"You'll treat your prisoner well, right?"

"Don't worry."

Then I grabbed Si-woo's shoulders and laid him down. On my thighs.

"First, I guarantee your right to sleep. You look so tired, so sleep a bit. We agreed to meet at eight, so you can sleep for two hours and then wake up."

"You want me to sleep like this?"

"Well... actually, I do feel a bit sorry. For coming too early and waking you up, and for barging in demanding presents. Yeah."

I mumbled an apology of sorts. My guilt grew because he kept playing along with my jokes when he had every right to be angry.
Friendship should be an equal relationship. Was I being equal today?
If Si-woo had come to my place at 6 AM on his birthday, how would I have reacted? I probably would have opened the door, gone back to my room, slept for about two hours, and then come out.

*So letting Si-woo sleep for about two hours would make it fair.*

It was a perfect plan. I could eliminate my guilt and let Si-woo rest. I arranged Si-woo's hair and smiled benevolently.

"Go to sleep, my child."

"You're not going to do anything weird while I'm sleeping, right? You don't have a marker hidden somewhere?"

"I have nothing like that, so rest assured. Should mommy pat you?"

Pat pat.

I patted Si-woo's shoulders. I gently covered his eyes with my hand to make him close them, and put him to sleep.

"This is suspicious..."

"It's fine. Go to sleep."

Si-woo looked at me suspiciously as he slowly drifted off to sleep. He must have been very tired because he fell into a deep sleep quickly.

"Si-woo, are you asleep...?"

I called Si-woo in a small voice. He was sleeping, snoring softly.

*I, I lent him my thighs, so this much should be okay, right?*

I gently lifted Si-woo's shirt. Just a little, enough that it could be mistaken for sleepwalking.
His defined abs rose and fell with his breathing.

I reached out gently and poked them.

"Whoa..."

They're firm. Real muscles. Solid muscles exuding masculinity. Muscle masses too large to be called lean muscle.

Maybe it's because I became a woman, but my body reacts to seeing things like this. Regardless of my rational mind, I get a strange feeling.
Of course, being the living embodiment of reason and rationality, I don't develop strange feelings for Si-woo because of this. I'm just enjoying it a little.

*This is similar to looking at an adult magazine. Just because the women in them are pretty doesn't mean you fall in love with them, right? You just admire and enjoy. It's similar.*

I glanced at Si-woo. He was sound asleep. He was so deep in sleep that he wouldn't notice if I got a bit bolder.

This is a kind of experiment. I need to find out what I like as a woman. If Si-woo doesn't know, there's no victim, so it's fine. And I've touched his stomach before anyway.

I lifted Si-woo's shirt a bit more. Indeed, a woman's body seems to like this sort of thing.

Ch.52 - Birthday (2)
I'm good at thinking. I must be smart, considering I reached second place in chess globally, a game played by hundreds of millions.

Being intelligent, I've always quickly understood situations. My comprehension skills allowed me to travel abroad for chess tournaments from a young age.

Guessing others' thoughts was never difficult, and whenever I felt anxious, I'd analyze the situation to ease my worries.

I've analyzed the causes of countless emotions and made logical judgments. That second-place position in chess was earned through meticulous reasoning.

I definitely know myself well.

I know myself better than anyone. I'm the one who can explain my emotions, and only I can understand myself. I know everything about me, so I can explain everything about myself.

That's what I thought.

At least until I faced inexplicable behaviors after getting this new body.
Why I act this way. Why I feel good. Why I feel bad or uncomfortable.
It was frustrating not being able to explain it clearly.

I thought I'd understand eventually and moved on. But I shouldn't have.
I should have taken time to think deeply, identify the cause, and find a solution when I had the chance...

If I had, I could perfectly explain what's happening now.

"Si-woo... Si-woo..."

I called Si-woo in a small voice. I don't know why. I just want to do this. The same goes for my hands exploring his body. Without knowing why, I'm moving my hands, consumed by desire.

I removed my thigh from under Si-woo's head and slipped a pillow underneath. Thanks to my careful movements, he didn't wake up.

I brought my ear close to listen to his breathing—it sounded like he was deep in sleep.
As I listened, my own breathing became rough. My body feels hot. Maybe it's the quality of my pajamas.

As if hypnotized, I lifted Si-woo's top. Rather boldly, enough to see below his chest.
Heat rushed to my head. It feels like I'm doing something wrong. I can feel my muscles tensing.

I feel dizzy. I can hear my heart pounding. I might collapse from high blood pressure.
Before that, I might get a nosebleed.

*My body feels strange...! Why am I acting like this?*

Despite questioning myself, my body gradually leaned toward Si-woo. Eventually, I lay completely on top of him.
I can hear a pounding heartbeat. Thump-thump, at a slow pace—it must be Si-woo's heart.

With my ear pressed against Si-woo's chest, my own heart started pounding violently. Why am I doing this? I feel like I'm going crazy.

I closed my eyes tight and felt Si-woo's stomach. Heat spreads through my hand. How can such light contact do this?
My hand feels like it's burning. My face is even hotter.

"Si-woo..."

For some reason, I felt like crying. A flood of emotions washes over me.
I squeezed my eyes shut. Reason, logic. The two major principles that make me who I am. Why aren't you working today?

My instinct is leading me somewhere strange. No, not my instinct but Yeon's instinct. I had to distinguish between the two or I'd go insane.

Yeon aimed for Si-woo's lips. I held her back. We're clearly just friends. Si-woo might have different feelings for me, but I absolutely don't have different feelings for him.

I'll keep up my walls until graduation, and we'll remain close friends. I'll be like a tree that won't fall even after a hundred strikes, protecting our friendship.

*So, Yeon-a. Please stay still.*

I inhaled through my mouth and exhaled through my nose. My nose was too weak to stop my racing heart, and my mouth was too big to release the hot breath.

As I consciously controlled my breathing, I felt reason gradually regaining control.
The lustful Yeon was weakening, and my rational self was getting stronger.

I tried to get up. I wanted to suppress the Yeon who wanted to lie on Si-woo's chest and return to our friendly relationship where I gave him a lap pillow.

I managed to lift my head. But when I tried to raise my upper body and placed my hand down, I accidentally pressed on Si-woo's stomach... and Yeon's power grew stronger again.

*This isn't my fault. Si-woo seduced me first. And Yeon fell for it, not me.*

I buried my face in Si-woo's chest. Just moments ago, I was listening to his heartbeat with my ear, but now I'm burying my face there.

I didn't realize Yeon's instincts would be this strong. Even my rational, reasonable self couldn't control it easily.
It's mostly Yeon's fault. I tried to stop her.

Yeon rolled up her sleeves. My rational self analyzed that this came from the lewd idea of wanting skin-to-skin contact.

Yeon embraced Si-woo. This is something my rational self would never do. If it were me, I'd wait until Si-woo woke up and ask for a hug, not act like this.

This is where the difference between friendship-valuing me and foolish Yeon becomes apparent.

Yeon held Si-woo like that and stayed still. Fatigue washed over me. Controlling Yeon was exhausting.
Looking at the clock, there was still plenty of time until 8 o'clock.

Drowsiness overwhelms me. Si-woo woke up to see me off, but I woke up much earlier to walk here.
And I didn't go to bed early yesterday either. It's natural to feel tired.

*Maybe I'll sleep just a little? I can wake up before Si-woo and act like nothing happened.*

I drifted off to sleep. For a moment, I thought this was nonsense, but it was already too late.
That's how Yeon fell asleep.

...
..
.

"Yeon-a. Yeon-a?"

Si-woo's hand shook my shoulder. I'd actually been awake for five minutes. This means I miraculously succeeded in my plan to wake up a little before Si-woo.

However, wanting to lie down a bit longer led to this situation. Si-woo had woken up, noticed his top was half-removed, and realized I was sleeping on top of him.

*Should I kill myself? Yes. In my next life, I'll be born as an alpha male.*

I resent my past self. I can't understand what I was thinking when I did that.
Maybe it would be good to die quickly and aim for reincarnation.
Preferably as a man. It seems all this happened because Yeon is a woman.

While contemplating painless suicide methods, Si-woo gently lifted my head and slipped a pillow underneath.
Opening my eyes slightly, I saw him fixing his clothes. After that, he pulled a blanket over me.

I desperately pretended to be asleep.

*Yes. This can just pass like this. Nothing happened....*

I could naturally wake up after a few minutes. Then the considerate Si-woo would act like nothing happened.

I closed my eyes and counted to 100 internally.

*...97, 98, 99, 100.*

Enough time had passed. I slightly opened my eyes and got up, rubbing my eyes like someone who just woke up.

*My acting was perfect. Now if I just act naturally...!*

"Oh, Yeon-a. Done pretending to be asleep?"

Boom!

I felt like something dropped. I felt dizzy and like I might lose consciousness.
Everything's spinning.

"Si-woo, did you sleep well? What do you mean pretending? I just dozed off too."

"Ah, I didn't sleep well. Someone kept calling my name."

My pupils shook. I felt like crying.

"R-really? You must have had a strange, dream. Yes."

"Ah... was it a dream? It felt like someone unbuttoned my clothes and rubbed their face against me, but was it a dream?"

I covered my face with both hands. He was definitely sleeping. He definitely didn't answer when I called.
My head feels like it's spinning.

"It's not my fault! You seduced me. Who told you to wear such thin clothes? You were asking to be touched...!"

I started making incoherent excuses.

"Wow... you just sounded exactly like a sexual harasser."

"I should be allowed to touch you a little. It's not like touching wears you out, and, and you enjoyed it too."

"Perfect! Aren't you going to say you touched me because I'm like a son to you?"

"Ugh... anyway, it's not my fault. Half is your fault, and the other half is Yeon's fault."

"If it's Yeon's fault, isn't it your fault?"

Si-woo said with a smile.

"I tried to stop her, but Yeon did it on her own. That, that lewd girl. I told her not to, but she just did whatever she wanted."

"So Yeon is a lewd girl?"

"Yeah. I'm normal, but she's a bit strange."

I found an escape route. Talking like this makes me sound like I have a split personality, but that's fine. After all, this problem arose because my instincts ran wild.

"So Yeon is a lewd pervert?"

"I think so."

I nodded vigorously.

"So Yeon is a pervert."

Something feels off about this. My instincts did act perversely, but for some reason, I don't want to nod.

"No? Then it wasn't Yeon but you—"

"No! Yeon is... a pervert..."

"I see, so that's how it is."

Looking at Si-woo's grinning face, I realized he was teasing me. He's not really concerned about what I did; he just wants to tease me.

*But... does knowing that change anything?*

Nothing changed. If Si-woo decides to tease me, I'll die of embarrassment.
This is almost like an agreement. He won't make an issue of today if... I say embarrassing things, a strange agreement.

"Is Yeon a bitch?"

"Yeon is a bitch..."

I did act like a dog. I lowered my head and said what Si-woo wanted to hear.

"Yeon-a. It's okay. Look up."

"I'm sorry..."

"Yeon-a. If you do just one more thing for me, I'll let this go without saying anything."

"Okay..."

"Look at this and repeat what you just said once more. How about it?"

Si-woo took out his phone camera. Despite blushing, I complied with his request. There was no other way.
This is getting off easy, right? Having it recorded is a bit much, but to prevent immediate death from shame...

"Yeon is a pervert. Yeon is a lewd pervert. Yeon is, a bitch..."

I looked at Si-woo while saying these embarrassing things. Si-woo was beaming with joy.
Perhaps because I saw Si-woo enjoying it, I didn't feel that embarrassed.

*Isn't this actually a beneficial exchange for me? In reality, all humans are perverts. Being called a bitch is actually kind of cute.*

Quickly returning to normal, I proceeded with my usual shamelessness.

"Woof! Woof!"

Hearing my dog noises, Si-woo burst into laughter. Seeing that made it even more fun, so I barked a few more times.
I even howled like a dog.

It seems I made a beneficial exchange after all.

Ch.53 - Birthday (3)
The sound of a puppy's playful barking filled the room as I pretended to be one while playing with Si-woo. Suddenly, a troubling thought crossed my mind.

*What if Si-woo's parents catch me here?*

I had arrived before 6 AM. I'd called Si-woo to let me in, and I hadn't even greeted his parents before entering.

If Si-woo's parents were to open the door right now, what would they think of me? An ill-mannered student who shows up at dawn without greeting? A mysterious student who appears out of nowhere? They probably wouldn't think well of me...

"Si-woo... what excuse should we give if your parents walk in right now?"

"Huh?"

"I came in without greeting them and now I'm doing this. It seems pretty rude."

"Y-yeah, you're right."

Si-woo couldn't come up with a good answer either. Honestly, it was a strange situation. Coming at dawn and sneaking in to play.

*If our genders were reversed, I'd probably be facing a shotgun right now.*

Being a girl is fortunate in this case. I might get scolded, but at least I won't get hurt. That's somewhat comforting.

"Yeon-a. I think we should just be honest."

"You're right. Trying to hide it might cause an even bigger misunderstanding. Let's just be honest."

"...But being too honest might seem weird."

"That's true."

If I'm completely honest, I might die of embarrassment. Sneaking in at dawn, wearing bunny pajamas, and cuddling.

It would be better to create a reasonable scenario to explain the situation.

"First, I didn't come at dawn. Let's say I came at 7 AM and called for you. Then... we went to your room so your parents could sleep peacefully."

"7 AM? That sounds reasonable. Coming before 6 AM was a bit much."

I hung my head. I had gone too far just to surprise Si-woo.

"Anyway, that should work, right? It's important that we get our stories straight."

"Huh? Our lips?"

"No, no, not like that! It's just an expression!"

"Right. Let's stick with 'getting our stories straight.' 'Getting our lips straight' sounds weird."

I nodded. It's definitely a common expression, but using it with Si-woo made it sound strange. My cheeks flushed hot.

"A-anyway! You remember everything, right?"

"Yes. It's not that complicated. I came at 7 AM, and we quietly went to your room to play. That's enough, right?"

"Yes."

I grabbed Si-woo's hand tightly and hid behind him. Even though we had prepared our excuse, I was still a bit scared.

Si-woo's house is spacious and large. Probably expensive. His parents must be elites.

Elite parents. The kind that often appear as villains in dramas. The kind that interfere with every aspect of their children's friendships.

Until now, I've shown a cool, elite side of myself. When I first met Si-woo's mother, I clearly established the image of a "cool genius." Probably.

But if today's incident doesn't sit well with them, and they use it as an excuse to interfere with our friendship...
I don't want to imagine it.

I squeezed Si-woo's hand tightly. I put on the hood attached to my pajamas and stroked the bunny ears. The softness calmed me down.

Si-woo in one hand, bunny pajamas in the other. I am invincible.
I can confidently face Si-woo's strict parents.

After all, I'm a "cool genius."

"Mom, did you sleep well?"

"Yes. Did my son sleep well?"

"Yes. But... Mom."

"Hmm? Oh! Yeon-i? When did you arrive? I didn't hear you come in."

My eyes met Si-woo's mother's. She exuded the aura of a successful career woman.
I froze the moment our eyes met.

*What was I going to say? I can't remember!*

I squeezed Si-woo's hand tightly. The cool image I'd built up was cracking.

"Ah, hello..."

"Hello. But... you're already in pajamas? My son worked hard preparing them as a birthday gift."

"Yes... Si-woo gave them to me."

I hid behind Si-woo's back, peeking out just my head. It was the only way to maintain my cool image.
I'm too scared to speak when I make eye contact with his mother. I have no choice but to hide behind reliable Si-woo.

*Still, I think I'm handling this well. I'm speaking very clearly and logically.*

I shouldn't worry about my cool genius image.

"Yeon-a? When did you arrive, and where did you change? I just woke up, so I'm having trouble understanding the situation."

"Um... 5:50, I mean! 7 AM. Yes, 7 AM. I came at 7, and to avoid causing trouble, I held Si-woo's hand and tiptoed in."

I misspoke in my moment of panic. I was supposed to say 7 AM. And I didn't need to mention holding Si-woo's hand.

"And your clothes?"

"Um... I changed in Si-woo's room."

"I didn't hear Si-woo come out."

"Si-woo was in the room too."

"...You changed clothes while my son was in the room?"

"I made him turn around."

"Hmm..."

She seemed somewhat convinced. Anyway, nothing happened. His mother looked at me with a slightly dubious expression.
I easily avoided it by hiding behind Si-woo.

"By the way, where is your father?"

"Oh, he had some work come up early this morning and left. He's such a workaholic, really. He said he wanted to meet Si-woo's friend, but I guess work was more urgent."

"Oh, is that so?"

That's a relief. Making excuses twice would be difficult even for me. It was easier to explain to his mother since I'd met her once before, but it might have been harder with his father.

If I made a bad impression on his father, it could affect our friendship. I'm glad we got through this well.

"Then we'll go upstairs."

"Okay. I'll put some effort into lunch. It's a birthday after all."

"Ah, thank you. But please don't strain yourself too much. I don't want to be a burden."

"It's fine. This is the first time my son has brought a girlfriend home. And it seems my son is quite serious about you. A mother should do everything she can."

"Thank you."

I bowed my head in gratitude. Despite her demeanor, she was a warm person. That must be why Si-woo is so kind.

I held Si-woo's hand tightly and went up to his room.

"That went well, right?"

"Yeah. It's fortunate that Dad left early."

Once in Si-woo's room, I immediately threw myself onto the bed. I must have been very tense because my body suddenly felt drained.

I'm good at speaking, but I don't enjoy it. I'm fine when talking with people I know somewhat or when discussing chess, but I really can't approach strangers to talk.
Even if I get lost, I would never ask a stranger for directions. That's how much I dislike speaking.

It's one of the reasons I could create the "cool genius" image. I don't engage in unnecessary chatter.

Si-woo's mom couldn't be considered someone I know well, and it wasn't a chess-related conversation.
So continuing the conversation was quite difficult.

I think I maintained my image, but it drained my energy. Lying comfortably on the bed, I examined Si-woo's second gift.

It was a puzzle book written by The Champion.

"Yeon-a. Can I lie on your stomach?"

"On my stomach? Why?"

"It seems more comfortable than a pillow."

"Mmm. Sure. Lie down here."

"Thanks."

I patted my stomach. Though I didn't exercise, I was slim because I didn't eat much.

I carefully examined the book from the first page. The first thing I saw was The Champion's face, aged considerably after 20 years.
His biography was full of self-praise.
At what age he earned his Master title, how many Championship victories he had, how many years he'd maintained the #1 rating... that sort of thing.

Turning a few more pages, I found the author's note. It roughly said he felt the weight of the crown, wanted to contribute to the chess world, and that studying with this book would be beneficial.

The puzzles gradually increased in difficulty toward the end, which was obvious.

Turning a few more pages, I found the easiest problems. The easiest ones were light tactics from actual games.

A skilled amateur would find the answers immediately, and even beginners could find them after some thought.

I wasn't particularly interested in the problems themselves. They were too easy since they were at the beginning.
What caught my attention was the source of the problems. Since they were taken from actual games, names of players I remembered occasionally appeared.

Above each problem was a small note: [White Player Name - Black Player Name (Tournament Location)]

Players from the same era as my past life. They've probably retired by now. The Champion must be crazy to still be playing, since most retire in their late 30s.

Seeing familiar names gave me a strange feeling. Tournaments from my past life started coming back to me.

*This person was a Grandmaster representing France. Oh, there's also that Filipino-American Grandmaster. Him too? The Iranian-born French Grandmaster. We were both called prospects back then.*

Reminiscing was fun in its own way. It felt like revisiting the numerous achievements of my past life.

Then, I noticed a strange name.

*A Woman Grandmaster? But something about the name seems odd.*

Was there another Woman Grandmaster skilled enough to compete with men? No, it must be the woman I know.

But why did her name change?

*Wait a minute. It's not her first name that changed, but her last name.*

Being a Westerner made it confusing. The changed surname was quite familiar.

– We are just friends. Such rumors only make us both uncomfortable.
– Me marrying this guy? Why don't you wait for February 30th instead?

They clearly said they were just friends.

It was good evidence that men and women could be just friends...

I felt my mind going blank. Slowly, I reached out to stroke Si-woo's head as he lay on my stomach.

*Still, we are friends. Even though those two broke their promise, we will remain friends.*

I kept repeating that we would remain friends, but unlike before, I couldn't be certain.
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I closed the puzzle book. I felt strange and couldn't look at it anymore. Seeing those tournaments that stirred up nostalgia was uncomfortable, and learning that two people who claimed to be just friends had gotten married made me feel weird.

I wasn't close with them. I'd never met them in private. We weren't complete strangers, but we weren't quite acquaintances either.

Because of that ambiguous relationship, all the rumors about them came to me through news or third parties.
The news stories were mostly similar.

When the media raised suspicions, they would appear in the next interview saying, "We're not that kind of relationship."

They always firmly denied it. "There's no way I'd date this person," "I'd rather stay single than date them," "Don't say such nonsense..."

After they said that, the reporter would show photos. Pictures they posted on their jointly-run social media channel.
Photos of them drinking at a hotel while enjoying the night view, holding hands while walking at night, cooking for each other, and so on.

When reporters showed those photos, usually the man would respond irritably, "Friends do this much all the time."
And that's how the interviews would end.

It always unfolded in a similar pattern, so I had it memorized. Since they were an attractive pair and both top-class chess players, they appeared in the news quite often.

I used to follow their social media accounts. In my past life, I had no friends at all... and their relationship seemed like a wonderful friendship.
It was fun just watching them. They'd hold hands at amusement parks, enjoy wine while looking at night views, and throw birthday parties for each other.

Saying that this much was normal between close friends, they became my guide. They clearly showed me what was acceptable between friends of the opposite sex.
For someone like me with zero knowledge about social relationships, they were my benchmark.

"But, but! Why did they get married...!!"

Aren't they ashamed? After emphasizing they were "friends" with every post. It's practically fraud against people worldwide.

People who studied the "standards of friendship between men and women" by watching their relationship must feel terribly betrayed.
I certainly do.

"Si-woo. Hand me my phone."

Si-woo was lying on my stomach, fiddling with my feet. My leg was bent at a strange angle, but I was more flexible than I thought, so it was fine.

"Oh, sure."

Taking my phone from Si-woo, I quickly went to Wikipedia and searched their names one by one.
First, the man. It showed tournaments he'd won, current rating, when he retired, and so on. It seems they got married in the winter of the year I died.

I clicked on the marriage section and skimmed through it.

"He married a female professional chess player he'd known for a long time. Originally he had no intention of marrying... but she got pregnant so he had no choice?"

My eyes darted rapidly. She got pregnant, so he had no choice but to marry her? Weren't they just friends?
Those devoted friends who sat in five-star hotels, enjoying night views with glasses of wine. Friends who lived together to save on rent and slept in the same queen-sized bed.

"Damn... they weren't the kind of friends I thought they were?"

Not so much friends as... "friends." That kind of "friends" with a strange modifier in front.

"I thought they were chess friends...! But they were, um, a different kind of friends?"

My head was spinning. My face flushed with embarrassment. Of course, they probably didn't intend it that way.
But it seems they were implying it in a metaphorical way.

I scrolled back up. Clicking on [Family Relations], detailed information appeared.
Mother, father, first older brother, second older brother, and two daughters and one son.

"No, no...! They said they were friends! Just friends!"

What's more, both daughters were older than me. The eldest is active as a chess player and attracted attention by earning the Grandmaster title at 18.

There wasn't much information about the second daughter and youngest son. Perhaps the chess genes were only passed to the firstborn.

But that's not what matters. What matters is that everything I did with my friend might actually be things you do with a "friend."

My fingertips trembled. What if Si-woo also thinks of me as that kind of friend? A small fear crept in.

Si-woo is kind, so he wouldn't look at me with strange eyes. And those two were Westerners, so they might have more open minds.

I carefully asked:

"Si-woo... we're friends, right? Just normal friends?"

"Of course. Why, are you worried again?"

"Mmm."

"It's okay. Don't worry."

Si-woo got up from my stomach and hugged me tight. I felt reassured. Thankfully, Si-woo was still Si-woo. My friend I could trust.

He's different from those weird Westerners. If he says we'll just hold hands while sleeping, we'll really just hold hands.

"Hmph."

"Feeling better?"

"Yeah. Actually, I wasn't that anxious! Do you think I'm always trembling with anxiety?"

"Well, you actually do tremble almost every time."

"Well, that could be true."

I said shamelessly. Still, it's much better than my past life. At least I'm not sitting alone crying.

"I should still be more careful though. I might develop some kind of dependency at this rate."

"But why did you suddenly get anxious today?"

"Well... there were these people who claimed men and women could be just friends."

"Yeah?"

"Today I found out they got married... and the reason for the marriage is even more shocking. They got married because she got pregnant! Isn't that fraud? They said they could remain close friends, but then they got married."

"What does that have to do with you being anxious?"

"Ah, many of the things I do with you, I learned from them. Some things I thought of myself, but I also copied quite a bit from watching them."

"Oh... I see. I get it now. You're worried we might end up like that too?"

I nodded vigorously.

"That's part of it, but I also got more anxious thinking that what I've been doing might be things friends shouldn't do."

"Mmm."

"That's not the case, right? Friends normally act like this, don't they?"

"...If that were true, there would be too many people in this world without friends."

"Huh?"

"People usually keep a proper distance. Hugging like this in bed is something people who've been dating for years would do."

I chuckled. Something people who've been dating for years would do? That's a joke no one would believe.

"So you're saying I fell in love at first sight? That I filled years' worth of affection in one go? That's nonsense."

Si-woo seemed to be joking to lighten the mood.

"Then what do friends actually do?"

"Um... that's a bit hard to answer when you ask it like that."

"Then I guess this is normal after all. Right?"

"Yeah. Let's go with that."

It was definitely a joke. There are various kinds of friendships in the world, and everyone has their own boundaries.
We're friends with quite generous boundaries. That should be fine, right?

I got up. Just looking at the puzzle book with my eyes didn't do it justice. You need to set it up on a chessboard and think about it to really appreciate it.
It was a bit strange to close it only to open it again, but my mind changes quickly. It's my mind after all.

"Where's the chessboard?"

"Over there, next to your photo."

"...Why is my photo there?"

"You posed for it last time, remember? That photo."

"I know which photo you mean, but don't people usually display family photos or childhood pictures?"

My photo was in the center of the desk. It was about palm-sized but quite noticeable in the center.

"I have family photos too. In that drawer."

"Wait, your family photos are in a drawer while my photo is on the desk?"

"That can happen."

Can it? I wondered. Something seemed off, but I couldn't explain it.
If Si-woo says it's fine, then it must be fine. Si-woo wouldn't lie to me.

Something felt strange, but I let it slide. The chessboard was next to my photo.

"Ah, is it like a charm? Does having my photo next to the chessboard help with studying? That could make sense."

"Yeon-a. Since we're on the topic, can I take one more photo? I think it would be nice to have a full-body shot too."

I guess not. It was just Si-woo's creepiness showing through. It was behavior that could easily be criticized, but I didn't bother saying anything.

The thought of Si-woo always looking at my photo made me feel a pleasant tingling below my chest.
It might not be bad to wallpaper the entire room with my photos. Then he wouldn't be able to think about anything but me.

"Maybe that's going too far. Now that I think about it, it's quite creepy. One or two photos might be okay, but the whole room..."

I'd better leave it as is.

I adjusted my rabbit ears and attached the rabbit tail. I arched my back and smiled softly.

"Is this good?"

"Yeah. Nice. You're not a log today."

"Hmph."

Click! Click! Click!

Si-woo took three photos from different angles. Will three more of my photos be added?

"Good. Cute."

The compliment made me feel good. He'll probably print these out and hang them up too. That's nice.

"Should I print this photo on a T-shirt and wear it around?"

"Isn't that a bit much? I mean, these are pajamas..."

"I was joking. As if I'd go that far. Hahaha."

It didn't feel like a joke. I'm getting worried—maybe I should inspect his room occasionally.

I picked up the chessboard and sat on the bed. That's a concern for another time.
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Chapter 55

As the internet developed, more and more people began enjoying chess online, and the influence of books diminished significantly.
There's no need to buy books anymore when you can find lectures and puzzles online.
No need to set up pieces manually with a book open—just open two pop-up windows and follow along. With chess book viewers, you don't even need pop-up windows.

Books are inconvenient. You have to open a book next to a chess board and move each piece to recreate the position shown in the book. It's tedious and cumbersome.

But tedious and cumbersome doesn't mean meaningless. I believe that "tedious and cumbersome" process is absolutely necessary.

Internet chess puzzles that can be set up with a few mouse clicks don't stick in your memory well. When you set up each piece by hand and precisely recognize where each piece is positioned, it truly sinks in.

That's how information gets properly stored in your brain, how you study effectively and improve. It's genuine learning that volatile internet methods can't provide.

*Kids these days only want the easy way! In my day... well, actually the internet was mainstream in my day too. Hmm.*

Even in my time, internet chess was predominant. But I didn't have money. I had neither a computer nor a phone, so solving chess puzzles online was obviously impossible.

I borrowed the one chess puzzle book from the library and read it until the pages were worn thin. I read it over and over until I memorized every problem.

That's how I studied. Not with volatile internet puzzles, but with substantial puzzles carefully selected by experts with detailed solutions.

When I was just looking at the book, it didn't feel special, but setting up the board beside it brings back nostalgic memories. I placed each piece one by one. This was the first problem from the chess puzzle book I studied.

"What's that? It's not in the book," Si-woo asked.

"Oh, this? It's a puzzle from my memories. The first chess puzzle I ever solved."

It was a checkmate-in-one puzzle. An easy problem if you just noticed the opponent's king had nowhere to escape.
It's a problem I could solve even if woken from sleep now.

"If I move the knight here, it's checkmate."

I nodded. It was easy enough for Si-woo to solve immediately. Back then, I struggled with this simple problem for days.

*That's ancient history. From a time when I didn't even know chess was played in English, let alone anything about Grandmasters.*

I rearranged the pieces. Another problem from that book. The most difficult problem from the first book I ever saw. A five-star problem.

It's quite challenging even to my current self. A problem where the answer becomes visible after about three minutes of contemplation. Checkmate in five precise moves.

I smiled at Si-woo.

"Want to try solving this?"

"Is this another nostalgic puzzle for you?"

"Yes. A problem from the first book I ever saw. The most difficult one in that book."

"Oh... so if I solve this, do I get a prize?"

"A prize? Hmm, what do you want?"

"Grant me one wish."

A wish... come to think of it, didn't I receive a wish coupon before?
It was a reward for going undefeated in the bullet league when I first visited Si-woo's home.

I hadn't used it, but suddenly remembered.

*But does a wish even matter? I'd probably grant his request anyway. Unreasonable requests are impossible from the start.*

That's why I never used my wish. There's no need for something as grandiose as a "wish" when a simple request would be granted. I wouldn't even think of making burdensome requests, and non-burdensome ones can just be asked for directly.

It sounds nice to call it a "wish," but it's more like a white elephant.

I looked at Si-woo and shook my head.

"I don't think a wish is necessary. It's not that I don't want to grant it, but I'd probably fulfill your request anyway, so why use such a grandiose term as 'wish'?"

"Ah... I guess you're right. You do grant all my requests. It's surprising how you even grant requests that seem like they'd be refused."

"You've made requests that seemed like they'd be refused...?"

"Usually people don't like it when I ask to lie on their stomach, right? But you just stay still even when I naturally touch your feet. So I've just been doing whatever I want."

"That's what it was?"

So that's why Si-woo had been making strange requests lately.
I hadn't really paid attention. It didn't bother me. His careful massaging wasn't much different from a regular massage.

Si-woo suddenly grabbed my hand and pulled me up. Then he hugged me tightly.

"I was going to use my wish to ask for a hug."

"That's all you wanted for your wish?"

"What do you mean 'that's all'? What better reward could there be?"

I thought he might ask for something weird like stepping on his face. But it wasn't that. Hugging is something that can be done as naturally as a greeting.
It's quite mild as a betting reward.

*I should hug him more often. It's not like it's a loss for me either. It feels like hugging a big teddy bear.*

We hugged for about three minutes. Then we simultaneously released the embrace and made eye contact. We both smiled gently as our eyes met.

It was interesting how we released the hug and made eye contact at the same time. It seems like our minds are really in sync.

"So what should the reward for the bet be?"

"Let's see... how about I visit your place next week?"

"My place? It's just a studio apartment, nothing special. You can come if you want. I don't mind. But that's not really a loss for me. A bet should have one side losing and one side gaining."

"Then how about you cook dinner that day?"

I couldn't answer. I had never cooked anything worthy of being called a proper meal. I generally preferred eating out, and my best cooking was following instructions on meal kits.

I'm the type who only knows how to make cup noodles, not even regular ramen.

I wanted to refuse, but Si-woo seemed to be looking forward to my cooking so much that I couldn't easily say no.

"...Is that not good? Want to choose something else?"

Si-woo looked at me with disappointment.

"No! That's perfect! I-I'll cook. I'm a genius, so there's nothing I can't do. Yeah, of course not."

I answered confidently. I might win the bet anyway. This problem is difficult even from my perspective. The probability of Si-woo not solving it is definitely not low.

"Great, then the bet is on."

Si-woo wiped the expression from his face and looked down at the chess board. He touched his chin with his left hand while resting his right hand on the desk.

Si-woo's eyes moved quickly, scanning the board. He seemed to be looking for pieces that could be used tactically.

To properly execute tactics, you need to first examine the active pieces. Undeveloped pieces can't do much.

"The king's position looks a bit unstable. I wonder if I can use that?"

Si-woo said to me with a slight smile.

"Good observation."

Chess is ultimately a game of capturing the king. If the king's position is unstable, it's important to find ways to exploit that.
An attack on the king is the first attack that must be defended against. If both the king and queen are under attack, you must sacrifice the queen to save the king. That's the rule of chess.

Si-woo was looking for tactics in the most orthodox way. The cleanest and best method.

"There are two pieces that can attack the king. The knight and the queen. But for the queen to attack the king, a sacrifice is needed, right?"

"Yes."

Si-woo spoke as if giving a lecture. His deep voice and serious face combined to create quite a good image. Like a tutor.

"If I sacrifice the queen, I might get a good angle. It would be good to draw the opponent's king forward."

I nodded slightly. His slow and steady approach toward the answer looked quite impressive.

"So let's consider sacrificing the queen as the first move. Since I'm sacrificing the queen, I need to capture the opponent's king. A queen can be exchanged for three minor pieces worth 3 points each, or two rooks. But since this is a puzzle, it's probably not about such small advantages."

It was an obvious statement, but when Si-woo said it, it felt like a profound truth. The queen is a 9-point piece. You can exchange it for three 3-point pieces or two 5-point pieces.
However, chess puzzles usually have more intuitive solutions. If you sacrifice the queen, you aim for checkmate. That's obvious.

"After sacrificing the queen, there's only one piece that can deliver check. Like this, if I sacrifice the rook, it looks like I can set up a checkmate angle?"

Si-woo slowly moved his hand and positioned the pieces. His movements suggested he was confident in the answer.
And so Si-woo gradually approached the solution. He eliminated the king's escape routes one by one, surrounding it.

After quickly making his moves, he stopped with just one move remaining.

"How's that?"

"Amazing...! Sexy...!"

I said with my hands clenched. Si-woo muttering in a low voice while playing chess. Moving the pieces smoothly and naturally toward the solution with confident strides.

*If I were a woman, I might have fallen for him!*

Though I'm living as a woman, this isn't completely a woman's body, so I didn't fall for him. My gaze toward Si-woo didn't change at all, so I definitely didn't fall for him.

He looked incredibly cool, but I endured with a steadfast heart.
It was extremely sexy how easily he solved my nostalgic problem, but I endured.

*Since the area below my chest feels warm as usual, I definitely haven't fallen for him! Good thing I'm not a woman. Our friendship could have been ruined.*

Anyway, where should I learn to cook? Since I'll be cooking for Si-woo, I need to make it as delicious as possible.
If I ask Mother, wouldn't it look like bride training? That would be awkward. It's a dilemma.

I hate losing bets terribly, but today I didn't mind so much.
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Somehow it was already lunchtime after playing around for a while. Lunchtime. Normally, I would have enjoyed delicious food without much thought, but today was different.

I had been given the weighty mission of treating Si-woo to a meal next Saturday.

I've obviously never cooked a proper meal before. Even after entering this body, I've never cooked once. I'd just starve myself, and when hungry, I'd eat raw carrots, dip onions in red pepper paste, or soak rice in water.

How to cook rice? Of course I don't know! Yeon's studio apartment didn't have a pressure cooker. I'd need to cook rice in a pot, but how would I know how to do that?
Afraid I'd waste rice trying to cook it, I just soaked it in water and ate it. Actually, most of the time I just thawed frozen rice.

*What kind of life did I live? The only thing I know how to do is chess...*

I felt a little depressed.

"Yeon-a, what's wrong?"

Si-woo noticed my gloom and asked with concern.

"It's nothing. Let's go eat."

"Okay."

I didn't share my worries. I couldn't tell him I was struggling with his request.

*I'm a genius, so I can do anything if I try. I've just never done it before—once I actually try, I'll probably be amazing at it!*

Instead, I clenched my fist with confidence. I'm still young. Beyond young—I could even be considered a child. There's no need to be depressed about the many things I can't do yet.
I can learn one by one.

Having decided to give up a life dedicated solely to chess and live a more ordinary life, I need to learn.

*This isn't a crisis but an opportunity. I'll start by learning to cook. I'm living a new life, different from before!*

I quickly pulled myself out of my depression. Being able to manage my emotions quickly is one of my strengths.

I linked arms with Si-woo and headed to the kitchen. The distinctive smell of fried food wafted through the air. It was probably tonkatsu, fried fish, or fried shrimp.

"It's tonkatsu."

"Oh..."

A person's taste is usually formed at home.
If parents prefer salty food, the home-cooked meals will be heavily seasoned, and children will develop a preference for salty food. The same goes for bland food.

By analyzing the food during this meal, I could make something perfectly suited to Si-woo's taste.
Fortunately, I have excellent analytical skills. An ability I've developed by analyzing countless chess games.

I sat down, concentrating all my nerves on my tongue.

"Thank you for the meal, Mother."

"Yes. Eat plenty."

I extended my chopsticks with the solemnity of a general entering battle. I focused on the sensation at my fingertips.
I carefully noted the ideal thickness of the tonkatsu's breading.

I held the tonkatsu and examined the cross-section. I carefully observed how well it was cooked.
Taking in the aroma that tickled my nose, I took a bite.

*It's crispy! Delicious!*

Even without dipping it in sauce, it was perfectly seasoned. Do they normally season the meat for tonkatsu? I'm not sure. One thing is certain—it's quite delicious.

I couldn't make something this tasty. This clearly has Mother's years of experience in it. It doesn't have that rigid feel of mass-produced food.
What I'm tasting here is the flavor of care and love.

*Care and love! I won't lose in that department. Well, mine is friendship rather than love, but still!*

Mother must have personally minced and seasoned the meat, coated it with breadcrumbs, and fried it with care. Having traveled the world playing chess, I have some expertise in fine dining.
The Champion often took me to three-star restaurants, allowing me to taste all kinds of world-class delicacies.

*He didn't have friends either, just like me. He dragged me along because he didn't want to eat alone at three-star restaurants... Thanks to that, I was introduced to the world of fine dining.*

It was annoying at the time, but now it's quite helpful. I can make such cold, precise analyses.

After finishing the tonkatsu, I said to Mother:

"The tonkatsu is really delicious!"

"Is it? I bought it from the supermarket near our house."

"Huh?"

Then what was that homemade taste I experienced?

My chopsticks froze mid-air. Good thing I only thought it and didn't say it out loud. I would have been embarrassed if I'd pretended to know.

*Right. It's been a long time. A whole 20 years. With today's technology, they can probably make processed food taste homemade. My tongue wasn't wrong.*

If not that, then this body's performance must be lacking. My old body definitely had a talent for fine dining. Yeon's body just doesn't have a talented tongue.

As I concentrated on eating the tonkatsu, I could detect a mass-produced factory taste. It felt a bit starchy and unevenly seasoned.
It seemed like it was cooked by machines following a set recipe rather than by human hands.

*The fact that I can sense this suggests my gourmet sensibilities remain even after changing bodies.*

It was a subtle difference that most people wouldn't notice.
Since I can taste flavors so distinctly, I probably have talent for cooking too. Cooking is ultimately about seasoning, and being able to taste clearly means I can season well.

"Oh my. You didn't really think I bought it from the supermarket, did you? It's my son's friend's birthday—of course I made it myself~"

"Ah."

Shit.

I gave up on analyzing the taste and just ate my meal. I was being ridiculous just now. I should have trusted myself and stood firm.

So it was homemade tonkatsu after all, just as I initially thought.

After finishing the meal, I thanked Mother and went upstairs with Si-woo. I still hadn't decided what to make for dinner next week.
I had planned to analyze the food during dinner and decide on a menu.

*No, this is actually better. Rather than deciding the menu alone, it's much better to ask and decide.*

I asked Si-woo:

"Si-woo, what kind of food do you like?"

"Well... anything is fine. Is this about cooking next week?"

"Yes."

"Then make whatever you want to make. I don't have allergies and I'm not picky. I'll enjoy anything you make."

"...I'll try my best."

My plan to quickly settle on a menu was promptly cut short.

*I'll worry about the menu later. I can just search the internet.*

Worry later. There's no need to worry now when it won't lead to a good answer anyway.

I picked up the Jenga box on Si-woo's desk. It was the prize I won from our bet. It says "Couple Jenga," but after censoring, it would become "Friend Jenga."

"Want to play Jenga?"

"Sure."

"Wait a moment, let me change my clothes first."

Si-woo was wearing gym clothes with a white T-shirt. It looked comfortable enough, so why change?

"Why change clothes?"

"These clothes are... too casual."

"Isn't it good that they're comfortable?"

"That's true, but since it's your birthday, I want to wear something more proper."

Si-woo said that and took out a dress shirt, jeans, and a white T-shirt from the closet. The dress shirt was a neat sky-blue color. The white T-shirt was probably to change into.

*Oh... that'll look good.*

My breath quickened slightly.

"G-give me a dress shirt too."

"A dress shirt? Why?"

"I want to wear one too. I'm in comfortable pajamas, but it would be weird if you're the only one in a dress shirt. I want to wear one too."

"It won't fit you though...?"

"It's fine! I'll wear it over my pajamas, so it's okay if it's a bit big."

"Alright then."

After receiving the dress shirt from Si-woo, I unconsciously buried my face in it and took a breath.
I really didn't mean to do that—it was instinctive. Really.

"Haaah..."

When I looked up after exhaling, Si-woo was staring at me with a strange look.

"Yeon-a. That's a bit..."

"T-this wasn't intentional, it was unconscious."

"They say the unconscious reflects your inner desires."

"I must like cleanliness! My unconscious wanted to check if the shirt was well-laundered!"

"...That's your excuse? Okay. I'll use that next weekend."

"Fine... I'm sorry."

Why do I keep acting like this? Is my mind gradually becoming more feminine because my body changed to a woman's? I don't know.
How could I know what a woman's mind is like?

Suppressing the urge to bury my face in the dress shirt again, I slowly buttoned it up. It looked quite strange worn over pajamas.

"Yeon-a. Could you step outside for a moment? I need to change my pants."

"Step outside? Is that necessary? I'll just turn around. Change comfortably. That's what you did when I changed clothes."

"...The probability of you turning around is almost 100 percent though."

"That's being self-conscious."

"Really?"

"Yes. Trust me."

I looked at Si-woo with sincere eyes. Si-woo reluctantly nodded.
Sitting with my back turned, I took out my phone, turned on selfie mode, and secretly watched Si-woo. He was changing clothes with his back turned. I could see his nicely defined back muscles.

*I didn't say I wouldn't look, did I?*

It's a loophole, but not illegal. I didn't turn around, after all.
I'm not peeping with any indecent thoughts. I need to carefully check if Si-woo has any scars on his body.

He might have been bullied as a child, seriously injured at a playground, or suffered burns. In such cases, I could accidentally trigger his trauma, so I need to be prepared.

*This is unavoidable. I'm Si-woo's friend, so I should check on my friend's health condition in advance.*

I adjusted the angle of my phone perfectly to comfortably observe Si-woo's back. Si-woo changed into a white T-shirt. Next would surely be changing his pants.

*He might have trauma from being bitten by a dog when he was young, right? So I need to carefully identify any scars to investigate potential trauma. Because we're friends.*

I clutched my pounding heart and adjusted the camera angle.

Suddenly, Si-woo turned around. I quickly flipped my phone and put it down on the floor.

"Yeon-a."

"Yes!"

"......Stay still."

Si-woo approached quickly. I hadn't turned off the camera yet.

Standing in front of me, Si-woo slowly flipped over my phone. The screen clearly showed selfie mode was on.

"Pervert."

At Si-woo's accusation, I had no excuse.
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After changing his clothes, Si-woo looked at me with a mysterious gaze.

"Yeon-a."

"Y-yes?"

"...Never mind."

"W-what? What's wrong? I already explained everything. I had to look because we need to be careful with scars, so I had no choice."

"I see."

That inscrutable look and the long silence—two elements that made me flustered. If he had just criticized me, I could have fought back boldly and shamelessly, but when he just stared without saying anything, I didn't know what to do.

"I already said I was sorry..."

"Yeah. You did."

"Then why...?"

"It's nothing. Let's drop it. It seems weird to continue this conversation. Don't you think?"

"Yes!"

"Since you've already declared yourself a pervert, I should just put up with it. Right?"

"R-right."

Si-woo placed his large hand on my head. After stroking it a few times, he gently cupped my cheek. A warm sensation transferred through my cheek.

"Hehe. It's warm."

"Want to play Jenga now? You worked hard to get this prize."

"Yeah. Oh, I didn't work that hard. Victory comes as naturally to me as breathing. I got it easily. Hmm!"

"Well done."

I took the Jenga container from Si-woo. The container had a metallic feel with some kind of coating. It was a large cylinder shape, and the top part could be opened by turning it.

My hands were too small to grip the top part with one hand. So I firmly secured the container with my legs and grabbed the lid with both hands to turn it.

But it wouldn't open.

"Nnnggh!! W-why won't this open?!"

"Yeon-a. You don't turn it, you pull it."

"Eh."

Si-woo took the Jenga container I had been hugging and easily opened it by lightly pulling the lid. His hands were big enough to grip and pull the lid with one hand.

*It wasn't supposed to be turned? Well, as long as it opens, that's what matters.*

Inside the large cylindrical container were Jenga blocks and stickers. The stickers were labeled "15+," "19+," and "29+."

I handed the 15+ to Si-woo and put the 19+ and 29+ back in the container. Of course, I sneaked a peek at the contents while putting them back.
...They were full of phrases that stimulated one's imagination.

*Yogurt should be eaten with a spoon, why would you spread it there and lick it...!!*

My face burned hot. Push-ups and squats should be done properly on a mat, why would they tell you to do them on top of someone else...

"So I just stick these on here?"

"Yeah. Skip the really weird ones and choose appropriate ones. Stick them on the top surface, and when you pull them out, follow the rules written there."

"What kind of content was in the 19 and 29? I didn't see."

"I didn't see either!"

"I could hear your eyeballs rolling around though."

"I didn't see!"

I strongly insisted that I hadn't peeked at the sticker contents. Meanwhile, I glanced at Si-woo's face.

*So you put a snack there and... eat it without using your hands?*

How could anyone do such a lewd thing? Just imagining it is a huge shock to the mind of someone as pure as me.

While thinking that, I lowered my eyes slightly to look at Si-woo's jeans. More specifically, I was looking at the zipper of his jeans.

*Hold that in your mouth and pull it up and down ten times? H-how could anyone do such a difficult task.*

I briefly let my imagination run wild. I felt like I might get a nosebleed.

"What exactly was in there that's making you overreact like that?"

"I don't know because I didn't look!"

"I'm really curious. Was it like holding a stick snack in your mouth and eating it together? But that doesn't seem like something that would make you react that way."

"I told you I didn't look!"

I don't think there was a stick snack game. I had peeked a little, and my excellent memory remembered most of the content. My heart rate increased every time I recalled the contents.

I quickly kicked the Jenga container away. It felt like negative energy was flowing from it. Being close to it kept making me think strange thoughts.

*Making a chess mark wherever you want... If I drew that one, where would I put it? Collarbone? Neck? Or boldly on the lower body... No, no. That's too much.*

I unconsciously recalled the penalties in the Jenga container. That container really seemed to be emitting some negative energy.

"Alright, Yeon-a. Stop with the dirty thoughts and come here to stick these on together. That's sexual harassment."

"I wasn't thinking anything like that!"

"Sure, sure."

My body suddenly felt hot, so I took off the dress shirt. Wearing a dress shirt over pajamas was quite warm. As I took it off, I glanced at Si-woo and 'accidentally' buried my face in the shirt.

"Want me to give you that as a gift?"

"Huh, what?"

"You seem to really like it. It's not an expensive shirt, so I'll just give it to you."

"If you're giving it as a gift, I won't refuse!"

"Since it's a gift, I should wash it first. Right?"

I remained silent without answering. It wasn't because I had strange feelings, but because Si-woo had said something so obvious.

Since it's a gift, it should be washed... Since it's secondhand, it should be washed...

"Never mind. I'll just give it to you. I already ran the washing machine."

"Yeah. That's fine too!"

I answered quickly. It wasn't because I had strange feelings, but because I didn't want to burden Si-woo.

He already ran the washing machine, and running it again just for one more piece of clothing would be inconsiderate. I couldn't be inconsiderate, that's all.

"Now let's really stick on the stickers."

"Okay."

Si-woo spread the stickers on the floor. The 15+ ones were definitely doable. Things like holding hands, making eye contact, or hugging tightly were things we often did anyway.

The problem was more with the questions. Questions like "What was the happiest moment in your life so far?" were difficult to answer.
I couldn't answer "Winning the Candidates Tournament" to that. That was from my past life.

To talk about happy moments in my current life... I haven't lived in this body for very long.

*If it gets too difficult, I'll just plead the Fifth. Can't be helped.*

So Si-woo and I continued sticking on the stickers.

"All done."

"Yeah. There wasn't really anything to remove. For something called 'Couple Jenga,' is it okay to only have such ordinary things?"

Most of the 15+ items were things we did regularly. It seemed weak to call it "Couple Jenga" when it only included actions that friends could do together.
It was a weaker game than I expected.

*Of course, 15+ is the weakest among them. Once you move to 19+...*

My face almost turned red again.

"I don't think the content is ordinary. You'll see when we actually play. Let's stack it first."

"Okay."

We quickly stacked the Jenga blocks. I deliberately squinted while stacking. With my memory, I could easily remember which block had which question written on it.

After stacking, we played rock-paper-scissors to decide the order. Si-woo won. I would go first.

I naturally touched the one at the very bottom. Since Jenga also has a touch-move rule, once you touch a block, you have to pull it out.

The moment I grabbed it, I had a feeling. If I pulled this one out, the tower would collapse. Why did I try to pull from the very bottom?

Sighing, I quickly pulled it out. If I pulled quickly, inertia would help me.

Swoosh!

Crash!

"Eeeeek!!"

But it collapsed all at once. It felt like my heart was crumbling. I thought I had pulled it out perfectly, but why?

"Yeon-a. How did you manage to collapse it in one go?"

"Ahem. There's a question written here. It says 'How many people of the opposite sex are you in contact with?' Only one!"

"Oh. I was a bit resentful until just now, but I feel better immediately. Although you collapsed what we worked hard to build in one go, since I'm your only friend, I have no choice but to understand..."

Si-woo spoke in a strange tone. Was he that happy about the fact that I only had one male friend?

According to the rule that the person who collapses the tower has to rebuild it, I stacked it alone this time. And Si-woo got to go first.

Being a manly man, Si-woo grabbed the one at the very bottom like I did. And he smoothly pulled it out.

"'What's the most heart-fluttering skinship?' Oh, walking arm in arm."

"Arm in arm? That's unexpected. I thought it would be hugging."

"When we hug, I can't see your face. When we walk arm in arm, your face turns slightly red, and that looks really nice."

"Hmm. Then it's my turn, right?"

I also pulled from the very bottom. If you pull from the side, you can pull two blocks per layer.

"'What do you hate the most?' This is simple. Losing. In all activities, including chess, I don't want to lose. I have to win in any activity that I recognize as a competition."

"Oh... So do you need to be first in the nation on mock exams to feel satisfied?"

"Not that. I have to consider it a competition first. Since I don't have any interest in studying, I don't consider studying a competition."

"That seems a bit arbitrary."

"It is. It's mostly psychological. The same goes for bets that rely on luck. It would be strange to be devastated over losing rock-paper-scissors, right? Competing with skill under fair conditions—that's my requirement."

That's why it's usually chess. Chess doesn't rely on luck and is a competition of skill under fair conditions.

Because of that, the shock of losing is also greater. Having devoted my life to chess, losing at chess feels like my life is being denied.

Sometimes people use the phrase "selling your soul to the devil." If there were a devil who would give chess skills in exchange for a soul.

I would definitely sell it.

Even if chess is just an unproductive board game to others, it's my life. I can't lose, and I don't want to lose.

"I understand. Now it's my turn, right?"

Si-woo felt around the second block from the bottom. Pulling from the bottom up—he's definitely manly.
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Si-woo's second block read "Show off a body part you're confident about."

"A body part I'm confident about..."

Si-woo muttered thoughtfully. Surely he wouldn't give a boring answer like "face" that had neither fun nor impact? While his face was certainly nice enough to be confident about, that's not what I wanted to see.

*I need to understand the intention behind this prompt. Why would someone create such a question? It can't just be to show off your face!*

I quickly stated which part I wanted to see. Not out of personal interest, of course—more like appreciating a sculpture in an art museum.

"Obviously it's your abs or chest muscles, right?"

"...You seem to be saying what you want to see."

"No! It's just that they're impressive enough to be confident about, so... have confidence."

Si-woo looked at me suspiciously. Then he unbuttoned his wrist cuffs, rolled up his sleeves, and struck a side chest pose with his upper body.

"I'm confident about my arm muscles."

"That's not right... it should definitely be your chest..."

"Want to feel?"

I slowly approached and touched Si-woo's chest. It was firm.

"Why are you touching there instead of his arms... Never mind. Let's just play Jenga."

"Okay."

Side chest—the name itself contains "chest." It's a pose meant to emphasize the chest. Si-woo said he was confident about his arm muscles, but he probably wanted to show off his chest.

I lay down on the floor and carefully examined the blocks. It was a meaningless action. I have my pride—how could I pull from the top? Obviously, I'd pull from the bottom.

*If I knock it over this time, I'm not human! I'll be a complete failure!*

Usually when I say things like this, it falls over.

Fortunately, this time I successfully removed a block. The moment I touched it, I knew it would come out—that feeling when you know it's going to work.

"Let's see... 'Tickling for 30 seconds'?"

"Bring it on."

"Wait. Wait, wait, wait."

I held my hands out toward Si-woo. Tickling was dangerous. While my feet were somewhat resistant, my ribs and armpits were extremely vulnerable.

*I could suffocate to death from being tickled. This should be invalidated for safety reasons.*

While I was preparing a logical argument to stop Si-woo, he suddenly lifted me up and gently placed me on the bed.

"Huh?"

"Trying to escape with another clever excuse? I'll start the timer for 30 seconds. Okay?"

"Wait, wait, waaait—eek!"

Si-woo grabbed both my hands and lifted them up. Why was he targeting this area now when he usually just played with my feet?
I glared at him with resentment.

"Ready, start!"

But Si-woo didn't respond and just started the 30 seconds. His fingers poked at my ribs. It felt like electricity running through my entire body.

*This doesn't seem right. Why am I so sensitive?*

I seemed more sensitive than in my past life. I could understand why tickling was considered torture.

With laughter squeezing out of my lungs, I stomped my feet and screamed from the ticklishness.

"Kyaaaah! Hahahahaha! St-stop hahaha! Stooop hahaha! Eeeek!"

Beep! Beep! Beep! Beep! Beep!

"Haa, haa, haa... huh, haaa..."

"Thirty seconds done."

"...That felt like thirty minutes."

I answered with a completely drained voice.

"It's okay. You were cute. I want to do it again sometime."

"You... you... just wait. If something similar comes up, I won't show any mercy no matter how much you cry."

I glared at Si-woo as I spoke. I had lost control of my body and completely fallen apart. A huge crack had formed in my usually cool and dignified image.

*I should have gritted my teeth and endured it! This body is too sensitive.*

I mentally sharpened my knife of revenge.

Si-woo picked a block from the third row from the bottom. Even though there was no rule about pulling from the bottom, we had been removing blocks from bottom to top.

Si-woo smoothly and quickly pulled out a block.

"Oh... 'What would you do if you had 10 billion won?'"

"Ugh...!"

Such a mundane question. Buy a house, buy a car, invest in stocks, and if possible, buy an airplane too. If I had to choose just one, I'd want a private jet.

*But can you buy an airplane with 10 billion won? I'm not sure.*

Si-woo was thinking for quite a while. It seemed like a simple question, but he was surprisingly serious about it.

"Why are you taking so long to think about it?"

"With 10 billion won, I could probably buy an entire island and turn it into a wedding venue."

"Well, I don't know if that's possible, but it seems like a waste of money. Is that how the bourgeoisie wastes money?"

"Well, it's hypothetical. If I had 10 billion won, I think I'd buy an island and make it into a wedding venue."

"It hurts just imagining all that wasted money. Is there really a need to do that...?"

"With 10 billion won, quite a lot of people would come, right? I'll give you the leftover money and the wedding gifts."

"Oh... that's nice. But is that okay? Can you just give away wedding gifts like that?"

"Doesn't either the bride or groom take the wedding gifts anyway? I have 10 billion won, so you can have the gifts."

"I guess so. Then I'll gratefully accept."

After answering, something felt off. If either the bride or groom takes the wedding gifts, why would I be taking them?
Am I being overly sensitive?

I asked Si-woo with a voice full of suspicion.

"By the way, if you're having a wedding, who's your partner?"

"Partner?"

Si-woo glanced at me. Our eyes met. I turned my head away to avoid his gaze.

"...Well. It's just imagination, right? I didn't imagine it that specifically."

"I thought so."

This time I looked at Si-woo. Our eyes met, and Si-woo turned his head to avoid my gaze.

I lay down on the floor and tapped the Jenga blocks. Si-woo's turn just ended, so it was my turn now.
Naturally, I grabbed the block at the very bottom and pulled it out smoothly.

"Hmm. 'Tell the other person something you want to do together.' Something I want to do together? Let's see..."

Why do I keep drawing uncomfortable blocks? I wanted to imagine what I'd do with 10 billion won too.

Something I want to do together. The first thing that came to mind was obviously chess. But we've already played a lot of chess. That can't be the answer.

I tilted my head slightly and thought deeply. Then suddenly, something I wanted to do came to mind.

"Camping! I've always wanted to go camping. I've never been. Using the sky as a blanket and the ground as a pillow, spending a night in nature! Grilling meat, cooking ramen, setting up a lantern in the tent and playing chess! Sleeping in a sleeping bag."

I spoke quickly with an excited voice. Camping—I heard some people even go alone, but I hadn't reached that level yet.

A camping novice like me needs to go with a friend. I could ask my friend to help with physical tasks or things I can't do, while I use my superior intelligence to direct the situation.

"Camping? Come to think of it, I haven't been either. Want to go together sometime?"

"Sure! But I don't have money, so it might be difficult this year."

"We have plenty of time, right? We can go after graduation."

"That's true."

I'm looking forward to it. Thanks to my past self who was devoted only to chess, I can now experience many activities with Si-woo for the first time.
I'm not an idiot who hasn't done anything—I'm someone who saved my first experiences. That made me feel oddly proud.

After my answer, Si-woo pulled out a block. By this point, mistakes should be happening, but he removed the block smoothly.

"This is a bit difficult. 'Tell one strength and one weakness of the other person.' Hmm."

"Take your time thinking. It's understandable."

The strengths would be too numerous to mention just one, and weaknesses would be impossible to find even if you looked carefully.
I looked at Si-woo with a satisfied smile. The atmosphere suggested he would think for a long time.

*That's understandable. How can you choose just one from my many strengths? And even if you manage that, how on earth will you find a weakness?*

I felt good. The longer Si-woo thought, the better I felt.

"I'll start with your strength first."

"Al-already?"

"Yes. Strengths are easy to find, right?"

"That's true. Yes."

I thought he would think longer. I wasn't disappointed. After briefly mentioning my strength, he would need to use all his brain cells to find my weakness.

"Your strength is being a genius. You're truly an incredible genius. You unconsciously do things that ordinary people can't do. You could say you're a being that transcends common sense."

"Mm. I am like that."

I nodded with a giggle. It was a pleasing compliment. I gently moved closer to Si-woo and sat on his knee.

*A universally acknowledged genius. That's me.*

I felt good. Now he had to find a weakness, but he probably wouldn't be able to. I had built such a flawless image that Si-woo would never be able to find my weakness.

"I've thought of a weakness too."

"Why, why! Why did you think of one already...!!"

I looked at Si-woo with a tearful face. My good mood instantly crumbled.
I had definitely acted like a perfect friend, so how did he find a weakness?

Sad and angry, I banged my head against Si-woo's collarbone. Were my weaknesses that easy to find? I didn't know any of Si-woo's weaknesses. Si-woo looked cool no matter what he did.
Was I the only one who thought that?

I almost shed tears from the deep sense of betrayal.

"Your weakness is being a genius. You're clearly a genius, but it seems like you don't know it well, which can be difficult at times. It seems like you pretend not to know even though you do... but looking at your actions, it really seems like you don't know? They say true geniuses act unconsciously, so maybe that's it."

"Huh?"

I raised my head to look at Si-woo's face. I hadn't properly heard what he was saying because I was trembling with a sense of betrayal until just now.

*I think he said my weakness is also being a genius? Hmm... Oh! I see. That makes sense!*

I quickly understood. Living beside a genius and constantly comparing your talents with them must be difficult. That could certainly be perceived as a weakness.
I should be generous and let this slide.

*I didn't hear clearly what he said after that, but it probably wasn't important! Anyway, I'm a genius.*

My mood improved again. Si-woo acknowledged my genius. That was enough.
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After Si-woo acknowledged that I was a genius, we continued pulling blocks from the Jenga tower one by one without knocking it over.

Surprisingly, only easy actions and questions came up. The questions were basic ones like "What's your favorite food?" or "What would you most want to do if you could go back to your childhood?"

The actions were simple too. Making eye contact for one minute, hugging for thirty seconds, giving a massage for five minutes, interlocking fingers—just very basic activities.

Since these were things we did routinely anyway, I could handle them without any hesitation.

As we continued removing blocks one by one, a difficult question appeared for me.

"It says 'Who do you respect the most?'"

Someone you respect. A question others would answer easily.
From King Sejong, whom all Koreans feel grateful toward, to Admiral Yi Sun-sin, or scientists like Einstein.
And that's not all. There's Willis Carrier who invented air conditioning, and some might mention their mom and dad.
Some might even name someone who once pursued justice, like Emiya Kiritsugu.

But I couldn't answer easily. While I respect those people, it's hard to say I respect any of them "the most."
Beyond their names and major achievements, I know almost nothing about them. To be honest, I only respect them in words.

Even if I were given the chance to meet them in person, I probably wouldn't feel much excitement. That's about the extent of it.

*Since chess is pretty much all I have in my life, it's hard to feel respect for historical figures unrelated to chess.*

If I had to name someone, I'd say Wilhelm Steinitz, the first chess Champion, Aron Nimzowitsch, the forefather of romantic chess, or Mikhail Tal, the Magician of Riga.

But I don't truly respect them that deeply. The person I really respect is someone else.

*But I don't want to say it. It hurts my pride.*

I glared at the wooden block with an uncomfortable expression.

"Someone you respect? Is that really something to agonize over?"

"Yeah. Who is it for you, Si-woo?"

"Hmm... I've never really thought about it."

"See? It's difficult for you too, right?"

"You're right. Now that I'm asked, it's hard to answer."

I continued to ponder. There was only one person who could be the right answer to this question, but I didn't want to say it.
It felt like my pride would be severely wounded. If I could just keep it hidden deep in my heart, that would be fine, but telling Si-woo is a bit...

*Is he really the only one? Is there no one else I respect?*

While I was still thinking, Si-woo's expression brightened.

"Ah! I know who I respect."

"Who is it?"

"You. The person who will become the world's first female World Chess Champion, with the world's longest winning streak and undefeated record."

"Hmm, that sounds nice, but I'm not there yet."

"So from five years from now, you'll be the person I respect most. Until then, I respect no one."

"Ahaha! Nice. That's actually pretty cool. Hehe."

It was a witty comment that lightened the mood. I had been struggling to answer, but now the atmosphere felt more comfortable.

I finally decided to speak. After all, there's only one person worthy of my respect.

"But unfortunately... the person I respect isn't you."

"That's fine. I don't need your respect anyway. So who is it?"

"The current Champion. A man who will remain a legend in the chess world even after he dies. The longest-reigning Champion and considered history's greatest chess genius."

"Ah... him? Hmm."

"What?"

Si-woo's expression seemed a bit sour.

"He is remarkable."

"Why are you making that face? It's okay, just tell me. I respect him, but I don't like him. He'll be my opponent someday."

"That person... has changed... a lot."

"Changed? What do you mean?"

I immediately asked. What did he mean by "changed a lot"? As soon as I entered this body and learned that 20 years had passed since my past life self died, the first thing I did was gather information.

Most of that information was about chess notations and currently popular openings, but I also frequently looked up the state of the chess industry.
Among the information I found, there was nothing suggesting the Champion had behavioral issues. There were conspiracy theories claiming he was too good to be human, but that was it.

"His life is kind of... bleak? He lives so rigidly that he seems more like a machine than a person.
He's worthy of respect as a chess player, but not really as a person. Though I guess it's strange for me to interfere like this."

"That's okay. But what do you mean by a bleak life?"

I frowned and asked. It was difficult to understand. The person I knew in my past life could be described as a "voluntary loner."

He was extroverted and active but didn't excessively expand his social circle, preferring deep relationships with a few people.
He was someone who knew exactly what he could handle and appropriately managed his relationships.

Unlike me, who was solely focused on chess, he was active in many areas. He would participate in chess boxing events for a few rounds, and was at the upper amateur level in soccer, basketball, and American football.
At least that's what he claimed.

*All the special experiences I had in my past life were created by that guy...*

Of course, there weren't many good experiences. Taking me all the way to New Zealand to go bungee jumping together was borderline harassment by anyone's standards. I went along because I was nice.

Anyway, he was active enough to go bungee jumping abroad. The information about him living a bleak life must be incorrect.

While I was pondering this, Si-woo searched on his phone and showed me the screen.

"What's this? Showing symptoms of alcohol addiction... What does this mean?"

"You know that 'Death Match,' right? Ever since that match ended, he completely... to put it roughly, people say he lost it."

I snatched the phone from Si-woo. The article he showed me was closer to tabloid journalism.
It wasn't very credible, which is why I had filtered out this site when I was gathering information.

*This can't be considered decisive evidence. But... the Champion I knew barely drank alcohol.*

He was someone who couldn't even finish a bottle of whiskey by himself. Yet in the photo, he was drinking more than a bottle.
It might not be enough to call him an alcoholic, but he clearly developed a stronger preference for alcohol.

*He told me we'd share a bottle when I became an adult. He said alcohol should be drunk with your father, and since I didn't have one, he would take on that role.*

Something felt very wrong. The man in the photo was different from the one I knew.

"Why, why..."

The text of the internet article trembled slightly. No, it was my hands that were trembling.

"You didn't know? Well, these are just rumors circulating in online communities. Anyway, he appears normal on the outside, and his chess skills keep improving."

"Why did he become like this?"

"Well... this isn't official information. He looks fine at official events. It's just in occasional paparazzi photos that he looks like a wreck."

"Forget about that! Why, why did he end up like this?"

I grabbed Si-woo's shoulders and shook him. I felt sick to my stomach.
He was my enemy but also my rival. And my idol too.

And.

"It's because of his stepson's death. After the 'Death Match' ended, the Challenger at that time died, right? I heard the Challenger and the Champion were almost like father and son."

He was the person who took on the role of my father.

"...Who says that? That's nonsense."

"Really? I heard he often called him 'dad' in private. And the Champion paid for the Challenger's funeral. He was the chief mourner too. Isn't it fair to say they were essentially stepfather and son?"

"No. I read somewhere that he called him 'dad' because of a bet. They often made bets with prize money... the Champion always won, and instead of taking the money, he made him call him 'dad'."

"Oh, was that it?"

"Yes."

I felt really uncomfortable. Something felt strange. It was an unpleasant feeling that's hard to describe. Just in case, I covered my mouth. I felt like I might throw up.

I jumped into Si-woo's arms and hugged his neck tightly. Si-woo naturally wrapped his arms around my back and patted me.

"I'm sorry. You said he was someone you respect, and I think I spoke too carelessly."

"No. Even knowing all that, he's still the person I respect most."

I let out a deep sigh. He became like that because of me. He became half-ruined because I died.

I hugged Si-woo and tried to calm myself down. The shock was so great that I almost lost my composure. I can't afford to waver.

Since I ruined him, I should be the one to fix him.

"Phew..."

I didn't feel too guilty. Did I want to die? Honestly, I probably would have died even if I'd gone to the hospital in that situation.

I decided to be shameless about it. He's sad because I died? No matter how sad he is, he can't be sadder than me who actually died.
It's fortunate that I miraculously came back to life; if I had stayed dead, it would have been truly devastating. So it's not my fault.

If I admitted it was my fault here, I felt like I would cry all day.

*Let's think positively. Well, it's simple. First, I'll defeat him with overwhelming skill.*

And after that... things will work out somehow. He has an even stronger competitive spirit than I do. Won't he pull himself out of his sadness to beat me?

Or I could make a big concession and call him "dad." In my past life, he always said that while he liked being called dad, he especially wanted a daughter.

*Right. What the heck, I'll do it! I can make that special exception!*

So, I hope he returns to the person I knew.

I released the hug and looked at Si-woo. He always told me to make some friends. He said he'd prefer if I brought a girlfriend, but even just friends would be good—to play chess in moderation and make some friends.

He often said that would help me win at chess too.

*This time I have friends. Not a boyfriend... but at least someone of the opposite gender.*

I looked at Si-woo and smiled slightly.

"Let's get back to Jenga now."

"Okay. It's my turn, right?"

I nodded. If I ever meet him again, I'll boast about all my memories with Si-woo.
I thought with a gentle smile.

Ch.60 - Friend Jenga (4)
I've carefully analyzed the text and will translate it following the glossary and style guidelines.

Si-woo and I continued playing Jenga for quite a while after that. The mood had briefly soured because of me, but fortunately it didn't last long.
In my past life, I would have struggled alone for hours before finally calming down, but in this life, I had friends to help me.

*Si-woo is more helpful than I expected. Just having him beside me feels reassuring. Is it because he's big? It's like having a bodyguard next to me.*

I glanced at Si-woo. It's not just that he's reassuring—he's also handsome. Maybe it's because I'm a woman now, but I instinctively react to a man's face.
It's a good thing I have iron-clad self-control. If I were an ordinary person, I would have fallen for him already.

"Yeon-a. What is it?"

Si-woo asked with wide eyes. He could probably do well as an idol. If he talked to a camera like that, he could attract many female fans.

*Dangerous guy!*

I looked at Si-woo with wary eyes. Attract female fans by talking to a camera? I'm watching him up close right now.
According to my own logic, I'd be the first to fall for him.

"What?"

"...Nothing."

But it wouldn't be right to resent Si-woo for this. Criticizing him for being handsome would be like acting in a cheap drama.
I just need to be careful.

I lay on the floor and picked up a Jenga block. The questions written on the blocks had become rather meaningless by now.
We'd already been asked each question once. Only the blocks requiring actions still held any significance.

"Hmm... This is also a question we've already drawn. 'Say the name of the person of the opposite sex you currently like the most.' You drew this question too, right?"

"Yes."

"Sigh... Let's just skip it then."

"No way. You got the question, so you have to answer."

"Do I really have to?"

"It's the rule."

Si-woo said with a solemn expression. I was annoyed but answered again.

"The person of the opposite sex I currently like the most is Jeong Si-woo. Happy now?"

"Yes."

His intention was too obvious. Does he really enjoy hearing that so much? Maybe I should pretend to confess on April Fool's Day.
I could get a bouquet of roses, draw a big heart on the playground, and confess. Then when Si-woo is happy, I'll tell him it was an April Fool's joke.

...I decided against it, realizing I might be starting something I couldn't handle. If he actually became sad, I'd probably claim that saying "April Fool's joke" was itself a joke.
Our friendship could be ruined in an instant.

*Dangerous guy! Setting such a trap with just one sentence. I almost went down the bizarre tech tree of dating, premarital pregnancy, dropping out, marriage, and childbirth.*

It's probably best to just let April Fool's Day pass. With my personality, I wouldn't play a normal prank, and I could clearly see myself struggling to clean up after some weird joke.

I looked at Si-woo with suspicious eyes. I almost went down a strange path because of Jeong Si-woo's shady request.
Could it have been intentional? I looked suspiciously, but couldn't really tell.

Sighing softly, I snuggled into Si-woo's arms.

"We need to add some tension to this relaxed Jenga game. From now on, interference is allowed! If you knock over the tower, you have to do double whatever action is written on the block!"

I made up a new rule to excuse snuggling into his arms. Originally, if you knocked over the blocks, you just had to rebuild the Jenga tower.
But now there was an additional rule that you had to do double whatever action was written on the block.

If you drew "tickling for 30 seconds," it would become tickling for a minute.

"Interference allowed and double penalty if it falls? Sounds good. But what if you draw a question block?"

"Then you get to ask one additional question of your choice. You can ask anything!"

"Oh... that's good."

"But when interfering, no touching arms or shaking the body. No making loud noises to startle either."

"Okay."

We had already reached expert level at Jenga and needed new stimulation. Since we'd already answered the question blocks once or twice, rules like these were necessary.

*The best part is the interference rule. Shaking isn't allowed, but touching is. That means I can freely touch Si-woo's body... heh.*

It's not like I have ulterior motives for touching him. I still don't fully understand what kind of creature a woman is.
I don't even know for sure what my instincts prefer. This will be a major disadvantage in my life, and something I need to quickly address.

If it's to address that, then it can't be helped. It's not because I have ulterior motives. It's just part of my research.
Even if some personal interest does develop, it's not my fault. It's Si-woo's fault for tempting me with his body.

*Besides, he might secretly want it. A cute girl like me touching his body. People who build muscles through exercise usually want to show them off, so I'm just satisfying that desire.*

Si-woo examined the wooden blocks from various angles, carefully looking for which one would come out easily.

I immediately grabbed Si-woo's thigh. It was hard and sturdy. Thanks to his tight jeans, I could clearly feel the contours of his muscles.
I moved my fingers slightly and squeezed. It felt good in my hand.

"Th-that's sexual harassment!"

Si-woo jumped up in surprise.

"Sexual harassment? What a baseless accusation! I was just trying to tickle you to interfere!"

"...You'll pay for this."

Si-woo stared intently at the wooden block. I quickly continued my data collection, feeling Si-woo's muscles.

*So my instincts respond to thighs! Knees are nice too. And calves at this level are quite impressive.*

While continuing my completely unbiased data collection without a hint of personal interest, Si-woo quickly pulled out a block.

"Interlocking fingers for 30 seconds. Yeon-a, stop the harassment and come here. We need to interlock fingers."

"I told you it's not harassment. How dare you accuse innocent me of such a heinous crime!"

"Keep it up and I'll do the same to you."

"You already massage my feet whenever you want, so it's the same thing."

"Ah."

I shut Si-woo down with one sentence. He touches me even at school, while I only do it when we're alone.
He sometimes comes during breaks to give me foot massages. I'm better because I don't do it when others are around.

"Anyway, let's interlock our fingers."

"Okay."

We interlocked our fingers and looked into each other's eyes. Not with warm gazes, but like fighters facing off before a match.

...27, 28, 29, 30.

Beep beep beep!

As soon as the timer signaled the end of 30 seconds, I quickly lunged forward and lay down in front of the blocks.
I needed to pull out a block as quickly as possible before being interfered with!

But Si-woo was a little faster.

"Eek!"

He hugged me from behind as I lay there and blew on my neck, tickling me.

His hot, warm breath tickled my neck. I could clearly feel his lips touching my hair.
His heavy body was pinning me down, preventing me from moving.

*It's hard to breathe! ...But why doesn't this feel bad? Is this a woman's instinct?*

Since Si-woo was supporting his weight with his arms and legs, it wasn't that heavy. The psychological impact was greater.

*But I feel like it would be nice if he pressed down a little harder...?*

My breathing became a bit faster.

"Oh, sorry. Was that uncomfortable?"

"No, no! That's not it... you can press down a bit, um, harder."

I gently moved Si-woo's hands and feet away. The weight pressing down on my body became a little stronger.
As the weight increased and it became harder to breathe, my feelings changed in a peculiar way. It wasn't a bad feeling, but it was difficult to describe.

"Haa, huff... I'm curious how much I can endure! G-get on top of me!"

There was no ulterior motive. My profession is a chess player. All chess players have somewhat of a scholar's mindset.
It's only natural to want to explore unknown facts. I need to understand why I instinctively prefer being pinned down.
Because I'm a scholar.

Si-woo placed his heavy body on top of mine. It was stifling and heavy. Yet, strangely, my heart was pounding.
In a not unpleasant way.

*A-are women like cats? Like how cats want to get into tight spaces, do I also want to be in tight, confined spaces?*

I felt like I wanted to be pressed down like this while lying on my back, not face down. It's an instinct I couldn't understand at all.

"Th-that's enough. It's hard to breathe."

"O-okay."

A woman's body seems to operate on quite strange mechanisms. It's clear from how my interest is drawn to weird things.
After researching directly, I can definitely tell. A woman's body is a bit strange.

*The Champion was right. To see the world broadly, I should have dated women!*

Though he seems to have lost some of that intelligence now, he was definitely someone who saw through the world.

Taking advantage of the slightly reduced weight, I quickly grabbed and pulled out a block.

"What? Back hug for 30 seconds?"

The action written on the block was ridiculous. We'd already been in a back hug position for nearly 5 minutes while I was lying face down, and now just 30 seconds of back hugging?

I chuckled and hugged Si-woo from behind. This should do it.

Ch.61 - Friend Jenga (5)
The door opened, and Si-woo's turn to pull a block came after we finished the 30-second back hug. The Jenga tower was already precarious, with only a skeletal structure remaining and all the easy blocks removed.

This meant finding a removable block would take time. The unspoken rule of pulling from the bottom had disappeared. I was willing to ignore implicit rules if it meant winning.

Si-woo began carefully examining blocks from the top, while I continued my exploration clinging to his back.

*Back muscles... I can't feel them properly through his clothes! Should I slip my hand under his shirt? But then, wouldn't he put his hands under my clothes too? That might be strange.*

I wanted to touch under his clothes. The sensation was instinctual enough to create such an urge.
Even through fabric, I could feel the distinct contours, broad shoulders, and back. I could easily understand why women like men with wide shoulders.

*They say men speak through their backs. That seems true. His entire back is begging to be touched.*

Another unavoidable reason was added to my completely selfless exploration.
How could I ignore Si-woo's back muscles quivering, pleading to be touched?

This was inevitable. I had planned to investigate his back muscles briefly before moving to his arms, but they kept begging for attention.

I wasn't heartless enough to refuse a friend's request.

"Yeon-a, I already pulled a block?"

I hugged his back tightly and slowly explored it. I needed to properly learn these distinct contours.

"Yeon-a?"

*This isn't enough to know for sure. I have no choice but to comply with Si-woo's back's request.*

I slipped my hand inside Si-woo's dress shirt.

"Hey, hey! Where are you touching, you pervert! No, stop it! My body is precious!"

Si-woo panicked and fled. He clutched his shirt tightly and straightened his clothes. Crossing his arms over his chest protectively, he retreated far away from me.

"You seduced me first!"

"This is sexual harassment!"

"I can't accept that. You were enjoying it too...!"

"That's nonsense!"

Si-woo's reaction confused me. Didn't his back speak to me? I was just responding to that request.
If I had done it out of personal desire, that would be one thing, but this was half for research and half because Si-woo had asked for it.
It wasn't something I did because I wanted to, so calling it harassment was quite unfair.

"Anyway, read what's written on the block."

I approached Si-woo on my knees. I spread my hands wide to show I was harmless and slowly moved closer.
Si-woo turned the wooden block toward me while maintaining a wary gaze.

"Read it from over there! You're going to try touching me again."

"Si-woo. You're making this really weird... Stop it."

"Okay... But it was startling when you suddenly put your hand under my clothes."

"It's not like I put it under your white t-shirt. I wasn't even touching bare skin..."

I grumbled. Of course, not getting under the white t-shirt was a mistake. Si-woo wore his dress shirt tucked into his pants, making it difficult to remove.

*If I'm going to be falsely accused of being a pervert anyway, I should have just touched inside his clothes properly!*

This was quite unfair to me. It was frustrating enough that I hadn't managed to remove his clothes properly, but being falsely accused of perversion made it worse.

"Let's end this conversation. So what block did you pull?"

Since Si-woo was showing me the block from a distance, it was hard to read. I approached on my knees and tried to grab his wrist.

Or rather, I tried to. If only I hadn't lost my balance at that moment and accidentally touched Si-woo's chest with my outstretched hand, I would have grabbed his wrist.

"You really are a pervert!"

"No, this was an accident. A real accident, I swear!"

"So everything before was intentional?"

"Of course it was intentional. I just didn't have ulterior motives, but it wasn't accidental touching. I'm proud of it!"

"Should you be proud of that?"

I shook my head. Of course, my hand was still on Si-woo's chest.

"Being confident is one of my strengths. I can't give that up."

"So you're confidently touching me like this?"

"Yes."

Coincidentally, the block Si-woo had pulled said "Show off your best body part." Si-woo's best feature was his chest.
"Showing off" meant offering it to be touched. With remarkable wisdom, I had fulfilled the requirement before even seeing the block.

"Is it my turn now?"

"Huh? You haven't shown off yet."

"You just did. Your best feature is your chest, and I touched it, so the showing off is done."

"It was supposed to be my arms...?"

Si-woo's words didn't register. His best feature is his chest.
I lay down in front of the Jenga tower. I needed to quickly find a removable block. Since all the good blocks had been removed, only risky ones remained.

While I was delayed, Si-woo began his revenge. He slowly started massaging around my ribs.
My sensitive body couldn't handle it.

"Hahaha! W-wait a second! Wait. I have something to say!"

"What?"

"Just kidding."

I distracted Si-woo and quickly pulled out a block. It was my strategic victory. Since tickling was unbearable for me, I had to use a somewhat underhanded deception.

"...Are you going to play like this?"

"Whatever it takes to win."

I said with a resolute face.

"It says '30-second hug'? Come here."

Fortunately, the text on the block helped me. If it had been a simple question, a disaster could have occurred where Si-woo would position himself to pull a block right after I answered.

But I had drawn a hug. I could hold Si-woo with my whole body. It would be easy to block his path to the blocks and subdue him afterward.

*This is a divine sign that I should win! It's an unlosable match.*

I laughed inwardly.

I quickly approached Si-woo and hugged him tightly. This was also a calculated move. Since I was sitting closer to the blocks than Si-woo, approaching and hugging him gave me a distance advantage.

...28, 29, 30.

Beep beep beep!

"Yeon-a. The 30 seconds are over?"

"Now the interference begins. Hehe, you can't go!"

"...Maybe it's not so bad staying like this?"

"Hmm, is that so?"

I knew well enough that Si-woo enjoyed hugging. Him being distracted by the hug and continuing to embrace me was within my calculations.

I slightly raised my head and brought my lips to Si-woo's ear. Then I gently blew into it.

"Whooo~"

"Ahhh?!"

"Haaaa..."

"S-stop it!"

Si-woo tried to push me away. But I was clinging to him like a cicada, using all my arms and legs, so he couldn't easily remove me.

Of course, if Si-woo applied force, I would fall off, but he wouldn't do that.

*My friend doesn't show off his strength like that! He's so kind.*

I was someone who could use even my opponent's mercy to win.
I kept clinging tightly to Si-woo's body and blowing into his ear. Si-woo flinched and turned his head each time I blew.

I persistently followed and tickled his ear every time.

The match seemed to be ending with my victory. However, Si-woo's mental strength finally overcame the tickling.
He still flinched with each breath I blew, but during moments when I caught my breath, he quickly searched for blocks and eventually found a removable one.

*This can't be happening...! Falling for tricks only works once. Not twice!*

This was serious for me. Even though Si-woo seemed to act boldly, he never crossed the line.
That line was arbitrarily set by me. Si-woo would only act as much as I did. Simply put, he returned exactly what he received.

This time, since I had "clung and tickled his ear," Si-woo would also interfere with a much more aggressive method.

That aggressive method would probably be something my sensitive body couldn't handle.

Feeling my defeat was certain, I used an even bolder approach.
I bit Si-woo's earlobe.

"Ahh!"

Si-woo stepped back in surprise. I began pressing my advantage. Originally, using my mouth violated our friendship treaty, but this was similar to international law.

It means winning is what matters. Once you win, you can justify everything.

I started nibbling on his earlobe with my lips, and Si-woo couldn't focus on the blocks and ended up lying face down on the floor.
Somehow I ended up underneath him, but it wasn't particularly painful. Rather, it felt a bit nice.

*I think I prefer being pinned down like this... it feels good?*

Since admitting I liked it might make me seem perverted, I left the final part ambiguous.

"Haa, stop, Yeon-a? Yeon-a. You should stop now, right?"

I ignored him and continued nibbling his earlobe. Licking seemed inappropriate, so I just pressed with my lips.

That's when it happened.

Knock knock knock.

"Son! I brought cake for you and your friend..."

His mother entered carrying a cake. The cake had candles on it, and she held small sparklers in her hand.

And her eyes were so round they could be called perfect circles.

"Wait, Mom. This is a misunderstanding."

"T-this cake might be too small. I'll go buy another one! It might take three hours... no, four hours. Son, Mom will be back later."

She said that and left the room.

"Hey! Your mother is misunderstanding! Quickly, go out and tell her! It's not like that...!"

"W-what should I tell her?"

"...Good point."

My cheeks burned. I had acted freely, caught up in the moment because I wanted to win.

It's absolutely not what it looked like.

Ch.62 - Birthday (7)
"......So, you're saying things got a bit out of hand because the joke went too far?"

"Yes. Somehow, it just happened."

Fortunately, Mother hadn't gone far, and we had time to explain ourselves to her. Actually, it wasn't "we" who were the problem—it was me. I had gotten a bit too immersed and acted too boldly.

*Thank goodness she seems to have an open mind about this sort of thing. Whether that's truly fortunate is something I should think about more, but in the short term, it certainly is.*

Having an open mind.
That might be due to the passage of time. Mother is probably in her mid-40s, which means she would have been in her mid-20s when I died in my past life.
In other words, Mother could be considered part of my generation. Her open-minded attitude isn't incomprehensible.

*It's fine if she's a bit more open-minded than people were in my time... but she seems almost embarrassingly open-minded. Maybe it would have been better if she'd scolded us.*

If she had scolded us, we could have apologized and promised not to do it again, and that would have been the end of it. But since we took the initiative to explain, we had to tell her the whole story.

The process made my face turn red. My competitive spirit was excessive beyond what normal people could understand, and I knew it was excessive.

"Yeon-a."

Mother called me in a gentle voice. She wrapped my hand in her warm one and patted it softly.

"Yes..."

"Sigh..."

She let out a deep sigh. Then she cleared her throat and spoke in a lecturing tone.

"The Romeo and Juliet effect. Have you heard of it?"

"First time hearing about it."

"Look it up sometime. Okay? If I interfere any more, I think that effect might appear."

With those words, Mother handed me a cake.

"Happy birthday. I'll pray that everything goes well for you from now on. And you, my son, get along well with Yeon. Understood?"

Si-woo nodded. He looked at me and grinned. Then he placed his hand on my head and stroked it as if comforting a child.

"What are you doing?"

"You're cute."

"Mother is watching...!"

I lightly hit his arm with my head. Si-woo just laughed as if he found it all amusing. I was about to say something but held back.
After all, I was in the position of asking for Mother's forgiveness right now.

*Still, it's a bit suspicious. Lately, he seems to be trying to push the boundaries.*

So far there hadn't been any problems because I always drew a clear line, but it could become an issue later.
I made up my mind to be more careful from now on.

"Hehe, it's nice to see you two getting along so well. Have fun. I'll prepare dinner."

"Yes. Thank you."

I bowed my head in greeting. Perhaps because she raised Si-woo, she had a peculiar atmosphere about her. Fortunately, she was kind to me.

*It's probably because I've created a cool genius image.*

After exchanging greetings with Mother, we went back to the room. Since I had resolved to draw a clear line, I didn't engage in excessive skinship.

We were just lightly linking arms. I wasn't clinging to Si-woo's arm tightly like usual.

"Yeon-a, what's wrong? Are you angry?"

"No."

"Then why? You usually hug much tighter."

"No, I don't! This is exactly the same as usual, just what friends would do!"

Si-woo chuckled, then slipped his hand under my knees and lifted me up. It was that one-person carrying method incorrectly named "princess carry."

"Whoa? Hey, hey! Put me down!"

"I thought you were probably thinking about drawing lines again in your mind. I'm right, aren't I?"

I slightly covered my face with my hands and nodded. I had decided to reduce skinship a bit, but suddenly being held like this made me quite embarrassed and flustered.

It would have been fine if I was just flustered, but I felt my feminine instincts being gently stimulated, which added to my embarrassment.
The fortunate thing was that this instinct was one I could understand.

Preferring to be protected is a woman's instinct that can be accepted as common sense. Given a woman's characteristics of carrying a child in her belly, giving birth, and raising it, it's natural to want protection.

*I really am a scholar. Even in this moment, I continue my cool analysis. Hehe.*

After perfectly analyzing it, I felt much more at ease.
The fact that my heart was racing and I felt excited now meant it was due to instinct, not because I had other feelings.

It's difficult to go against instinct with human willpower. Since I'm a being who slightly transcends humanity, I can resist weakly.

"Yeon-a. It's okay, you can do skinship as you please. I won't mind much even if you freely touch me. Though I will tease you about it."

"......Freely touch? When have I ever touched you like that?"

"When? Should I list each instance?"

"No."

Shaking my head, I caressed around Si-woo's collarbone. I had received confirmation that he wouldn't mind if I touched him freely. In that case, not touching would be a loss.

I stroked Si-woo's neck, collarbone, shoulders, and forearms while focusing on his heartbeat. If his heartbeat accelerated a bit here, it would mean his instincts were responding.

I closed my eyes and concentrated on the sound of his heartbeat.

Thump-thump-thump-thump.

Smiling slightly, I added another line to the mental note in my head.

*Neck, collarbone, shoulders, forearms—all parts that my instinct prefers. I instinctively like them. I feel like... I want to leave teeth marks.*

I checked off four at once. By checking them off one by one like this, my understanding of myself would gradually increase.
While continuing this exploration activity, we arrived at Si-woo's room.

That meant it was time to get off this stable mode of transportation.

"Oof. By the way, Yeon-i, you seem to be getting lighter?"

"Really? Why? Should I gain some weight?"

"Do as you please. I think you're fine as you are now."

"Okay."

Si-woo gently placed me on the bed. I lay on the bed and touched my stomach.
My soft belly fit in my hand. I compared the sensation with how it felt the first day I entered this body.

*It does seem like I've lost some weight...*

An accurate comparison was difficult. Fortunately, the addictive softness was still maintained.

"Want to touch my belly?"

"Huh? Oh, is that okay? I thought women didn't like having their bellies touched."

"That's probably to hide fat, but I'm slim so it's fine."

I put Si-woo's hand inside my clothes and let him touch my belly. His thick hand was touching my stomach. I pushed over the Jenga tower with my toes.

Crash!

"Let's call the Jenga a draw."

"Okay."

A draw isn't a loss, so it's fine. Winning is much better, but since Si-woo is my friend, a tie is acceptable too.

I took out my phone and searched for "Romeo and Juliet effect."

[The Romeo and Juliet effect is when affection deepens due to parental opposition or obstacles. It occurs due to rebellious psychology or cognitive dissonance.]

*Affection...? I understand what she meant, but affection! That's absurd!*

I showed the phone screen to Si-woo, who was still touching my belly. I needed to let him know that Mother had a strange misunderstanding.

"Hmm? Why? ...Oh. I see."

"I didn't expect her to misunderstand like this! I told her so many times it's friendship, not affection."

"It could happen. You said it yourself, right? Even if it looks strange to others, we can be friends as long as we behave properly. Right?"

"That's true. But your mother isn't 'others.'"

"I'll explain it to her properly later."

"Okay. Now stop touching and let's eat cake."

I removed Si-woo's hand from my belly and fixed my clothes. Si-woo seemed quite disappointed that he couldn't touch my belly anymore.
Since my belly felt good even when I touched it myself, it wasn't unreasonable for him to be disappointed.

I took out the cake Mother had bought. It was a cake with impressive white cream. The top had white chocolate pieces embedded in it, and the fluffy bread was covered with plenty of cream.

Si-woo put candles on the cake. I lit the candles. The warmly burning candlelight.
Looking at the beautifully dancing red flames, I made a small wish.

*Please help me stay happy with Si-woo.*

My dream is to become a chess Champion, but I didn't wish for that. I'll earn the Champion's position through skill.
Instead, I pictured a future with Si-woo.

"Should we set off fireworks too?"

"No. I don't like fireworks because they're noisy."

"Then shall I sing for you?"

"Yes."

"Ahem, ahem! Ah-ah."

Si-woo cleared his throat. I looked at the candle flames with a gentle smile.

"Happy birthday to you~ Happy birthday to you~ Dear, beloved Yeon-i~ Happy birthday to you~"

"Yaaay!"

*Clap clap clap clap clap clap clap clap clap.*

I was momentarily taken aback when I heard the word "beloved." It was the first time I'd heard it in the Korean lyrics, so I didn't know such words were included.
He probably didn't modify the lyrics in that brief moment, so that must be the actual lyrics.

After organizing my various thoughts, I blew out the candles.

"Hoo!"

Candle flames should be extinguished in one go. I blew a strong breath and put out all the candles on the cake at once.

"Hehe. One breath is enough."

"Well done. Yeon-a, happy birthday."

"Thanks."

"And here's a birthday present I prepared separately."

Si-woo gave me a set of stockings as a gift. It was clearly a present with suspicious intentions, but I accepted it happily.
It's a gift from a friend. I couldn't dislike it.

It was a happy birthday.
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—The day Yeon from my past life turned 16.

I don't place much importance on birthdays. The fact that it's a day that comes only once a year is just a meaningless modifier. Where is there a day that comes twice a year? Today only happens once, and tomorrow only happens once too.

A birthday is just a day like any other. If I were to celebrate anything, shouldn't it be February 29th, which only comes once every four years?

Absolutely, it's not because nobody celebrates my birthday.

*That bastard advertised his birthday on a Times Square billboard in New York... now that's true waste. I value the environment and economy.*

"Sniff."

It's particularly cold today.

To be precise, it's not that nobody celebrates my birthday. The reason I'm in New York right now is for a charity event commemorating my birthday.

I have no idea what the connection is between my birthday and charity, but since the chess association president personally arranged it, I'm just grateful.

*Still, not even a phone call. That jerk...*

I sat on the bench with my feet up, hugging my knees. I could see my shiny shoes. They were shoes The Champion gave me as a birthday present last year.
On my wrist was a watch. A watch The Champion gave me for my birthday two years ago. It's quite expensive, so I wear it occasionally for important events.
The clothes I'm wearing were a gift from five years ago. They're clothes I wear occasionally because they don't fit well.

*He said I'd grow quickly when I was young...! It's been five years already and they're still too big!*

I grumbled inwardly as I wrapped my scarf tightly. This was a gift from four years ago.

"Sniff."

It was cold.

I closed my eyes and prepared for tonight's match. Shaking hands with sponsors, taking photos, playing simul games with local chess players, and a rapid chess game with The Champion.

The simul games aren't a problem. I could beat those people with my eyes closed. I could probably win even if I moved my King on the second move.

The most important game will be the final rapid game. Time limit: 15 minutes with a 10-second increment. Due to the nature of rapid chess where you can't think for long, it's full of variables.

In games with rules exceeding an hour, I might win against The Champion once in ten games, but in rapid chess, I win one in three games.
In other words, it's possible for me to win today's game.

I thought he might let me win since it's my birthday, but then I sighed at the thought that such a strict bastard wouldn't do that.

Sometimes in comics, characters shout, "Fight me seriously! Are you mocking me?" They find it more humiliating when their opponent holds back.
I can't agree with that. I wish that greedy bastard Champion would cut me some slack just once. An ugly victory is still a victory, and an honorable defeat is still a defeat.

I believe results should take priority over process. After all, winning is good and losing is bad.

Whoosh~

"Sniff."

It's cold.

Why am I sitting here looking miserable? It's still cold because winter hasn't ended yet. And these clothes aren't even winter clothes...

I brushed off my clothes and stood up. In this vast New York, isn't there a single person who would celebrate my birthday? I'm a fairly famous person after all.

*But what if they don't know it's my birthday? I don't particularly care, but I'd like to hear someone wish me happy birthday just once.*

Not through text messages or social media, but I want to hear a human voice.

"Sniff."

It's cold, it's cold.

I took out my phone and searched my name. If my photo was displayed somewhere, people would talk about it somehow.
First, I searched in Korean. Nothing came up. Right, chess isn't popular in Korea. That's understandable.
Next, I searched in English. There were some people celebrating my birthday. But there were more people using my photos for memes.

*Should I call my sponsor? No, would that be too pathetic?*

I kicked a small pebble lying on the ground. Maybe because it was cold, I wasn't in a good mood.

I wandered aimlessly through the streets of New York since morning. With one earbud in, I played Anne-Marie's "Birthday."

*It's not like I care. Just, today I felt like listening to this song.*

"Sniff."

As I wandered aimlessly, I eventually arrived at a place slightly away from the city center.

"Hey!"

"...?"

"You're that kid, right? The chess champion!"

"...I'm not the champion."

A white man who looked like a New York stockbroker approached me. He was tall and well-dressed, a stylish professional.

"But you will be soon, right? You're going to pull that Scottish idiot off his throne?"

And he must be someone who plays chess quite well. Everyone who plays chess knows this fact! That I am the next champion!

*Are you listening, Champion? No, I should call you Scottish idiot! Heheh.*

My mood improved and I replied with an excited voice.

"Of course! What's your name? Want an autograph?"

"It would be an honor! Oh, if it's not too much trouble, could you sign this?"

The white man held out his phone. He wanted me to sign the back of it. I took out a pen I always carry.
I carry various types of pens so I can sign anything, anywhere, regardless of the material.

I wrote my name flamboyantly.

"Below that, would you write 'Future Champion'?"

I smiled brightly and granted his request. This man is probably an elite with a PhD in Economics from Harvard University.
At night, he probably sips wine while looking at the New York skyline. During the day, he leisurely drinks coffee while directing people.

"Oh, thank you! By the way, it must be tough for you. You'll be in more than twenty championships from now on. Right? Of course, as the defender."

"Ha, obviously!"

Seeing his insight about my future, it's clear. With this level of insight, Silicon Valley would look like a gold mine to him. He must be a true investor of this era, with investment skills that could multiply his money hundreds of times.

I've never met someone with such excellent insight before.

"By the way, Champion, ah. Can I drop the 'Future' modifier?"

"Of course."

"My friends are also huge fans of yours. Could you sign autographs for them too?"

I answered with a hearty laugh.

"Ha, of course!"

"Thanks, Champion! You're really different from that Scottish punk!"

"Ahahahaha!"

I burst into laughter.

Thud.

The stockbroker (presumably) put his arm around my shoulder. It was almost like a friendly side hug. Being nearly 2 meters tall, I couldn't reciprocate the gesture.
Unfortunately, my height is 160cm. There are rumors claiming I'm 157cm, but my height is 160cm.

"Shall we go then?"

"Sure!"

I followed the stockbroker (presumably). He did seem to be in a management position. This person had quite thick arms, which meant he had enough leisure time. Being in management, he probably has time to exercise.

The fact that he was walking around at this hour also suggested this. A regular employee wandering around during working hours implied he was someone of high rank.

*Then what does that make me, who is respected by such a person!*

I giggled inwardly. The arm around my shoulder was a bit heavy, but that could be seen as excessive fan enthusiasm.

"Hey, what's the best game you've ever seen?"

I asked him. Personally, I think the final match of the tournament held in Cuba was the best. Many people choose the Chicago Cup semifinals, but I think differently.

"Um... New York Open Chess League finals, third game. That game was really amazing!"

"...I've never participated in the New York Open Chess League."

To begin with, that tournament doesn't have a concept of finals. It's not a tournament but uses the Swiss system. You could consider the game that determines first place as the final, but strictly speaking, there is no final.

"Um... I mean the best game is yet to come. You'll become the strongest in New York someday!"

Is that so?

Well, the peculiar way of speaking of a genius is hard to understand. If he were a chess genius, I could understand, but he's probably an economic genius. Since he sees a different world than I do, it's possible I don't understand.

The man gradually led me to the outskirts of New York. The buildings that once seemed to touch the sky gradually disappeared from view.
What could be here? Isn't this too much of an alley?

The stench of garbage irritated me.
I frowned and glared at the man.

"When are we going to arrive? I'm a busy person."

"Relax your face? Smile. Yes. You need to act natural."

"Ah, sorry..."

The man's voice was quite deep. It sounded like a beast growling.
I naturally shrank back. The arm around my shoulder pressed down on me.

*Is this a shortcut? Well, if he's a busy person, that's possible.*

I was led somewhere by the man.

"Hey, what do you think of the Philidor Defense as an opening?"

"Hmm, it's a very good opening. I've been watching all the games where you use it."

*I'm screwed!*

I've never used the Philidor Defense. It's a garbage opening that there's no need to choose. It was debunked long ago and is rarely chosen at the master level.

I glanced sideways at the arm around my shoulder. The cuff button of his shirt was undone. The man's arm was covered in hair.
And at the end, I could see a tattoo.

*Eeeeek!!!!*

I screamed internally.

He wasn't a stockbroker (presumably) but a hitman (for real). My legs trembled. I wanted to run away immediately, but it was impossible because of the arm on my shoulder.
I didn't think I could outrun this huge man with my miraculous running ability of 50 meters in 10 seconds.

"You know, you can make a lot of money with chess."

"Ah, really?"

"Well, actually most people don't make money, but the top few monopolize it. There are invitations to tournaments, and the prize money isn't small. I also have, several hundred thousand dollars, right now, in my account..."

"Must be nice to have a lot of money."

"......"

Tears welled up, making it difficult to speak properly.

*Even with just fingers, no, even with just one hand, even without eyes, I can still play chess...*

My organs could be bought for cash right now. If an absolutely unavoidable situation arises, I might have to give up my corneas and kidneys.

-Hey, kid. Don't follow strangers.
-Ha, am I a child? Why would I follow a stranger?
-You'd probably follow if they offered ice cream! Haha!
-You're crazy.

*Dad...*

A small rain fell on the ground. A very small rain that fell only around me.

"Hey. You'd better stop crying right now."

"Eeek..."

I gritted my teeth and held back.

If I can just hold out until tonight, people who notice my absence will come to rescue me.
Tears welled up in my eyes.
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The damp chill rising from the floor, the musty smell wafting from all directions.
The man with his arm around my shoulder was taking me to a strange place. A dark place hidden in the shadows of the metropolis called New York.

*Eeeeeek! It's dark! I hate this! I'm scared!*

I followed the man, trembling all over. What's going to happen to me? Why did he kidnap me and what does he plan to do with me?

"Um, excuse me..."

Gripped by fear, I couldn't think straight.

"What."

"Where... where are you taking me...?"

I regretted asking immediately. This man wouldn't tell me the truth, and even if he did, there was nothing I could do about it.

"A really fun place. A very, very fun place. Hahahahaha! You'll have fun too."

He pats my shoulder and laughs. His boisterous laughter echoes through the narrow alley. It sounds like a ghost's laughter, sending chills down my spine.

*I don't want this!*

What horrible place is he taking me to? The surroundings are becoming increasingly blurry. Was the outskirts of the city always this gloomy? I feel like I'm experiencing America's dark side firsthand.

"Hic, huuk!"

My tears are getting bigger.

"Hey, don't cry. I told you I'm taking you to a 'fun place,' didn't I? It's a fun place, so why are you crying? You should be smiling."

The man looks at me with a fishy smile. It was an unpleasant grin.
He pats my shoulder again. Though it seemed like a light tap, my body lurched forward. The difference in our builds was too great.

"Why, why me..."

"Why you? What a stupid question."

The man stops in his tracks. Then he opens the door to a suspicious building and enters.

Creeeak—

A chilling sound like a ghost's scream echoes around us. Goosebumps cover my entire body. What on earth does he want me for?

*He's not going to make me build missiles, is he...! If he orders me to do that... should I build a suit and escape?*

I followed the man while letting my imagination run wild. Escape was impossible. I didn't know where I was, and my running skills weren't reliable at all.

"Ugh!"

As I followed the man into the suspicious building, a bright light greeted me, stinging my eyes.
I squinted and slowly adjusted to the brightness. A spacious room, though "room" seems like the wrong word. It's more like a warehouse.

*Is this really a hangar...! But I don't know how to make weapons!*

As my eyes adjust to the bright light, I begin to see the situation in the warehouse.
A partition crossing the center of the warehouse, LED lights filling the ceiling, and burly men staring at me intently.
In the middle of these large men was a desk and chair. A chess board sat on the desk.

*A job only I can do...!! Of course, it was chess after all!*

Everything started to make sense. The person I initially mistook for a stockbroker was probably the mafia's brain.

Most likely, two large organizations ruling this area had gone to war. When the damage became too great, they looked for a way to reduce casualties, and chess was chosen.

But since it's hard for mafia members to learn chess, they probably decided on a proxy battle.
The organization's brain went out to find a player for the proxy battle, and happened to hear that I was in New York.
And... that's how I got kidnapped.

My deduction is probably correct. I've always been known for my good reasoning skills.

*I don't like these people, but kidnapping me was their best choice. They may be bad people, but they made an excellent decision.*

The mafia's brain is indeed a smart person. He doesn't seem to know much about chess based on his lack of chess knowledge, but he knew I was the strongest.

I felt a bit better. I had skills recognized even by the mafia.

The man presumed to be the mafia's brain pulls my arm. I grab his hand and say in a serious voice:

"I'll walk on my own. I am, after all, a chess player."

My hand trembled, but I endured it and spoke.

Thump. Thump. Thump. Thump.

My footsteps echo through the spacious warehouse. I walked with gritted teeth. I spoke confidently, but I was actually scared.
How could I not be when men twice my size were all staring at me?

Thud.

I sat down as confidently as possible. I crossed my arms confidently and looked around at the mafia members. I was going to cross my legs too, but that seemed too disrespectful, so I didn't.

"Who am I playing against?"

"Ha! Is that what you're curious about? Surprising."

One of the burly men approaches me, showing off his thick forearms and acting arrogant. Then he clenches his fist, which is as big as my head, and waves it in front of my face.

"Aren't you scared?"

"I am a Grandmaster."

Sitting in front of the chess board, I am not myself. I, a Grandmaster representing the world, do not yield to force.
I am a Grandmaster. I am the living intellect of this era.

"Yes. Grandmaster."

The burly man grabs my hand and shakes it. Then a man with a camera shouts for us to look his way. I looked at the lens with a sour expression.

Click!

*Ugh... this photo is probably for blackmail.*

It was bitter. This could ruin my chess career. A professional player substituting in a mafia chess match.
This couldn't avoid controversy.

"If you're done taking pictures, get your hand off."

I pushed away the burly man's hand.

BANG!!

"I'll be looking forward to it."

The man slammed his palm on the desk with force. It felt like the whole building shook.

*Eeeeeeeek!!! I shouldn't have mouthed off! I should have stayed quiet!*

My confident attitude disappeared instantly. His arm was about as thick as my neck. I was so scared that tears welled up.

"Get ready to pop the champagne."

But I spoke confidently again. My pride took control of my body. I couldn't back down.

"Get ready."

Clap clap.

The man claps twice. Men presumed to be his subordinates move in unison, bringing a desk and chess board from somewhere.

"We need to verify your skills. Don't we?"

"As you wish. I'll show you what 'Grandmaster' means."

I spoke confidently despite trembling. The burly man chuckles. He seems to be mocking me.

"I'll take black. You go first."

My legs feel like they might give out from walking around for the simul. I was trembling that much, but I didn't show it. Because I'm a Grandmaster.

Except for the trembling from fear, there wasn't much difficulty. A simul is just playing one-on-one multiple times simultaneously.
I can play a simul against up to fifteen people with my eyes closed.

Before long, the last mafia member signaled his surrender. I coolly returned to my original seat.

"Indeed..."

"That was easy."

"Hey! Get ready!"

Clap clap.

The burly man claps twice. His subordinates bring a large monitor and chairs from somewhere.
They brought the chairs for themselves to sit on, and the monitor seems to be for watching the game.

I examined the board in front of me.

*Looking closely... this board in front of me has Bluetooth functionality.*

It seems I'll be playing against someone far away. They're probably showing the moves through the monitor to keep the opponent's identity secret.

"Front or back?"

"Front."

The man looks at his phone and grins.

"Congratulations. You're white."

"Ha, black or white doesn't matter. I'll win regardless of who my opponent is."

My quick judgment saved me. I'm glad I answered quickly without hesitation.

Tok tok tok.

The man stares at the clock and taps the desk.

"Begin."

As soon as he says start, the time on the monitor begins to decrease. The time is 15 minutes with a 10-second increment.
I wish it was a standard game, but unfortunately, it was rapid.

I collected myself and moved the pawn in front of my king forward two squares. My move is immediately reflected on the monitor.

*Right. I just need to play chess like I always do. I just need to win, right? I don't feel good about helping bad people win, but... I have no choice right now.*

I continued playing chess with a sigh. The opening was Ruy Lopez, and from the Berlin Defense, it transitioned to the Berlin Wall.
The Berlin Wall Defense is an opening where queens are exchanged in the opening stage. It's an opening where draws are quite common.

*But, what happens if it's a draw? Should I ask? But what if they curse at me for asking?*

After hesitating, I couldn't bring myself to ask. He was too scary to approach.

*I just need to win! Winning is all that matters. I have to win!*

In the end, I decided to consider a draw as a loss. There aren't many people with the skill to draw against me, so it should be fine.
There's no way another Grandmaster would be stupidly kidnapped like me, and no Grandmaster playing for money would be better than me.

I thought this as I slowly continued playing chess.

...
..
.

*This can't be happening! Am I, am I losing?*

The current situation is that I'm about 1 point behind. Normally, I would say it's still manageable, but not now.
The opponent's skill is clearly ahead of mine. Their moves targeted my weaknesses, and I had to put all my effort into defending against their attacks.

*Is it an engine? It doesn't seem like an engine... Ah! I get it. It seems like a Grandmaster is consulting an engine while playing!*

It's too human-like to be a machine, but too good to be just a person. This is definitely a Grandmaster consulting a machine while playing.

I trembled with anger. The opponent was tarnishing the sacred chess industry.

*There's only one person who can play like that! The Champion wouldn't have been dragged by the mafia!*

I glared at the monitor and clenched my fist.

"You've lost."

"N-no! I haven't lost yet!"

"Haven't lost? Does being a Grandmaster mean being 'an ugly person'?"

"Ugh...!"

The burly man was right. Until just now, I was 1 point behind, but now I'm 4 points behind. In this situation, a 4-point difference is virtually insurmountable.
Unless my opponent makes a stupid mistake, it's my defeat.

The word "ugly" was exactly right.

I hung my head.

"...I've lost."

"Is that so."

The man responded calmly. I slightly raised my head to look.

He was pointing a gun at me. No, not just him, but everyone in this place was pointing guns at me.

"Farewell."

"EEEEEEEEEEEEEEK!!!!"

Bang! Bang bang! Bang bang bang bang bang!

Boom clap clap clap clap boom clang clang clang!

A lively rhythm coming from somewhere. I raised my head and looked at the man's gun. Colorful confetti was spraying out of the gun.

"Happy birthday to you~ Happy birthday to you~"

The partition in the center of the warehouse is removed, and people approach me with bright smiles.
In the center of the people was The Champion holding a camera.

"Hahahahahahaha!"

Seeing him laugh so hard he could barely breathe, I realized everything.

*Damn, I've been tricked!*

Tears welled up in my eyes.

"Kiddo, was it fun?"

"Shut up!!"

"Seems like it wasn't fun! But I had fun! Hahahahahahaha!"

I glared at The Champion. This ridiculous event must have been planned by this bastard.
I trembled with anger.

"Haha. Come on, have a bite of cake. It's from the best bakery in New York."

The Champion cut a piece of cake and handed it to me. Despite being angry, I took a bite of the cake.

*It's delicious!*

It was sweet and delicious enough to dispel my anger. My anger vanished like it had been washed away. It was the most delicious cake I had ever eaten.

When The Champion was about to cut a piece for himself, I grabbed his wrist.

"I'll forgive you for today. But! Hands off the cake. And never do this again."

"Haha. Alright, I understand. I didn't know you'd be so scared. The person who guided you is my cousin. You met him once before. I thought you'd remember him."

"Hmm."

That might be true. I'm not sure.

I focused on the cake. It has a taste that dissolves anger.

*My anger is gone, but I don't want this anymore. I don't like events or fireworks. From now on, I just want cake and presents for my birthday.*

In the end, I ate all the cake by myself.
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I made birthday memories with Si-woo. There were some embarrassing moments, but it was a happy birthday—a joyful one spent with a friend. Just thinking about today makes me smile automatically.

In my life, there have never been days of pure happiness. Tournament victories always came with anxiety. In the moment of winning, I'd feel like I could fly with joy, but soon after, anxiety would take joy's place.

Knowing that no one can win forever, I'd tremble with anxiety even after winning. The joy of victory was like a drug—highly addictive, followed by a tremendous emptiness when it ended.

Until now, my life had only these half-joys. I'd never had a day completely filled with happiness.
I can say with confidence that tonight's dream will be a happy one. Si-woo will appear in my dream, and we'll create another memory together.

After waking, I'll feel sad for a moment. But soon after, happiness will fill me again.
Because I'll do something much happier than what happened in the dream.

I tried on the dress shirt Si-woo gave me. This time, I wore it over my underwear instead of my pajamas. The cool fabric feels refreshing against my bare skin.

The shirt has quite broad shoulders. The sleeves are much longer than mine too. These broad shoulders embrace me tightly.
Just thinking about it makes my heart flutter. It stimulates a woman's instinct to feel protected.

"Hehe."

I giggled. My body smells like Si-woo. It feels like he's hugging me tightly.
I grasped the sleeve lightly and twirled around. Because the shirt is long, it flutters like I'm wearing a dress.

Si-woo has long legs and a relatively short upper body, but he's still much taller than me.

I ran to the bathroom. The only place with a large mirror in my house is the bathroom.
Standing in front of the mirror, I gently held the hem of the shirt and lowered my legs and head. I imitated noble ladies curtseying in dresses.

"Wow..."

It was beautiful enough to make me gasp. No, to be honest, it wasn't beautiful so much as cute. A blushing girl wearing clothes that don't fit her, pretending to be nobility.
It was quite adorable.

*I used to be pretty...! Could Si-woo be gaslighting me? Is it because he keeps calling me cute that I've become cute?*

I stuck out my chest and struck a confident pose. But I still looked cute.

*Why? I'm striking such a confident, cool pose?*

After pondering for a while, I changed my bottoms. I was wearing gym pants before, but switched to dolphin shorts.
Si-woo's shirt was quite large. Large enough to cover my dolphin shorts.

Since ancient times, sexiness has been the opposite of cuteness. If I wear sexy clothes, I should be able to suppress the cuteness.
With that thought, I tidied my clothes and stood in front of the mirror again.

I struck a pose emphasizing my chest.

"No...! Why, why is this happening?"

I struck a sexy pose, but it wasn't sexy at all. It looked like a child stealing her father's shirt and pretending to be an adult.

*I don't understand! I'm more mature than most adults! Both physically and mentally.*

I glared at the mirror in frustration. The cute girl in the mirror glared back at me. I tried to look angry by widening my eyes, but it just looked like a child throwing a tantrum.

I definitely wasn't like this when I first entered this body. My face was quite cute, but overall, "cute" wasn't the word that came to mind.

Why is that? I folded my arms and pondered.

*Has my gaze changed?*

I found the answer shortly after. My eyes had softened. The sharp gaze caused by the obsession and impatience that filled my heart had now softened.

There's still a bit of that insolent look left, but it's diminished so much compared to the first day that it's practically gone.

My gaze wasn't that of a competitor full of fighting spirit, but that of an ordinary high school girl you'd find in any neighborhood.

*Does removing worries change someone this much?*

The change in me was surprising even to myself. Just changing my gaze and attitude changed my entire impression.

It was amazing. This change was created by one person. Because of that one person, my impression changed. My worries disappeared and my gaze softened.

*If I can change like this... maybe I really can win in this life.*

As expected, The Champion wasn't wrong. By making friends and living an ordinary life, I can change. Maybe someday I'll be able to defeat The Champion too.
Because I've made a friend, and I'm doing all the things friends can do together, one by one.

"Heehee."

I smiled happily. Me, a chess champion! Just imagining it is wonderful.

*I'll never retire. I'll die holding the champion title and become a legend!*

I lay on the bed and let my imagination soar. Pulling the shirt up to my nose to smell Si-woo's scent, I made future plans.

*No, no. If I want to die holding the champion title, natural death would be difficult. It's unrealistic to hold it until death.*

Someone who died with the title—the 4th champion Alexander Alekhine died with his title. At the age of 53.
Alekhine was found dead in a hotel, and there's still ongoing debate about it.

When I say I'll die with the title, it feels like I might end up like Alekhine. I don't want that.

*That's right! I can pass it on to my children! Then I'll become a legend! A legendary chess champion and the greatest mother who raised a champion!*

It was a perfect plan. Of course, I don't plan to lose to my child either. I'll push them with my best play, but my child will play even better than me, creating the scenario where I pass on the title.

I plan to create a perfect game that no one who watches it can dispute. That way, I'll become a legend.

*But who will I have children with...? That's the problem. Damn. My DNA should be spread widely for humanity's benefit.*

In the end, the plan to pass the champion title to my second generation also fell apart. If I really wanted to, I could ask Si-woo... but that doesn't seem right.
We must remain chess friends. Absolutely.

Gradually feeling sleepy, I closed my eyes and fell asleep.

I had a dream. Si-woo appeared. And...

...
..
.

"Eek!"

I woke up with a start.

To think that imagining babies before sleep would come back like this. Still, I'm glad it was just a dream. If such a thing happened in reality, our friendship would be completely ruined.

*The idea that dreams reflect real desires is a lie! I just had a dream that has nothing to do with my desires!*

Well, it was the same with nightmares. There's no way being chased by zombies and constantly running away is my hidden desire.
The dream I just had must have been like a nightmare.

*Si-woo was bad too! Even if it was a dream, he should have stopped when I said no! Why did he keep...*

My face heated up. I had a bad nightmare. Not only was the content itself strange, but the characters' personalities were completely off in this nightmare.

Clap clap!

I patted my face with my palms to escape the dream. I went to the bathroom, washed my face, brushed my teeth, and washed my hair.
With a clean head thinking clean thoughts, my mind became clear.

I threw on some clothes and headed to the dormitory. Dormitory students are supposed to stay in the dorm even on weekends. You can stay outside if you apply for an overnight pass, but the default is staying in the dorm.

And I didn't apply for an overnight pass this week. I forgot. I just roughly told the dorm supervisor and stayed out without permission.

*But since I told them before leaving, it's not completely unauthorized. It was more like a unilateral notification, but I think I was still polite enough.*

Soon I arrived at the dormitory. Even though I stayed out without permission, I thought I should still report to the supervisor, so I headed to the supervisor's office.

Knock knock.

"Come in~"

I confidently opened the door and entered. I forgot and stayed out without permission, but I don't think it's a major offense.

"Hello."

"Hi there. Returning from an overnight stay? Sign here."

"I am returning, but it was an unauthorized stay. I think I should sign where I get penalty points, not there."

"...Right. Name?"

"Buyeo Yeon."

I stood there blankly. Getting penalty points is familiar to me. I tend to oversleep, so I was often late.
Being late is 1 penalty point, so I must have accumulated quite a few.

*Do I have 9 points now?*

Is there something bad about accumulating too many penalty points? I'm not sure. I think they handed out a notice to parents, but I didn't read it.

"Yeon. An unauthorized overnight stay is 15 penalty points. Did you know that?"

"No. Wait, was it that high? My goodness. Since being late is 1 point, I thought it would be about 2 points."

"It's normally 15 points, but since you at least told us before leaving, it's 10 points. So how many points do you have now?"

"19 points, I guess."

"Right. You're 1 point away from 20. You need to be careful. Understand?"

"What happens if I reach 20 points?"

"You'll have to leave the dormitory."

"Eh."

I froze stiff. Can I live without receiving even 1 more penalty point from now on? I don't think so.

"W-wait a moment. How do I reduce penalty points?"

"You can get merit points."

"How do I earn merit points?"

"Um... they're given to rooms that clean well, or to students who participate diligently."

"Are there any merit points I can get right now?"

"There is one."

"What is it?"

"Floor leader. Floor leaders receive 2 merit points each month. And penalty points are reset at the end of each semester. Why, are you interested in becoming a floor leader?"

"Yes! I want to be a floor leader!"

I said confidently. Having discovered the convenience of dormitory life, I can't go back to my studio apartment. It's okay to wake up a bit late, and they provide breakfast well.

The floor leader is elected through voting, she said. Elections—a field I'm confident in. I'm good at speaking.

If I become a floor leader and earn 2 merit points each month, I can oversleep twice a month.

Ch.66 - Dormitory Life (2)
I've carefully analyzed the text and will now provide a natural English translation following the glossary and style guidelines.

Chapter 66

The Dormitory Floor Leader is chosen by vote. They say you need to make campaign promises, but in reality, it's just a popularity contest.

That's actually fortunate for me. At a chess high school, someone like me who's good at chess can't help but be popular.

Plus, I have superior looks. My eyes have softened a bit lately, but I'm still a former man. That means I have an overwhelming masculinity that those born as women don't have.

A pretty girl overflowing with masculine beauty—how could I not be popular?
I nodded at myself in the mirror.

Indeed. Though I give off a cute impression, if you look closely, there's also a handsome quality. And I'm tall for a girl, which makes it even better.

*How could I possibly lose? Isn't my victory already guaranteed?*

I cleared my throat. My plan is simple. First, win over the third-years, then target the second-years. I'll recruit the first-years all at once later. Since we're in the same grade, bringing in the first-years will be easy.

*The third-years are crucial. None of them are running for Floor Leader. That means their votes are still up for grabs.*

Besides me, there are two other candidates. Both are second-years. They'll probably split the second-year votes between them.
But I can secure a steady supply of first-year votes.

Perfect.

I knocked on the door of the nearest third-year's room.

Knock, knock, knock.

"Yeah, come in."

"Hello."

"Um... hi?"

A female student wearing glasses looked at me with wide eyes. Her short, fluttering hair suited her well.

"I live three doors down. I'm late with my introduction, aren't I?"

I greeted her with a bright smile. I've been practicing conversation skills for this day. Instead of jumping straight to the point, I need to slowly narrow the distance by asking about her well-being.

"So... what brings you here?"

"L-let's be friends. What's your name? I'm Buyeo Yeon. Buyeo is my family name, and Yeon is my given name."

"Huh? Oh, sure. I'm Lee Seung-a."

"Ohhh...!"

She wasn't a foreigner. She had a somewhat Western vibe, but apparently she's Korean.

*What should I say next to keep the conversation flowing naturally? Should I just blurt out whatever comes to mind like usual? No, that would probably just make her dislike me.*

I scanned Seung-a's desk. That's when I spotted a familiar book.

"You're studying from that book too, Senior! I thought the content was pretty good."

"Oh, that? Yeah. It's decent, though a bit difficult."

"Which parts did you find difficult? I can help you. I'm pretty good at chess, so I might be useful."

I naturally moved closer to the third-year senior.

Fortunately, I found something to keep the conversation going. Instead of blurting out "I'm running for Floor Leader, please vote for me," I'm slowly building rapport.
Learning conversation skills seems to be quite helpful.

"Here, this part."

The section she pointed to contained a rook endgame. Rook endgames appear quite frequently in chess.
You need to properly utilize your rook, pawns, and king to pressure your opponent. If you haven't created a nice pawn structure in the opening and middlegame, you'll deeply regret it in this endgame.

I glanced at the book and calculated quickly. It was a fairly difficult problem, but not beyond my ability to solve.

"Look here. The opponent's king is still in the corner, right? And our king is relatively close to the center. Recognizing this should be the first step, don't you think?"

"Hmm? They don't seem that different to me."

"No, they are. See, you use the rook to push back the king, then sacrifice the pawn. This gives us a much better position, right?"

"Ah! You're right. Pawn sacrifice... I missed that."

The senior nodded with an expression of realization. It seems I was helpful. That felt satisfying.

"Then next—"

"Wait. I think I get it. Move this piece here, and then the opponent has to do this, right? Then... like this!"

Just as I thought I was being helpful, she achieved something beyond my assistance. Moving pieces confidently, the senior smiled with satisfaction.

*She's better than I expected...?*

Maybe she didn't need my help at all. Feeling a bit awkward, I showed her the most difficult part of this chapter.
I've seen this book before, so I remember all the content.

"Um, would you like to try solving this one too? The idea is similar."

"This one too? Well... I haven't studied this part yet."

The senior hesitated. Seeing this Western-looking senior fidgeting created quite a nice image.

"By the way, Senior, are you mixed-race?"

"Yes. My mother is from Cyprus."

"Cyprus...? Oh, you mean Cyprus, right?"

"Yes."

Cyprus, a small island nation in the Mediterranean. They're not completely terrible at chess. Before I earned my Grandmaster title in my past life, I met them once at the Chess Olympiad.

Everyone except me lost, so our country was defeated.

While I was reminiscing about this distant memory, the senior clapped loudly and exclaimed:

"Ah! I got it! This problem can also be solved with a sacrifice!"

She solved what I would consider a high-difficulty problem in an instant. Even though I interrupted her by talking.

*She's better than I expected...?*

Seeing someone good at chess makes my blood boil. Time to awaken the competitor in me.

I took out the board on the senior's desk and set it up.

"Senior, play a game of chess with me."

"Chess? Hmm. Sure."

"I'll let you have White."

No more words were necessary. The best way to confirm each other's skills is to play a game.
No need for conversation or empty boasting. Skill speaks for itself.

*Wait, why am I suddenly playing chess?*

I think I came here for a different purpose. But since it doesn't seem related to chess, I quickly erased it from my mind. To win, I need to focus all my attention on chess.

The senior started the game by moving the pawn in front of the queen's bishop. In notation, that's 1. c4, the English Opening.

*As expected, she's really good!*

Moving the c-pawn as the first move is the third most common opening move. Though it's third, the gap between it and the first and second is overwhelmingly large.
It doesn't have particularly flashy variations, and it requires a lot of study, so beginners rarely use it.

Most people who use this as their main opening know chess fairly well.

I put aside my playfulness and faced her with a serious mindset. The senior's skill was definitely good.
Not sharp, but solid. There was a reason she was reading that difficult endgame book.

Her style was to block solidly and convert small advantages all the way to the end.

*That style works well when playing against someone of similar or slightly lower skill... but she picked the wrong opponent.*

Unfortunately, I enjoy aggressive chess. I like to make the board chaotic, even if it means taking small losses.
Solid chess can't easily stop me. You'd need calculation skills similar to mine to stand a chance.

Before long, my victory was confirmed.

"I lost.... You're really good."

"You were pretty good too, Senior. You're a third-year, right? You'll be going to university next year. With your skills, you should be fine, don't you think?"

"This might sound like bragging, but I'm among the top players in the school. I'm in the top 20. Though I lost to you."

"Ah~ I thought so. With a little more effort, I think you could earn the Candidate Master title."

"Really? Thanks."

The atmosphere became much smoother after playing a game of chess. The awkwardness decreased, and our conversation flowed naturally.

We continued with small talk. I listened to stories about her first year, gossiped about teachers, and talked about many everyday things.

At first, we talked about friends and school, but gradually moved to more personal topics, and eventually the subject of romantic interests came up.

"Yeon-a. Do you have a boyfriend?"

"No. What about you, Senior?"

"...I'm a third-year."

"But there must be someone you like, right?"

"Heehee."

The senior smiled girlishly and blushed.

"There is one person..."

"Ohhh!! Do you have a photo?"

"Should I show you?"

I nodded vigorously. There's nothing more entertaining than hearing about someone else's love life.
The senior brought out her phone and showed me a picture.

It was a photo of her and a refined-looking boy wearing headbands at an amusement park.

"Ohhh!!"

"Isn't he good-looking? I think he's the most handsome in our school...! That's why I have a lot of competition."

"He's okay, but..."

Honestly, he wasn't that great. A man should have a sturdy presence. He should be at least 185cm tall, with shoulders much broader than mine. Thick muscles would make it perfect.

*Wait, isn't this Si-woo?*

Indeed, it's my friend. A true man, Jeong Si-woo.

I took out my phone and showed the senior a picture of Si-woo. Since she showed me a picture of them together, I showed her a picture of us together too.
It was a photo of us hugging on a bed.

"The most handsome guy in our school is my friend. What do you think, isn't he cool?"

"What! I thought you said you didn't have a boyfriend!"

"I don't have a boyfriend. He's my friend."

"A friend?"

The senior looked at me with suspicious eyes. I shrugged. It seems like the friendship between geniuses is difficult for ordinary people to understand.

"You're hugging on a bed in this photo... and you say he's just a friend?"

"Of course."

"Can I see more photos?"

"Sure. I'll show you. They're just photos with a friend."

I confidently showed her the pictures.

Ch.67 - Dormitory Life (3)
I carefully analyzed the text, identifying all character names and terms from the glossary. Here's the translation:

My sister looks at me with a strange gaze. If I had to define that look in one sentence, it would be "What kind of kid is this?"
It gets worse every time she looks at photos of Si-woo and me.

"What is this?"

She points to a photo of me being piggy-backed by Si-woo. I'm not sure when it was taken. There are so many similar photos.

"It's a photo. Getting a piggyback ride isn't that difficult, is it?"

"...Not difficult, you say?"

"Ah, hmm. Our Si-woo actually likes it, so it's not difficult. It might be hard for other guys though. Really, he's as solid as a rock."

I tap my shoulders, arms, and chest as I speak. His muscles can easily lift someone like me. A real man should be able to do at least that much.

He should be able to lift his wife with one arm and his children with the other. That's the minimum to feel secure.

"No... that's not what I meant. I'm not talking about physical difficulty, but mental difficulty. Um... friends don't usually give each other piggyback rides, do they? It seems burdensome."

"Mental difficulty? Hmm... I don't really understand."

"When you first got a piggyback ride, how did you do it?"

I thought for a moment. How did I do it the first time?
I remember getting on his back when I was playing chess with my grandfather in the park because I wanted a wider view. I just naturally asked.

*I remember telling him to bend down and then climbing on. Oh, it wasn't a piggyback ride but a shoulder ride? Well, they're basically the same thing.*

After organizing my thoughts, I confidently said:

"I told him to bend down and then climbed on. Actually, I rode on his shoulders before getting piggyback rides. Once you've been on someone's head, everything else is easy."

"You told him to bend down and climbed on...?"

"Yes. If he seems like he might resist, you can grab his hair and shake your body like this."

I wobbled my body side to side like a roly-poly toy.

"If I suddenly tell him to bend down, would he do it...? I don't think it would work. And to get a piggyback ride, you have to go behind him. What if he asks why I'm going behind him?"

"Just ask him to give you a piggyback ride."

"And that works? Really...?"

"Yes. I've done it. It worked."

"What if it doesn't? If he refuses... wouldn't that make things awkward?"

Refuses? Si-woo always grants my requests. I've never been refused. A simple request like asking for a piggyback ride was too easy.

*I guess my sister and that guy aren't that close yet... She said they've known each other since freshman year.*

They've known each other for three years but can't even do simple friend activities. I felt a bit sorry for my sister's situation.

"Then just cling to him from the front. When I tried it, he hugged me when I clung to him properly."

"Cling to him from the front! How... how could I do something like that!"

"You can do it. You want to be more than friends with that guy, right? Then you should be able to do things friends can do easily."

"How can I do something like that casually! Haah, really... Are kids these days so bold?"

My sister fans herself as if she's hot. Her face was slightly flushed.

*She's still a beginner. Well, for a genius like me who understands ten things after studying one, it's simple, but it might be difficult for ordinary people.*

We're just at the piggyback riding and clinging level. From here, you can progress to letting him touch your stomach, massaging his chest muscles, and even nibbling his ears.

After making this kind of progress, setting a photo of just the two of you as your profile picture becomes easy.
But there's a downside. Sitting on chairs becomes uncomfortable. After getting used to sitting on Si-woo's lap, wooden chairs feel really uncomfortable.

*Maybe it's different with same-sex friends, but with opposite-sex friends, you need to do at least this much to call them friends. That's the advantage of having opposite-sex friends—you can have physical contact naturally without being viewed strangely.*

I should quickly teach my sister how to form an appropriate relationship with an opposite-sex friend.
She wants a romantic relationship now, but if I teach her well, she might realize that friendship is better.

Then we'll have two good examples of "it's possible for men and women to be just friends."

I stood my sister up and quietly moved behind her. She's about 160cm tall. Shorter than me, but not unusually short for a woman.

"Let me show you how it feels to get a piggyback ride. Ah, I won't actually cling to you, so don't worry. I'll keep my legs still and just put my arms around you."

"O-okay."

I hugged my sister from behind. Just like when I get a piggyback ride from Si-woo, I hugged her upper body tightly, pressing my body against hers so our cheeks slightly touched.

"How is it?"

"D-do you really ride like this?"

"Usually you wrap your legs around them too, so it's a bit different. Focus on the upper body."

"Something's pressing against my back a lot. Wow... you've been hiding monsters."

"Ah, don't focus on that part."

"Okay. I'll concentrate."

My sister closed her eyes tightly and concentrated. I felt proud seeing her learning how to get a piggyback ride so well. True friends should do this much for each other.
I kept my arms around her and spaced out. I hope she learns well and puts it to good use.

"This feels a bit strange... Are you perhaps interested in that side? Maybe your claim about being just friends is..."

"No! How could you say something so absurd?"

"So you really ride like this?"

"Yes."

My sister looked at me with an astonished face.

"Kids these days... scary..."

"How many years apart are we for you to call me 'kids these days'? You're just too innocent. This is how real friends are."

"Is that so?"

Though she was skeptical at first, now she seems to be accepting it. My consistent claims seem to have convinced her.

"Sister. Try it tomorrow. It's been three years, three years! How can you not do these basic friend activities after knowing each other for three years?"

"So this is basic..."

"Of course."

I grasped my sister's hands tightly and looked into her eyes.

"You can do it. Honestly, you're quite pretty. No man would resist if you showed your sincerity."

"Okay. I'll try tomorrow."

"Then I'll come find you during lunch tomorrow. What class are you in?"

"Senior class 1."

"Great. I believe in you. You can do it, right?"

"Yes!"

Her face filled with confidence. With shining eyes and clenched fists, she looked quite cute. If she acts like that tomorrow, it will definitely work.

I patted her shoulder.

"Then I'll be going now. See you at lunch tomorrow."

"Bye."

My sister waves with a bright smile. She really does have a nice appearance. What she lacks is probably confidence. If she were a bit more confident, she could easily get a guy.

*Since I gave her confidence, she'll be fine.*

I left her room. I'm looking forward to lunch tomorrow. Peeking at someone else's romance is quite fun.

As soon as I returned to my room, I lay down on the bed. I talked with my sister for quite a long time. It's already bedtime.

*But why did I go to my sister's room in the first place?*

*Ah... right. I went to campaign for the dormitory floor leader election.*

I should have brought up the main topic after some small talk. My mistake. I forgot because I unexpectedly got along well with her.

*Well, there's still plenty of time. The election is next Monday, so I definitely have 5 days to use.*

Just as I thought I had 5 days to use, I jumped up in surprise. I have 5 days to use. In other words, I can use weekdays.
The reason I can't use weekends is because I go out for overnight stays.

"Shit..."

But I haven't applied for an overnight stay yet. The clock was flashing 12:30.

I quickly ran to the supervisor's office and begged. Fortunately, it was resolved without getting penalty points. I almost got kicked out of the dorm, forget about the floor leader election.

*I think this kind of intelligence has regressed compared to my past life. No, that can't be...*

I've become a bit scatterbrained, I guess. No, that can't be. I don't remember being that meticulous in my past life either. I had quite a lot of people helping me.
It's just that I had people helping me then and don't now, not that I've become scatterbrained.

I lay in bed and tried to sleep. After a long time, chess appeared in my dream. My opponent was Si-woo, and the rule was that the loser would get flicked on the forehead once.

At the point where my victory was almost certain, Si-woo sacrificed 6 pawns and a knight to create a checkmate, and I lost.

The first piece of clothing I took off was my socks. I don't think that was the rule.

...
..
.

Monday morning dawned. I felt strange because I had a weird dream.

*It's just a stupid dream. A stupid dream.*

After calming myself down, I got ready and went to school. Si-woo hadn't arrived at school yet.

I sat in Si-woo's seat and waited for him. Not long after, Si-woo came to class, and I ran over and hugged him tightly.

"Good morning!"

"Yeah. Good morning."

This is how friends should be. Naturally running over and hugging, and being received—that's what makes a friendship.

"Ah, Si-woo. I'm planning to run for dormitory floor leader."

"For floor leader?"

"Yes."

"Um... good luck."

"And I promised to help an important voter during lunch today. Let's go together."

"Okay. Sure."

I can't enjoy the fun event of watching someone else's romance alone.

Soon it was lunchtime. I linked arms with Si-woo and headed to senior class 1.

Ch.68 - Dormitory Life (4)
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When two first-year students appeared on the floor where third-years roamed, I thought we'd attract a lot of attention, but surprisingly, we didn't.

The collar colors on our uniforms clearly marked us as first-years, but people barely noticed.
I thought our looks would capture everyone's eyes.

*People really don't care about others...*

What a shame. I wanted to see Unnie say "Carry me!" in front of a crowd.
Imagining my tiny Unnie stretching her arms up with blushing cheeks saying "Carry me!" would be so fun. If someone picked her up and ran a lap around the field, she'd be so embarrassed.

*...Is that why Si-woo keeps picking me up?*

That could be it. Fair-skinned people look so cute when they blush.

Lost in these thoughts, we arrived at Class 3-1. I pressed against the window, trying to stay hidden while peeking inside.
The classroom was nearly empty. Then I realized third-years eat lunch first.

Only two students remained in the classroom. One was the Unnie I befriended yesterday, and the other seemed to be the boy she was interested in.

The boy's appearance was... decent. On a scale of 1-10, I'd give him a 7.5. I'm a 10, Si-woo's an 11, and Unnie's a 9.
This wasn't just about his face but overall appearance. His face was fine, but his height was average, and he lacked a solid presence.

*This must be a matter of preference. Unnie probably isn't interested in Si-woo. She didn't seem interested yesterday.*

I glanced at Si-woo. He seemed indifferent. His eyes didn't show any sign of love at first sight, nor did they have that unique look he gives me.
That's a relief.

Completely reassured, I set aside my scattered thoughts and focused my hearing. Unnie's lips were moving. I had to hear this.

"Um... Seunghyeon?"

Unnie called the boy's name with a shy voice. Clasping her hands together and avoiding eye contact, she was clearly a woman in love.

"Yeah?"

The boy's response was equally impressive. He gazed steadily at Unnie's face while she avoided his eyes, and replied with a simple "Yeah?" and an innocent expression.

As someone who used to be a man, I could tell he definitely had feelings for her. It wasn't just his response—context matters. He's a third-year, an age when you're constantly hungry, yet he chose to stay and talk with her instead of rushing to lunch.
He must have feelings for her.

I patted Si-woo's arm and whispered softly.

"Si-woo, I think it's going to work out! The atmosphere is perfect!"

"Really?"

"Yes!"

Si-woo didn't seem particularly interested. Even as the highlight moment approached, he wasn't watching attentively.

*Maybe he's not interested in romance? Hehe. Good. Si-woo must have realized the value of friendship.*

I liked his mindset of preferring to look at his friend rather than someone else's romance.

"Seunghyeon..."

"What is it, Seung-a? Is something wrong?"

"Umm..."

Unnie hesitated, trailing off. She slightly turned her head.
To help her while she was hesitating, I moved to a more visible spot and waved.

Our eyes met. I nodded and clenched my fist. It meant she could do it.

"W-will you c-carry me?"

"...Huh?"

Unnie looked back at me with a bright red face.

I waved my hands frantically, signaling her to go for it. I meant that if he wouldn't carry her, she should just cling to him.

"H-here I go!"

Unnie ran forward and hugged the boy tightly. I cheered internally at the perfect scene.

"W-will you go out with me?"

I felt dizzy. Had those simple words "Will you go out with me" always been so romantic?
It was far more romantic and impressive than any confession I'd seen in media. To be honest, my heart was racing.

I hid behind Si-woo's arm, peeking as if secretly watching. I covered my face with my hands but peeked through the gaps, hitting Si-woo's arm and jumping up and down.

"Yes. I'd like that."

I gripped Si-woo's sleeve tightly.

"T-then..."

Unnie closed her eyes and slightly pursed her lips. The boy gently held her flushed cheek.
Watching the scene, I bit my lip slightly. Then I looked up at Si-woo's lips.

What happened next was exactly what I had imagined.

An intense emotion churned inside me, almost making me sick. What I witnessed today was different from what I'd seen in countless media.

It was hard to explain exactly, but it was definitely different. Unlike scenes I'd mindlessly watched in the past, today's scene wasn't easy to dismiss.

Was it because I'd become a woman? No, that didn't seem right.
There must be a much bigger reason.

"Yeon-a, what's wrong?"

Perhaps it was because Si-woo was by my side. A small thought struck my heart.
The question, thrown like a small pebble, resonated within me. It traveled with my heartbeat, through my blood vessels, to every corner of my body.

*Could I use the word 'love' to describe my feelings for Si-woo?*

A question that suddenly appeared in my mind. It came so abruptly. The atmosphere had been good until just now, but this sudden question made my heart waver.

I couldn't answer "no" to that question.

All I could do was postpone the answer. I didn't want to answer at all; I just wanted to live tomorrow the same way as today.

I wanted to look at each other with smiles as usual, joke around as usual, and enjoy ourselves as usual. Forever.
Without being rejected.

I forced my face into a blank expression. Then I smiled as usual and held Si-woo's hand tightly.

"It's nothing. Let's go now."

"Okay."

Am I necessary to Si-woo? I don't think so. I'm just a pathetic person clinging to him one-sidedly.
A stupid, dull fool.

Someone who's only good at one thing, but can't even do that properly.
Si-woo is kind, so he'll accept whatever I say. But it won't be sincere. He's just suppressing his feelings temporarily and smiling as usual for my sake.

Of course. Someone like me who can't do anything properly couldn't possibly match Si-woo.

"Si-woo, you shouldn't confess to me. You know that, right?"

"Yeah."

I don't want Si-woo to force himself to confess to me. That would just be him acting to comfort me.

I held Si-woo's hand and smiled as usual. Isn't this enough? Wanting more would definitely be greedy.
To say it's not greed, I'd need to be at least a chess Champion.

I ate lunch with Si-woo and spent the day as usual. The turmoil in my heart quickly subsided.
That's one of my great strengths—being able to calm down quickly.

Some might call it fickle, but I consider it a strength. I don't have to agonize over things for long periods.

After returning to the dormitory, I met with Unnie and had a brief conversation. I nodded along as she bragged for a while. It was quite an interesting story, but my heart didn't flutter like yesterday.

After chatting for a bit, I socialized with some other third and second-year students. After all, I was planning to run for Floor Leader.

After spreading the word about my candidacy for Floor Leader, I lay in bed and tried to sleep.

Lately, I seem to be dreaming more often. Si-woo appeared in my dream again today. I was happy to see him, but the content of the dream wasn't good.

On Si-woo's birthday, I gave him a ring and flowers, but he threw them in the trash. Why would he do that?
Really, even for a dream, it was too much.

I wasn't bothered by it.
Really.
Really.

...
..
.

Waking up early in the morning, I borrowed some cosmetics from Unnie. I'd never worn makeup before, but even I could apply cream.
I applied light makeup just enough to cover my slightly swollen eyes. My face looked a bit whiter than usual.

*This should be enough, right?*

I looked in the mirror and smiled slightly. Still beautiful as always.
Yesterday's events were just me overreacting. I was suffering over something that didn't even happen.

No one likes someone who overreacts and whines. I need to act as if nothing happened, just like usual.

Standing in front of the mirror, I looked at myself and said in a small voice:

"What an exhausting personality, right?"

I nodded at my reflection. It might be nice to talk more, but I might be late for school, so I stopped.

At school, I sat in my seat waiting for Si-woo. I needed to be held by him for healing. I was in a somewhat unstable state.
I wasn't usually very stable, but today I was more anxious than usual.

My heart was racing for no reason, and I was sweating a little. It felt similar to when I briefly suffered from panic disorder in my past life.

*It's okay. It's okay. Nothing's wrong. Nothing happened, and nothing will happen.*

I couldn't calm down. That was unusual. Normally, I'd get anxious quickly but calm down just as fast.

I covered my face with both hands and took slow, deep breaths. It didn't help.

"Yeon-a. What are you doing?"

Fortunately, Si-woo arrived by my side without delay. I hugged him tightly. This time, I calmed down quickly.
Si-woo hugged me back. Warm comfort spread throughout my body, and I returned to my usual self.

"Si-woo. Good morning."

"Yeah. Good morning."

After exchanging morning greetings, I felt truly comfortable now. He really is my reliable friend.

Still in Si-woo's arms, I looked up at him.

"You remember I promised to cook for you this Saturday, right?"

"Yeah."

"But I don't have much food at home..."

"Really? Want to cook at my place then?"

I shook my head. I had a different reason for bringing this up.

"We can buy ingredients together at the market that morning. If you pay for them, well..."

I cleared my throat briefly. I hesitated because what I was about to say was embarrassing. After taking a few breaths and gathering my courage, I hugged Si-woo tightly and said:

"I'll let you stay overnight at my place!"

"...Wow."

"W-we'll just sleep, okay?"

I kept having strange dreams that made me uncomfortable. The reason for these dreams was probably my unease. So I needed to sleep with Si-woo, who could make me feel comfortable, to get rid of these nightmares.

Friends can sleep together, can't they? We're still just friends, and we're close enough.
I think sleeping together is perfectly acceptable.

I looked up at Si-woo again. I opened my eyes as wide as possible and blinked.

"...I'll just hold your hand while we sleep."

"It's okay if you... hug me too..."

"That might be hard for me to resist."

"Mmm."

Thankfully, he agreed. I looked at Si-woo with a gentle smile. His ears were slightly red. I wanted to nibble on them.

*Having Si-woo beside me really is nice. It makes me feel at ease.*

Thanks to Si-woo, we could return to being close friends as usual. What a relief.

Ch.69 - Cooking (1)
I carefully analyzed the text, identifying all character names and terms from the glossary. Here's the translation:

The dormitory floor leader election campaign was quite successful, I think. At first, I felt really awkward and embarrassed, but as I kept doing it, I felt like I was getting more skilled.

Initially, I would knock on the door twice and say "Are you there~?" in a small voice before carefully speaking, but by Friday, I was confidently knocking and shouting "Trick or treat!"

I'm a student in my prime, so I get hungry before bed. Usually, second and third-year students have some snacks stored in their rooms, and they have enough compassion to give one to a cute junior like me who comes to visit.

*It might be a bit much to call myself cute, but it's true.*

After finishing my rounds of election campaigning disguised as snack-begging, Saturday arrived. Fortunately, I had applied for an overnight stay outside the dorm this time.
If I accumulate any more penalty points here, I'll really be forced to leave. Then I'd have to make that long journey from my studio apartment to school every morning.
Just thinking about it makes my legs go weak. I might as well call Si-woo every morning and ask him to carry me.

*Oh... come to think of it, that's not a bad idea.*

I threw myself onto the bed in my studio apartment. It's almost time for our appointment. Because I always show up super early when we set a time, Si-woo decided to come to me this time.

I buried my face in the blanket and sniffed it. I did the laundry yesterday, but there might still be a bit of my scent on it.
Thankfully, it only smelled of detergent.

I thought it might be a pretty good idea to cover Si-woo with my scent, but that seemed too bold, so I didn't go through with it.
Things related to body scent are quite sensitive.

After arranging the blanket, I fluffed up the pillow. I splurged on a big pillow.
It was an unavoidable expense. I needed a large pillow if Si-woo and I were going to share it.

*This way, we'll have to snuggle up close. Hmm.*

It was a perfect plan.

While I was thoroughly checking the floor for any fallen hair, Si-woo entered after punching in the passcode.
I quickly put on the apron I had tossed aside and ran to him.

"Welcome home, master! Would you like dinner, a bath, or... me first?"

"Yeon-a. Is dinner different from a meal? If I ask for rice, will you really just give me plain rice?"

"Oh, a mistake! Would you like a bath, dinner, or... me first?"

"There are three options, but none of them are actually possible. The bathroom isn't big enough for a bath, we don't have ingredients for dinner, and you... I'm not sure what would happen if I chose that."

"So you're choosing me after all?"

"Yes. I'll go with that for now."

"Good choice!"

I smiled brightly and ran to Si-woo, hugging him tightly. I wrapped my arms around his large torso and pressed against him firmly.
Si-woo stroked my head. His warm touch comforting me made my heart pound and feel at ease.

While I was enjoying that comfortable feeling, suddenly my feet left the floor.

"I chose you, so now you're mine, right?"

"Huh? That's not what I meant..."

Si-woo carried me toward the bed. I kicked my feet slightly in protest.
My body gently landed on the bed. Si-woo looked at me lying on the bed with deep eyes.

*R-really? This suddenly...?*

My heart was racing. If Si-woo were to sincerely ask me now, I would be willing to agree. After all, I should honor a friend's sincere request.
I could grant any request as long as it wasn't asking to end our friendship.

"Yeon-a."

"Y-yes!"

"I chose you, but what's supposed to happen now?"

He had chosen me and hugged me.

Since hugging had already become like a greeting between us, he didn't seem to consider it a gift. After thinking for a moment, I came up with an appropriate answer.

"Umm... I, I'm yours."

"Really?"

"Yes. Because you chose me!"

I spread my arms wide. As long as I can play chess, I don't mind giving my body to Si-woo. I just need it back temporarily for tournaments or tournament preparation.

*...Am I actually false advertising? I have far fewer functions than what appears.*

Even if it's false advertising, that's okay. It's the deceived person's fault.

"Y-you know there are absolutely no refunds, right...?"

I clasped my hands in front of my chest as I spoke. I was ready to burst into tears immediately if Si-woo jokingly said he wanted a refund.

"Why would I ever throw you away?"

Si-woo chuckled and stroked my head. He lay down next to me. Since the bed wasn't that big and Si-woo's shoulders were too broad, we naturally ended up pressed against each other.

I turned around and lay on my side. Si-woo was lying on his side with his arm propped up. I was startled for a moment because his head was closer than I expected.

We looked at each other's faces.

My heart fluttered. It was even more so because I couldn't perfectly define my feelings toward Si-woo.
I gently avoided Si-woo's eyes. It was embarrassing to keep looking at him.

Si-woo reached out and held my cheek. He pinched it slightly with his thumb and index finger and stretched it out.

"Yeon-a. You seem to have gotten cuter lately."

"Hmm."

"Look at this. You're not even denying that you're cute. In the past, you would have said you're not cute but pretty."

"I decided to be cute too. Being both cute and pretty is better, right?"

"That's true."

I slowly crawled into Si-woo's arms. He smelled nice. I thought it wouldn't be bad to sleep like this all day.

*Tonight... can we sleep like this?*

I closed my eyes and focused on the sound of his heartbeat. Surprisingly, my heart wasn't pounding wildly. It was the same as usual.

"Lying like this, don't we seem like newlyweds?"

Si-woo said softly. His baritone voice vibrated my eardrums. The vibration traveling through my blood vessels flowed through my chest.

"...Not bad."

"Huh? Really?"

"Well, close friends are indistinguishable from newlyweds... Anyway, that's right."

"I see. Friendship is amazing... So that's why you like being friends."

"Mmhmm."

We lay like that for a long time. I'm not sure exactly how long we were lying there. We were in a space where the concept of time became blurred.

If we kept lying there, we wouldn't be able to eat lunch, so I reluctantly had to get up.

I got up, grumbling. I put on a moderately thick coat and took my wallet out of my pocket. Si-woo had promised to buy the food ingredients.

After much deliberation, the dish I finally decided on was stir-fried sausage with vegetables. I think it's a dish that can't possibly taste bad.
As long as you don't burn it, you can eat it deliciously.

We linked arms and headed to the supermarket. Not just any common neighborhood market, but a huge supermarket with an underground parking lot.

It was a bit far to walk, so we took a taxi. I was going to pay for the taxi, but I left my wallet at home, so I couldn't pay.

I didn't plan it that way. I just happened to leave my wallet behind.

The supermarket was huge. Other than being extremely large, it didn't particularly stir my emotions. Unfortunately, I have almost no aesthetic talent.

All the groceries were on the basement floor. Maybe because the market was so spacious, there was a huge variety of sausages. Without hesitation, I picked the most expensive one.
Si-woo looked over the price tag and nutritional information, then put it back where it was.

I made a slightly sulky face. But when Si-woo said he would buy something nutritionally balanced because I would be eating it, my heart melted.
Since it was for my sake, I couldn't argue.

We quickly selected sausages, ketchup, sugar, salt, and soy sauce. Since I didn't know which seasonings tasted good, I got recommendations from the lady at the tasting counter.
She told me that generally, the more expensive ones taste better. Si-woo's wallet was going to get thin.

We didn't need to buy cooking utensils since I had them at home. Frying pan, cutlery, table, knife, scissors. I have all those.
I'm not some master chef who needs a wok or anything, and since we're just making a simple home-cooked meal, we don't need fancy cooking equipment.

But I did buy one cup. It was a pretty plastic cup. He said it was a housewarming gift. Receiving gifts always feels good. Maybe because it was from Si-woo, it felt even better.

The most problematic part was the vegetable section. First of all, the problem was that we couldn't find where the vegetables were.
We got a bit lost because I insisted on stopping by the toy section. I don't regret it because I got to see a cool robot, but we did get lost for a while.

Even after finding the vegetable section, there were problems. I'm a gourmet. In other words, I only eat delicious food.
The "mi" in "misikga" (gourmet) doesn't use the character for "taste" (味). The "mi" in "misikga" uses the character for "beauty" (美).
A gourmet, someone who eats beauty, dislikes ingredients that are tasteless and ugly.

Especially broccoli and mushrooms... they're terrible. I don't like broccoli from the way it looks. It looks like a tree, but up close, it's a bit creepy.
The taste? Let's not talk about it. I just don't like it. Broccoli can never go into my food.

The same goes for mushrooms. Mushrooms are neither animal nor plant, but a different species. I can't put such a spy in my food.
Mushrooms are one of the foods I hate.

Even Si-woo, who was concerned about my health, couldn't overcome my intense rejection, and we agreed to add plenty of carrots, onions, and potatoes instead.
I'm not sure why we're adding potatoes. We just decided to add them.

After finishing our shopping, we went to the counter to pay.

"Are you newlyweds? You look good together. The groom must really love his bride. His eyes are dripping with honey!"

"Ah, no. We're not like that."

"Really...?"

The cashier lady looked at us with suspicious eyes. We just smiled.

I didn't deny what the lady said. I just... found it bothersome, I think. Probably.

Ch.70 - Cooking (2)
Chapter 70

The cooking went fairly normally. The food didn't include anything I dislike.
Broccoli and mushrooms are foods I absolutely refuse to eat. In their place, I added plenty of carrots, bell peppers, and paprika.

When I was cutting the bell peppers and paprika, Si-woo looked quite nervous. He told me to curl my fingers like a cat's paw and go tap-tap-tap when using a knife, but I boldly stretched my hand out and went chop-chop-chop.
Fortunately, I didn't cut myself.

I cooked the sausages by rolling them around with a spoon. Si-woo eats a lot of rice. The amount of sausages was quite substantial too.
I seasoned them with soy sauce, sugar, and ketchup. The internet said to use vinegar for seasoning too, but vinegar didn't seem right, so I didn't add it.

Si-woo insisted I follow the recipe exactly, but I did things my way. That sour smell of vinegar is one of the things I hate.
They say people who can't cook often ruin dishes by interpreting recipes however they want—I hope that doesn't apply to me.

We used instant rice. We've been out of rice at home for about a week. Si-woo sympathetically ordered rice through home shopping.
Buying rice for me too—there couldn't be a better friend in the world than Si-woo.

I briefly wondered if living with Si-woo someday would mean having every aspect of my life controlled.

After cooking the sausages, I transferred them to a bowl. There were more sausages than I expected, and a few rolled off. Since it's fine if you pick them up within three seconds, I quickly reached out and ate one.

That was a mistake.

The sausage that fell while transferring to the bowl was obviously extremely hot. Without thinking, I bit into it and nearly burned my tongue.

"Hieeeee! Huhuhuh!"

I stuck out my tongue with the sausage on it. Tears welled up from the heat of the sausage. My tongue was burning.

"A-are you okay? Water! Water!"

Si-woo brought me cold water. I quickly cooled my tongue with the cold water and wiped away my tears.
My tongue was stinging. It was the dumbest thing I'd done all day.

"It's hot... blow on it."

"Blow? Hoooo... like this?"

I nodded. When you burn your tongue on something hot, having someone blow on it makes it feel a bit better. I used to use a mini hand fan to cool my tongue.

Fortunately, now I had Si-woo to blow on my tongue.

"Hoooo... hooooo..."

The air blows on my tongue. Si-woo stares at my tongue while blowing. It felt a bit strange having him stare so intently at my tongue and mouth.
It was almost like he was looking at my intimate mucous membrane. Looking at my pink, moist mucous membrane... continuously.

*It's just oral mucosa, that's all.*

My fantasies have been increasing lately. Si-woo is just blowing on my tongue to help me, but I keep thinking of other things.
My imagination has become excessively vivid. Maybe this is why they told me to make friends.

"You can stop now. It's not hot anymore."

"Oh, okay. By the way, your teeth are really even. They're all nicely aligned."

"Mmm."

My face turned slightly red. The fact that Si-woo had been examining the inside of my mouth made me embarrassed.
If he observed my oral mucosa, could he observe other mucous membranes too? That thought crossed my mind.

"I, I want to see your mouth too."

"My mouth?"

"Just for a moment before we eat. Okay?"

I patted the bed. It meant sit here and open your mouth.
Si-woo smiled and sat on the bed. Then he opened his mouth to show me his oral mucosa.

I could see inside Si-woo's mouth. White teeth, plump tongue, red mouth. Looking at it, there was something cute about it.
To be specific, I briefly felt the urge to give my tongue a friend.

I didn't try it, but the thought did cross my mind a little. It's good that I have self-control. If I had a bit less self-control, I think many unimaginable things might have happened.

"...I'm done looking now."

"Okay. How was it?"

"Your tongue was cute..."

"My tongue? Hmm..."

I should ask my sister later what it feels like to kiss someone. I don't plan to do it, but I am curious.

We sat at the small table and ate. Fortunately, Si-woo said my food was delicious. That was a real relief.

I'm glad I made something that couldn't possibly taste bad. If Si-woo had said anything negative about it, I probably would have cried.

Si-woo agreed to do the dishes. I put an apron on him and recorded a video of him washing dishes from behind.
All of this will become good memories.

After finishing the dishes, Si-woo hugged me tightly.

"Why?"

"Just because. I was thinking I probably didn't need to do the dishes. I felt cheated, so I took a reward."

"True. If I'd left it alone, I would have done the dishes. But it's okay. You got something money can't buy."

"Something money can't buy?"

"You earned my gratitude."

"I got something precious."

After releasing the hug, Si-woo gazed at me intently. I tilted my head slightly to express my confusion.

"What?"

"So what do we do now?"

"Ch...ess?"

"That again? What do you usually do when you're alone?"

"Chess!"

"Besides chess?"

"I only play chess. Is there anything else to do?"

I said proudly with wide eyes. It's not like I have friends to meet, or a computer to play games on.
Of course, all I can do is play chess on my phone.

*Didn't Si-woo know that?*

Si-woo's expression wasn't very good. He doesn't seem pleased that chess is my only hobby.

"Don't you have any hobbies besides chess?"

"Of course not."

"Hmm... then what do you do when chess isn't going well?"

"Chess not going well? For me? Pfft! For me?"

I crossed my arms and smiled arrogantly. I think I understand what Si-woo is worried about. He's concerned that I might lose at chess and have my mental state shattered.

What happens when your only hobby is chess and you lose at chess?

I already found the answer in my past life. You break. Literally, your mind shatters. The Champion had most chess achievements, but there were a few missing.

One was a winning streak record, and another was a losing streak record. Not undefeated, but consecutive wins. I once achieved a 25-game winning streak in major tournaments without draws or losses.
Of course, this record only counts Grandmasters with ratings above 2600.

I played against someone with a 2300 rating in between, but that wasn't included in the streak. I achieved 25 consecutive wins against super Grandmasters representing their countries.

And... as a price for that, I also hold a losing streak record. It's a record that proves I'm a player greatly influenced by emotions.
When mentioning the losing streak record, I always mention the winning streak too because it's embarrassing otherwise.

At the moment when I slightly exceeded a 2800 rating, I lost badly to a player in the early 2600s. Losing was fine, but I lost badly and twice in a row.
After losing twice in a row to someone with a rating nearly 200 points lower than mine, I felt dizzy.

After that, I kept losing for a long time. I don't remember the exact number. It's a shameful memory that I don't want to remember.

I also lost over 10kg of weight then. That weight loss was never recovered until the moment I died.
That's what happens when my mental state breaks from chess.

*But I eventually rose to the position of second-best player. So it's basically not a problem.*

My mental state may crumble and my body may waste away, but I eventually recover. That's the important point.
I can understand why Si-woo is worried, and I understand that I'm unstable. But ultimately, I'm the one who overcame all those trials.

It might be difficult, but I can overcome it again. I didn't seriously worry about my mental health issues.

*Well, when was I ever normal? I've lived like this for over 10 years already. Doesn't that mean this mental state is my normal?*

I admit there's a problem. But I don't think it's serious.
If it were truly serious, there would have been some issue in my past life. But there wasn't.
I never suddenly flipped a table while playing chess, nor did I bite off an opponent's ear.

I looked Si-woo in the eyes and said confidently:

"I just have to win everything. Isn't that obvious?"

I don't want Si-woo to worry. Nothing would be more miserable than having my friend pity me.
I want to stand as Si-woo's equal.

I pretended to be confident. Even though I knew better than anyone that a perfect record in chess is impossible, I still spoke boldly.

"Sigh... Yeon-a, you need to tell me when things get tough, okay?"

"Don't worry. I'm not a child."

"Sometimes you make me more anxious than a baby abandoned by the river."

"That's your imagination. Don't you know how dependable I am?"

I pounded my chest with my palm. Si-woo slightly averted his eyes. It was meant to be a gesture of confidence, but a certain part of my body was being a bit too assertive.
My mistake.

"Anyway! You can trust me, okay?"

"Okay. But if things get tough, please tell me. I'll come running right away."

"Oh... I should contact you when I go to chess tournaments alone."

"Then I'll come right away."

"Even if I call from Cuba?"

"You have to go all the way to Cuba for a chess league...?"

"The Capablanca League is held in Cuba. A lot of top players participate there."

"Ah... Capablanca was Cuban. So I'd have to go all the way to Central America. Don't worry. I'll find you even if it's South America."

"That's reassuring."

Capablanca, one of the top three chess champions. A league named after him is held in Cuba. It's not a particularly special league, but its sponsor is the current Champion.
It's one of the tournaments he always participates in, so I always participate too.

Someday I'll travel around the world playing chess. Mostly in Europe, but I'll participate in many other leagues too.

I wish Si-woo could be by my side even when I go to those tournaments. That was my small wish.

Ch.71 - My Inexplicable Heart (1)
The evening air was cool as we decided to eat out. Making meals twice a day was too much effort for me. Cooking turned out to be more troublesome than I'd expected. I thought you just had to throw ingredients in a pan and stir them around, but there was seasoning to consider and ingredients to prepare.

I enjoyed cooking for Si-woo, but not enough to put up with the hassle. I'd had a small dream of making him breakfast every morning, but that was gone now. Too much work.

We went to a restaurant filled with our memories. On the day I moved into the dormitory, I treated him to a meal here as thanks for helping with my luggage.

*What a nostalgic memory...*

Sitting across from him that day had been a mistake. When I was still getting used to being in a woman's body, I stared at his face for too long from too close a distance.

My resistance was weak then, and looking at him so much... that's probably why I ended up like this. Of course, my resistance is much stronger now, so it's fine. I can handle whatever Si-woo does with composure.

"Yeon-a, should we get the couple set again?"

"Y-yes! Because we're a c-couple! I mean, because the couple set is good value!"

I made a slip of the tongue but quickly recovered with composure and calmness. I think I was calm. Probably.

My face suddenly burned hot. Last time we came here, Si-woo fed me some of his food. I didn't feed him any of mine. Looking back, I regret that a little.

*I should have been working harder to win his affection from the beginning!*

Even back then, Si-woo had feelings for me. And I kept rejecting him. The situation is similar now, but subtly different.

On the surface, it's the same. Si-woo shows his affection, and I reject it. But internally, it's different.
I can't know the extent of Si-woo's feelings for me. But I don't think they're burning intensely. This is a one-sided relationship where I'm the one clinging on.

And the extent of my feelings for Si-woo is much greater than before. Incomparably so.

If I confessed to Si-woo now, he would probably accept. And we'd be happy for a year.
But after that, when Si-woo's patience runs out, it would be over.

I'm certain of it. Si-woo's feelings for me are significant but not overwhelmingly huge.
He might comfort my mental instability once or twice, but if it happens repeatedly, we'd both get tired and break up.

*Even I can see my personality is exhausting. I'd probably depend on Si-woo for many things. And I'd become possessive. To the point where Si-woo gets tired of it.*

The same goes for my feelings toward Si-woo. They're enormous, but I haven't concluded that it's "love." In this ambiguous position, if I ask for more, what follows is only destruction.

I'm not a foolish person. I can reason that much.

Until Si-woo's feelings for me grow stronger, until I can define my feelings for Si-woo as "love"...
I won't move forward beyond this point.

*But I'll probably change my mind again tomorrow, right? Ah... I've figured myself out.*

I looked at Si-woo and smirked. Because of him, strange things are happening in this life of mine. Where did that cold, rational Chess Master who sold her soul to chess go?

"What?"

"Nothing. Just thinking how handsome you are."

I said the same thing last time we came to this restaurant. It feels nostalgic now. Back then, I really didn't think anything of it, but tonight I'm even thinking about sleeping together.

"You seem prettier than before."

"Really? Hmph."

Si-woo and I made small talk. Most of our conversation was about old times. When we first met, when we ate here, when we did something like a date.

Reminiscing about past memories was quite fun. This restaurant is known for slow service, but today I didn't mind at all.
I was so focused on our conversation that I lost track of time.

The meal was reasonably delicious. I think I enjoyed the atmosphere more than the food. Cutting meat into small pieces and putting them in Si-woo's mouth was definitely fun.
It felt like raising a baby, and seeing how much Si-woo enjoyed it was entertaining too.

*Baby... come to think of it, this body can now carry a baby, right? They say babies take after their mother's intelligence, so would my child be an incredible genius?*

It gave me an odd feeling. What would it feel like to have life growing inside me? I've heard babies kick in the womb—would it hurt when they do?

"Yeon-a, are you cold? Your cheeks are red."

"No, no. I was just having some strange thoughts."

"...What kind of thoughts make your cheeks turn red?"

"Not that kind of strange! Just, feeding you like this made me think it's like raising a baby."

"Babies... embarrassing thoughts..."

"That's not it!"

Really, it's not. I imagined the result, not the process.
Si-woo looked at me suspiciously. I shook my head as if truly wronged.

"Yeon-a. Are you sure nothing's going to happen when we sleep together tonight?"

"I'm sure...! We're just sleeping! I... I don't have friends... so I wanted to try sleeping with a friend... I've never even been on a school trip..."

"Ah..."

I spoke in a dejected voice. Truly, sincerely, honestly, we're just going to sleep. I have no intention of doing anything special.
I'm just trying to create memories with a friend.

If someone appeared and asked, "How far have you gone with Si-woo?" I want to be able to proudly say, "Si-woo was the first person I slept with"... I'm just pushing things a little for that.

*It's not a lie, right? This can be seen as a kind of preventive move. That makes sense, right?*

My favorite opening as Black is the Sicilian Najdorf. The biggest characteristic of the Sicilian Najdorf is pushing the a-pawn one square on the fifth move.

At first glance, it's a move whose purpose is hard to understand. It doesn't affect central control or piece development.

That's the beauty of preventive moves. Preventing good moves the opponent might make to create favorable situations for myself.
I'm good at using the Sicilian Najdorf, so I can be said to be good at preventive moves.

You can think of it as using preventive moves in human relationships too.

*It might seem forced, but it's still prevention. I need to do at least this much to be able to say I've done a lot for Si-woo.*

Thinking about it again, it was strange logic, but anyway, I wanted to sleep in the same bed as Si-woo. If possible, I'd like Si-woo to be beside me every morning when I wake up.
It would be really nice to have Si-woo next to me before sleeping and right after waking up.

We finished eating and returned home. It was still only seven in the evening. Too early to sleep. But there wasn't much else to do either.

"Si-woo... want to go to bed early today?"

"You want to?"

"Yeah. Even if we don't sleep, I want to lie down together with the lights off."

When I said that, Si-woo suddenly hugged me tightly.

"Really, why are you so cute? You're so cute I think I'm going crazy."

"Hmph. But why was that cute? I didn't do anything."

"Even your cluelessness is cute."

What strange words. Si-woo just wanted to call me cute, I think. I sometimes use strange logic too when there's something I want to say.

"Let me go now."

"No. I want to stay like this. You were really cuter than usual today."

"Heehee."

"Where did you learn to laugh like that? Is it natural?"

"I'm a genius...! But if we're going to bed early, I need to wash up."

As soon as I mentioned washing up, Si-woo let me go. Isn't that too obvious? But I really am just going to sleep.

I carefully said, worried that Si-woo might have strange expectations.

"We're really just sleeping tonight. If your hands go anywhere I haven't permitted, I'm leaving immediately. Got it?"

"Yes. I understand. Don't worry."

Si-woo answered with a serious face. Seeing that expression reassured me. Si-woo isn't the type to lie about these things.

"I trust you."

I said with a slight smile. Before going to wash up, I looked at the closet. The bathroom cabinet was broken, so I couldn't store anything there.
If I didn't bring a towel and change of clothes beforehand, it would be troublesome.

Despite knowing this, I didn't bring anything.

*Si-woo is here. Si-woo told me not to worry...! Friends can ask each other for towels, right?*

My heart pounded like it was about to burst. It feels like I'm doing something bad. But it probably won't be bad for Si-woo either, so it's not really bad.

I entered the bathroom without bringing anything. I gently took off my clothes and opened the bathroom door to toss them outside.

I deliberately threw them so my underwear was slightly visible. When I come out of the bathroom again, I'd feel good if the position of the clothes had changed a bit.

I can't explain exactly why, but it feels good when Si-woo does something for me. Maybe I really am a pervert.

I opened the bathroom door slightly and peeked out at Si-woo.

"You know you shouldn't peek, right...?"

Si-woo's pupils shook violently. Seeing his flustered look gives me a strange pleasure.

I think I really am a pervert.

Ch.72 - My Inexplicable Heart (2)
Chapter 72

The warm water embraces my body. The stream touches my head, running down my hair, across my face, and gently covering my entire body.

Taking a warm shower has always been effective for calming the mind and body. It makes your mind relaxed and gently loosens the muscles in your arms and legs.

But today was different. My muscles were extremely tense, and far from being calm, my heart rate kept increasing.

My heart was pounding so much I thought I might go crazy, and I felt strange. I opened the bathroom door again.

"Si-woo... are you there?"

"Yeah."

I felt anxious. I was afraid that when I finished showering, Si-woo wouldn't be there in front of me. I kept imagining him leaving the room coldly, saying he was tired of me.

I needed to keep reminding myself that Si-woo was there to feel secure. Without doing this, it felt like he might disappear like dust.
Even though my sweet Si-woo would never do that, I kept worrying.

*I certainly have an exhausting personality.*

Only after making eye contact with Si-woo and exchanging waves could I continue showering.
I'm opening the door about every three minutes to greet Si-woo. Honestly, I really want to shower with him.

But if we did that, our friendship would definitely end. Showering together is theoretically possible between friends, but that's only in theory.

If a healthy man and woman shower together and nothing happens, there must be something wrong with the man.

*Wait, isn't this situation dangerous enough already?*

A contradictory thought suddenly occurred to me. If Si-woo doesn't do anything in this situation, that would mean there's something wrong with his health.
But I don't want him to do anything either.

As I was thinking about various things, my anxiety started creeping back. I slightly opened the door and looked at Si-woo.

"I'm... I'm going to soap up now. Well, actually shampoo and body wash. Anyway."

Si-woo gritted his teeth. He seemed to be clenching them so hard that his cheeks bulged slightly.

"...Okay. Be careful washing."

"Hehe, what do you mean 'be careful washing'? Is washing dangerous?"

"No, I mean hurry up and finish."

"Okay."

A playful thought crossed my mind. If I naturally slipped and hurt my back here, would Si-woo cover his eyes when entering the bathroom or just come in?

With his superhuman self-control, he'd probably cover his eyes. But maybe he'd secretly peek.

Just imagining it was fun. It was a slightly embarrassing thought, but definitely entertaining.

While washing my hair, I felt another small wave of anxiety. By this point, the anxiety was just an excuse. Rather than checking on Si-woo because I was anxious, I was mostly doing it because it was fun.
I was genuinely anxious until a few minutes ago, but seeing him gritting his teeth and enduring made my anxiety disappear.

*Si-woo gritting his teeth and enduring... that's too funny.*

After feeling anxious five times, it was time to stop feeling anxious. From now on, I'll act for my own amusement.

I slightly opened the door again and looked at Si-woo.

"Si-woo. How does my hairstyle look?"

I had applied shampoo to my hair and pushed all my bangs back.

"...Pretty. Like always. Really, you're pretty."

I quickly closed the bathroom door. And locked it. The clicking sound was quite loud, so Si-woo must have heard it.

*'Pretty' instead of 'cute'? This might be dangerous.*

There's a different atmosphere when Si-woo calls me cute versus pretty. When he says I'm cute, he looks at me like a small puppy, but when he says I'm pretty, his eyes seem to contain fire.

Even with that look, he doesn't actually do anything, but I should still keep my distance.

*There's no empathy in my dictionary. If I had to experience my own actions in reverse... that would be terrible. Hmph.*

I'd probably deserve to be slapped and told to stop messing around.

After finishing washing my hair, I opened the bathroom door again.

"Si-wooo."

"Are you really going to keep doing that?"

"Hiiing... but I'm anxious..."

"Anxious...? Why, why? Did I make you anxious?"

"No. Just... I feel like you might disappear... like when I finish showering, you won't be in the room, so I'm a little anxious. I'm sorry if it's burdensome..."

I mumbled hesitantly. Actually, I'm not that anxious anymore. The first few times were genuine, but after that, I was just doing it for fun.

It was close to a lie, but I couldn't help it. Saying "because it's fun" in this situation would make even Si-woo angry.

Fortunately, my "anxiety plea" worked well. It was doubly good because I could see Si-woo flustering.

"What should I do?"

Si-woo asked cautiously.

I rolled my eyes, thinking. I'm not actually anxious anymore. If I were still anxious at this point, it would be a mental illness. Since I'm barely normal, I'm not anxious.

After thinking for a moment, I made a request that seemed fun.

"Hold my hand."

"Hand?"

"Close your eyes tight, and just stick your hand through the door gap. So I know you're there."

I could hear Si-woo sighing through the door gap. Peeking slightly, I could see him covering his face with both hands, contemplating.

"Is that not okay...?"

To end Si-woo's deliberation, I used my ultimate move. I, who am usually serious and cool, made my request in a thin voice.

Si-woo has no choice but to grant my request. Because it's me.

Si-woo's thick hand came through the door gap. As expected, I knew Si-woo would grant my request.

"Aww, it's Si-woo's hand."

I grabbed Si-woo's hand and sprinkled some warm water on it. His hand twitched.

"...Don't play around."

"No. This hand is mine now. You know that taking back what you've given is the worst thing in the world, right?"

"Haah.... Okay, just wash as quickly as possible."

"Okay."

I held Si-woo's hand tightly while soaping my body. It was quite an uncomfortable position. It was hard to soap up using just one arm, and the angle of my arm was very uncomfortable.

After thinking briefly, I came up with a good idea. I sprayed body wash on Si-woo's hand.

I rubbed it to create foam, then started rubbing my back against Si-woo's hand.

"Hey!"

"Don't worry. It's just my back. Backs are fine, right?"

"Y-you crazy girl!"

"Don't use bad words! I'll turn around completely!"

"......"

Si-woo went quiet. I think I can hear him sighing softly.

"Come on, just help me soap up thoroughly. Okay?"

"Fine.... Yes, I knew you were this kind of person. Right, it's my fault."

"Hmph."

Si-woo seems to have resigned himself. He's right. He knows what kind of person I am, yet he still stays by my side and cherishes me—it's his fault.
I get a free pass to do anything to Si-woo. It's all his fault.

After finishing soaping my back, I rubbed my arms against Si-woo's hand. I could feel his hand on my arm. It's an area that often touches when we walk arm in arm, but now it feels more impactful because it's bare skin.

Thump thump thump.

If I go up just a little more, it will touch my armpit. Of course, my armpits are clean. My perfect body must always be perfectly maintained.

The texture would probably be quite nice too.

I slowly placed my armpit on Si-woo's hand. Si-woo was startled and moved his hand. The softness of the armpit and the inner arm skin was quite similar to chest tissue.

"Hieuk!"

"Hey, hey! W-w-what was that just now?"

"...I don't know!"

Si-woo, who touched the inner arm skin and armpit simultaneously, overreacted in surprise. I was equally startled.

My body is quite sensitive. I noticed it when Si-woo tickled me before, and I just realized it again. As soon as his fingertips touched me, I made a strange sound.

*I hope he didn't misunderstand...*

It was a bit embarrassing.

"You, you really... if you play around anymore, I'm taking my hand back."

"Hehe, but it was fun."

"...So what was it that touched my hand just now?"

"It's a secret."

I didn't bother to clear up the misunderstanding. I wanted Si-woo to think about me a little longer.

Since Si-woo threatened to withdraw his hand if I played around, I had no choice but to just hold his hand while washing.

I quickly finished showering. Only my two feet were left.

"Si-woo... I don't have a towel. Bring me a towel."

Bang! After bringing the towel, I planned to ask him to bring me clothes to change into.

"You deliberately didn't bring one, didn't you?"

"N-no? Why would I deliberately? What do you take me for!"

"A pervert."

He hit the nail on the head. Since it was true, I didn't offer any rebuttal.
Si-woo brings me a towel. I fired my last shot.

"Si-woo... can you bring me some clothes to change into?"

"You really...!"

"Check the second drawer from the top, they should be there."

"I really want to flick your forehead hard."

"No way. Hmph, but isn't it nice? You get to choose what clothes I wear. You'll know what I'm wearing. Right?"

"Haaah...."

Si-woo sighed but brought me clothes to change into.

It felt good. Even though I teased Si-woo so much, he didn't do anything to me. And he stayed by my side.
Si-woo was always watching me, paying full attention to my actions.

I'm definitely going to have good dreams tonight.

Ch.73 - My Inexplicable Heart (3)
I carefully analyzed the text, identifying all character names and terms from the glossary. Here's the translation:

Jeong Si-woo gave me clothes to wear, and I came out of the bathroom. If he had only given me underwear, I would have boldly come out wearing just that, but he handed me a complete set of pajamas.
It was the rabbit pajamas I received as a birthday gift.

*I wonder if Si-woo likes pink? He chose pink out of white, sky blue, pink, and striped options.*

I smiled softly. I like pink too. Whenever I have a chance to meet Si-woo alone, I always wear pink underwear.
Just in case my clothes get wet and become see-through, or if they happen to peek out from between my clothes.

*Wait, is this too perverted? No, if underwear was just meant to be worn, why would it have designs? Showing it off is clearly one of underwear's functions.*

The more I think about it, the more embarrassed I feel. I quietly got dressed and left the bathroom. Si-woo was sitting cross-legged, meditating.

I looked at the clothes I had taken off. I had deliberately arranged them so my underwear and socks were slightly visible. Unfortunately, there was no sign he had touched them.

I felt inexplicably frustrated. It felt like I had lost somehow. I pressed my lips together and stared at Si-woo.
He was sitting like some kind of sage.

"Si-woo, you're not... impotent, are you?"

"You little..."

Si-woo glared at me with a frightening expression. I was so sad to see him looking at me that way that tears welled up in my eyes.

But soon his expression softened, and he looked at me with warm eyes again.

"You're really going to regret this someday."

"Mmm. I'm sorry..."

"Did you just ask if I'm impotent?"

Si-woo suddenly stood up and approached me. He came with long, powerful strides. Even his slightly angry face looked handsome.

Si-woo came close to me, picked me up, and threw me onto the bed.
I flew onto the bed. I slapped the mattress with my palms to break my fall. I once watched judo videos, so I know how to fall safely.

"Look, breakfall!"

Si-woo climbed on top of me as I laughed in an innocent voice. This time, he put more of his weight on me.
He gripped both my arms firmly and locked my legs with his. His face came closer and closer.
One hand span away, then even closer until our noses were about two finger joints apart.

"Yeon-a, I'm holding back. I could prove it anytime, but I'm restraining myself for your sake. Got it?"

Si-woo growled in a low voice with a frown.
Should I be scared right now? When a lion threatens, a rabbit should tremble in fear—that would be normal.

*But... I'm not scared. After all, it's Si-woo.*

I smiled gently and nodded.

"Our Si-woo is a man after all."

"Yeon-a. Would you hate it if we went all the way right now?"

If he asks if I would hate it, I wouldn't hate it. But if he asks if I would like it, I wouldn't like it either.
The relationship between Si-woo and me would definitely change, and the end probably wouldn't be good.

I nodded slightly. Now was definitely the time to push him away firmly.

"Yes. I would hate it. I'd cry my eyes out, beating my chest, screaming, 'I trusted you, I believed in you!'"

"Ah..."

Sadness colored Si-woo's face. Then he looked at me with what seemed like regret.

"Yeon-a, I'm sorry."

"No, it's okay. Anyway, you do see me as a woman, right?"

"Yes."

"Th-that's enough."

I felt a little embarrassed. Asking him to see me as a woman is basically a confession, isn't it?

*And yet tomorrow I'll probably say we're just friends again.*

I feel like I've become a master at leading him on without realizing it. There's only one big whale in my pond, but from the whale's perspective, it must be a bit painful.

I occasionally feed it, but the portions are probably too small for a whale. It doesn't complain now about the small portions, but someday it might.

I decided to feed Si-woo a little.

His face was close, and the position was just right.

I stuck out my tongue and licked Si-woo's nose. I traced up his straight nose bridge all the way to between his eyebrows.

"Th-this is a reward. For holding back so well."

It didn't taste like much. I just wanted to leave my mark on Si-woo's face.

"...A-after doing this, you'd hate it if we went all the way?"

"Mm-hmm. I'd cry my eyes out."

"Ah... Haah..."

Si-woo let out a big sigh. And surprisingly, tears welled up in his eyes.

"Why, why are you crying?"

"Uhuhuhu!"

I stretched my neck and licked Si-woo's tears. He was holding my hands tightly, so I had no choice. When a friend cries, you should wipe their tears, and since my hands weren't free, I had to use my tongue.

I couldn't use my cheeks or lips to wipe them away.

Si-woo's tears tasted salty.

"You evil girl... Seriously, if you're still like this three years from now..."

I shook my hands free from Si-woo's grip and hugged him tight. Seeing someone twice my size crying like this was quite adorable.

I patted his back and licked up his tears. It was a somewhat addictive taste. I wonder if this is Si-woo's flavor.

*What would happen if I'm still like this three years from now? Would Si-woo cry his eyes out?*

I imagined Si-woo crying and shouting, "I trusted you, I believed in you!" Just imagining it was quite fun.

"It's okay, it's okay. Surely I won't be like this three years from now."

"...The problem is that you probably will be! Even now, you're making that face like you think it would be fun!"

"Hehe."

"Seriously... I want to give you such a hard knock on the head..."

Si-woo cried in my arms for a long time. The bed didn't get wet. I drank all his tears.

*Yeon, the tear-drinker.*

Later, I want to try drinking his blood too. If Si-woo gets hurt, I'll have to lick his wounds.

I smiled softly.

"Now go wash up. We need to sleep. Did you bring clothes to change into?"

"Yeah..."

Si-woo gets up sluggishly. He looks quite drained. To give him strength, I took his hand and placed it on my stomach.
Of course, I put it under my clothes.

"You like touching my stomach, right? I'll let you touch it, so cheer up."

"That might make me even angrier..."

"No, no! It'll cheer you up. I've gained some weight lately, so it's softer. I'll let you touch it all night."

"Okay..."

The content of our conversation seems quite strange. When I say I'll "let" him touch it, does that mean he can't touch it without my permission?
No, that's not it. Actually, anytime is fine. I'm just taking credit for something I would allow anytime anyway.

*I really am a genius. I have a talent for being sly.*

Si-woo went into the bathroom with his change of clothes and towel. I sat in front of the door, waiting for him to throw his clothes out.

But as time passed, Si-woo didn't throw out his clothes.

Knock knock knock.

"Si-woo? What if your clothes get wet? You should leave them outside when you shower."

"My bag is big enough, so it's fine."

"What if the bag gets wet!"

"It's waterproof."

I felt a bit wronged. It's not like I was going to do anything; I just wanted to take a quick look. Why is he refusing so strongly? Looking doesn't wear anything out, and he just needs to show me once.

I knocked on the door.

Bang bang bang bang!

"I'll tell you where the body wash is! You might end up using shampoo on your body!"

"You think I can't tell the difference? It says 'shampoo' on the bottle!"

"...You don't know where the toothbrush is! Do you want to use mine?"

"That wouldn't be so bad, but I brought my own toothbrush."

"Wouldn't be bad? You pervert!"

"Isn't the one trying to open the door right now more of a pervert?"

He hit the nail on the head. I finally had to give up. With Si-woo being so stubborn, continuing to push would be wrong.

*Why is he being so coy like a girl when he's a man? He should just show me like a man and wait like a man. I'm a girl, so I can do whatever I want!*

Although I wasn't happy with Si-woo's behavior, I decided to respect it.
I wanted to give him a massage too, but I didn't because I thought he might start sobbing again. I'm confident in my massage skills.

*Just wait until graduation...! If you're still being coy like a girl then, I won't leave you alone when we sleep.*

Of course, since I'm a girl, I can be reserved. Manly? Since when have I been manly?
If I were really a man, I would have confessed to Si-woo naked like a man. I'm acting this way because I'm not a man.

Thinking about how much I love being a girl, I waited for Si-woo. Since Si-woo is a man, he should take my teasing like a man.

Si-woo opened the bathroom door and came out. He was drying his slightly wet hair with a towel, and from the right angle, it could have been a magazine photo shoot.

I jumped up and hugged Si-woo's neck. I buried my face in his neck and inhaled deeply.

"Sniiiff— We used the same body wash, but you smell different."

"Ugh! You tell me not to touch you but then act like this..."

"Come on! Endure it like a man! With grit and determination!"

"I feel like crying."

"If you cry this time, I'll lick your lips. And I'll torment you all night."

Si-woo pressed his lips tightly together. He looks very wronged. I ignored that and clung to his body, savoring his scent.

He smells sweet. It's intoxicating.

I pressed my nose against Si-woo's nape and closed my eyes.

"I think I'm going crazy."

"Hang in there. You can do it."

"Don't talk. It's making me crazier."

Si-woo hugged me tightly. That's manly patience. That patience deserves respect.

*Should I provoke him a bit more and make him cry again? I usually sleep without underwear...*

I wanted to break that respectable patience. Of course, if I really broke it, that would be a problem, but I think I need to walk the line a bit.

With these playful thoughts, I lay down on the bed.

Si-woo was in front of me. My friend with suspiciously excellent patience. His eyes are red. That's also proof that he cares for me.
He's enduring while crying because he doesn't want me to hate him.

Looking into Si-woo's eyes, I took out my phone.

"Si-woo, let's take a picture."

"Okay."

Click!

Another good memory was made today. The name of the photo was "The Day I Made Si-woo Cry for the First Time."

Ch.74 - My Inexplicable Heart (4)
The morning after I lay down in bed, I immediately started acting up. It's common sense since the dawn of time that cute girls act mischievously.

If Si-woo had called me pretty instead of cute, I wouldn't have behaved this way, but since he kept saying I was cute, I had no choice.

*Cuteness and mischievousness are synonyms, aren't they?*

I cleared my throat and spoke to Si-woo.

"Si-woo, what do you think about women's discomforts that men don't understand?"

"Um... if it's that time of the month, you can act comfortably around me without worrying."

"No, I mean, that happens too, but fortunately mine isn't that bad. My stomach doesn't even hurt. Anyway! That's not what I was trying to talk about."

For a moment, a strange thought crossed my mind. If my periods were severe enough to make me roll around in pain, could Si-woo stop them for me?

As it happens, Si-woo has the ability to stop periods for about 266 days. I briefly imagined myself begging him for that injection before important chess tournaments.

*Have I really gone crazy? I thought I was normal, but am I actually insane? Am I someone who shouldn't be let loose in society?*

I felt self-loathing. All these strange thoughts I'd been having lately were way beyond acceptable.

"What weird thing are you building up to say?"

Si-woo asked in a suspicious voice. He seemed a bit anxious.

"What I'm trying to say is this. Clothes."

"Clothes? Um... I heard women's clothing can be tight because of the fit. Is that what's bothering you?"

"Have you ever seen me walking around in clothes like that?"

"No. The clothes I picked for you were comfortable. And you'd look pretty even without tight clothes."

"Hmm."

I smiled softly and wiggled my arms.

"Anyway, what I was trying to say is this. You don't know how uncomfortable bras are! They're really suffocating, you know? Especially for me since I'm a bit heavy, it's more uncomfortable."

"Ah... so you want to take it off?"

"Yes. Unhook it for me."

"You crazy girl!"

"It's uncomfortable! If you're so upset, why don't you try wearing one? I'll lend you mine. The size won't fit, but... you could stuff it with tissues."

I stood my ground confidently. Si-woo is safe, so I can tease him however I want. If I tease him more, he'll probably cry again and call me a bad girl.

*Si-woo is safe!*

After everything I've done, would he lose control just from unhooking my bra? I feel strange about my karma piling up day by day, but that's for future me to deal with.

"Hurry up and unhook it. By the way, all my underwear has hooks on the back. Just so you know..."

Future me will handle it. I boldly explained how to unhook a bra. This wasn't even a sexual thing. Rather, it's common knowledge he should have.

*Tomorrow I'll ask him to help me put it on.*

Si-woo visibly brightens when I tell him about my underwear. The karma my future self will have to pay seems to be growing.

"This is unavoidable for my health. Wearing it for too long can cause circulation problems, you know? That could lead to breast cancer!"

"Okay, I get it, stop talking about it."

"Okay..."

I lifted my pajamas and turned my back to Si-woo. He fumbled with the hook. He was being so careful it tickled.

It was a more embarrassing position than I expected. It would have been better if I could see Si-woo's face, but it was hard to turn my head enough to see him.

Si-woo touched my back, doing something, and soon the pressure on my chest decreased.

"It's unhooked."

"Mmm... thanks."

Once again, Si-woo obediently did what I asked. It felt really good. No matter what I do, Si-woo never crosses the line.

*Si-woo is safe! An extremely safe man!*

It was a spine-tingling joy. He looks at me with burning eyes but doesn't take any action. If I don't want something, he stops, and if I ask for something, he complies.

I took off my bra and threw it at Si-woo's face.

"Do you want to keep it?"

It was probably still warm since I had just been wearing it.

"If you do that one more time, I won't let it slide."

Si-woo threatened me, but I wasn't intimidated. I'm just following the instincts of a cute girl. Being mischievous comes naturally when you're cute.

*Si-woo is safe!*

I pressed my bra against Si-woo's face. Since Si-woo has a small face, it fit perfectly into the cups.

"Perfect size."

"I said I wouldn't let it slide if you did it again!"

Si-woo started getting angry. I shook my head with a relaxed smile. I can handle someone like Si-woo easily.

"Isn't this a reward? Think about it. This could mean your face is small, but it could also mean my underwear is big."

"So what."

"If you wait just a few years, you could have exclusive rights to this. Can't you be patient? Besides, it's something precious that no one has touched before. You can't find new items like this anywhere..."

Si-woo's face changed to a gentle expression. He looked like someone who had reached enlightenment. He seemed to have reached a state of nirvana.

*Si-woo is awakening!*

It was amazing. Just a moment ago, he seemed quite angry, but now he looked like he could be mistaken for a living Buddha.

Having once been a man myself, I understand men's hearts well. Men want to be the first to step on pristine snow, to plant a flag on a mountain no one has climbed before.

The pioneering spirit of wanting to be the first to do something—men have that. Si-woo is a man, so of course he'd want to be the first.

*My future self will handle this, right?*

Somehow I ended up promising Si-woo my first time. I don't regret it much. After all, if not Si-woo, then no man, and since I was born a woman, I should experience having a baby at least once...

I felt a little embarrassed. My future self will handle it.

"...I'll let you play around as much as you want. I permit it."

"Okay!"

I wrapped my underwear around Si-woo's neck and took out my phone to take a picture. What a wonderful composition and prop.

"Oh... look at this. You look like a sage right now. Like you've reached enlightenment."

"I'm going back and forth myself. It feels like nirvana is peeking out."

"You shouldn't actually reach nirvana though."

"I'll try to control it."

I started to worry that Si-woo might reach enlightenment and start saying things like "desire is futile." I thought I might need to ease up a bit.

*Hang in there, future me! You'll be able to handle Si-woo well.*

The difficult things can wait. It'll work out somehow.

"I want to sleep now. Hold me."

I pulled Si-woo's arm. I promised to let him touch my stomach, so I should keep my word. I gently lifted my clothes and placed his hand on my stomach.

"What if I accidentally move my hand upward...?"

"I get it. Then I should do it intentionally?"

"Are you trying to cut open the goose that lays golden eggs?"

"...I'll try to hold back."

"A wise decision."

I realized how important it is to monopolize resources in international society. I was like a country monopolizing resources that Si-woo desperately needed. I could control the supply as I wished. Si-woo could never rebel against me.

*I hope this doesn't lead to war and having everything taken from me?*

The phrase "forced annexation" suddenly came to mind. According to my current preferences, there was strong support for unification with Si-woo. I thought that even if Si-woo tried to force unification, I would probably comply willingly.

*But Si-woo is a safe friend!*

An unbreakable faith made me bold. I said we would just hold hands while sleeping, so that's all we'll do.

I closed my eyes and gradually fell asleep. The warm atmosphere enveloping my body and the drowsy feeling led me into slumber.

I had another dream today. In my dream, I won the Candidates Tournament with a perfect score and defeated the Champion playing Black in the Championship.

I laughed at the Champion who was shocked by the defeat. In my dream, he used the defeat as motivation to play excellently, and I eventually had to concede one loss.

After exchanging one win and one loss, we went all the way to the final round, and this time, I won.

I proudly lifted the championship trophy and shared the joy of victory with Si-woo. But not long after, I heard that my victory was canceled.

The reason was absurd—they said it wasn't a victory because I had been playing 1 vs 2 throughout the Championship. When I looked at my belly after hearing the news, I discovered it was protruding.

I don't remember the next part clearly. Since I haven't experienced it, I couldn't recall childbirth in my dream, so that part appeared as a brief summary.

I lost the Champion's position for a ridiculous reason, but I didn't seem to resent it much.

I'm not sure why, but perhaps being a mother made me happier than being the Champion.

Unfortunately, I couldn't remember the baby's face clearly. Probably because it's something I haven't experienced.

...
..
.

"Yeon-a, are you awake?"

When you return to reality, dreams gradually fade. It was quite a happy dream, but coming back to reality made me a little depressed.

There's a story about someone who woke up from a happy dream and immediately cried. They cried despite having a happy dream because it was a dream that could never come true.

But my depression didn't last long. It didn't need to. Because the dream I just had wasn't an impossible one.

Since it was a dream that would come true someday, I was actually happy.

"Yes. Seeing your face as soon as I wake up feels nice."

Some genuine feelings seemed to leak out while I was half-asleep. I regretted it a bit after speaking. A cold-hearted genius should hide their emotions.

"I feel good too."

When he responds like this, I can't hide my emotions. Really, my cool image seems to be disappearing bit by bit.
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Sunday is followed by Monday. A simple truth, but quite an inconvenient one.
Why must Monday always come after Sunday? It's really annoying.
I didn't like having to go to school on Monday either. I want to sleep in, but school prevents me from doing that.

*I seriously feel like dropping out. For real.*

Sunday evening, my mood was terrible the entire time I was returning to the dormitory. Why can't Si-woo enter the girls' dormitory?
Where would you find a safer guy than Si-woo?

As soon as I arrived at the dormitory, I called Si-woo. It had been a whole 2 hours since I'd seen him. That's long enough to miss someone, right?

After chatting with Si-woo for quite a while, I went to bed. I didn't dream. I must have been very tired.

…
..
.

"Huaaaaaawn…"

"Yeon-a, hello. You look happy."

"Oh, Hikari. Long time no see."

I rested my head on top of Hikari's. She was short enough that the height was just right.
I think I've been neglecting the other kids lately because of all the unsettling things happening. I've been half-hearted about club activities... and haven't talked much either.

*This is Si-woo's fault.*

Resting my head on hers was my way of apologizing. I'm not sure how it would be received, but it was an apology nonetheless.

"Yeon-a. So how far have you gone? You're not just teasing him without doing anything, right?"

"How far with what?"

"How far have you gone with Si-woo?"

"Curious?"

"Oh... so you did do something. I thought you'd just tease him without doing anything."

Hikari says with a mischievous smile. I feel like I'm being made fun of. Usually I win these exchanges, but whenever Si-woo comes up in conversation, I feel an inexplicable sense of defeat.

When I'm hanging out with Si-woo, she sneaks up and throws in comments like "Teasing him again? Are you a fox, not Yeon?" then laughs as she walks away.

I can't answer such remarks directly and get embarrassed, while Hikari just smiles at me.
That's why I've been avoiding Hikari for days. She immediately comes running to tease me whenever there's even a slight distance between Si-woo and me.

*I definitely was the one pressuring Hikari at first...!*

It felt a bit unfair.

But now I should be able to win. I actually slept with Si-woo. Having gone this far, I should be able to tease Hikari.

I stood proudly in front of Hikari and said:

"I slept with Si-woo on Saturday."

"...R-really? For real?"

Hikari stared at me with wide rabbit eyes. Now I finally feel like I've won.
She won't be able to call me a fox or say I'm leading him on anymore.

*Well, we just slept... but that's not important.*

I looked at Hikari while pretending to be a woman who had experienced something. Hikari looked back at me as if it couldn't possibly be true.

"Y-you, a fox like you wouldn't do that!"

"Fox?! Do I still look like a fox to you?"

"The master of leading guys on, the crazy tease wouldn't do that!"

Hikari still looks at me with suspicious eyes, as if she can't believe it. The more she doubted, the more confidently I smiled.

"Ask Si-woo."

"Really...? No way..."

I smiled the smile of a victor. Hikari's pupils trembled. Her shaking gaze stopped at my lower abdomen.

Hikari poked my lower belly with her finger.

"Did you use protection?"

"What are you suddenly saying!"

"I just don't think you'd do that kind of thing. Maybe... is someone in there?"

"No!"

What protection? We really just slept. We didn't just hold hands, but we didn't do anything special either.

*Anyway, we did sleep together, so it's not a lie.*

It would be embarrassing if the truth came out, but at least I wasn't lying.

"Yeon-a, so are you dating Si-woo now?"

"No."

"Huuuuuuuuh?!"

Hikari looks at me with a shocked face. Seeing her trembling hands in disbelief, I definitely feel like I've won.

Hikari mutters in a small voice with a shocked expression. Her voice was so small I couldn't hear it clearly.

"Slept together... but not dating...? There's no way that tease has ever dated a guy..."

"What did you say?"

"N-nothing..."

"From now on, call me unnie. Little one."

"Yes... unnie..."

I firmly established my authority. Just as Hikari was becoming my follower, Si-woo arrived at school. Hikari quickly ran to Si-woo and asked:

"Did you do it with Yeon?"

"Huh? Do what?"

"Se—"

I quickly ran over and covered Hikari's mouth. I hadn't expected her to ask so directly.

I winked at Si-woo. It meant we should coordinate our stories.

"Si-woo, when we slept together on Saturday... it wasn't bad, right?"

"Ah... yeah. Well, we just slept, so there was nothing bad about it. We 'didn't do anything' but sleep, right?"

But Si-woo betrayed me. I didn't know he'd settle the score for how much I teased him on Saturday like this.
Si-woo emphasized that nothing happened, and Hikari smiled as if that's what she expected.

"I knew that crazy tease wouldn't go all the way."

Hikari smiled victoriously. I resented Hikari, but right now I resented Si-woo more.

"I trusted you, I was trusting you!"

"Yeon-a. Lying isn't good."

"Keeeeeeeng!"

Hikari looks at me with a big smile. Even though she's just smiling without saying anything, I feel like I'm being mocked.
It was humiliating. It feels like I was caught showing off.

I hadn't lied, but I did hide the truth.

"Virgin bitch."

Hikari said with a smile. I felt like giving her a knock on the head.
If I had slapped her and taken her money when we first met, would she not be so cheeky? Maybe I should still subdue her with force.

"Yeon-a, when you look at her, don't you want to give her a knock on the head? I felt that way all weekend."

"W-was I that annoying?"

"At least Hikari is just smiling. You... smiled while teasing me."

"Keeeng..."

Is there truly no one on my side? Once Si-woo decided to tease me, there was nothing I could do.
It seems like I've built up too much bad karma. I was teased for quite a while for putting on unnecessary airs.

My face turned bright red. I wanted to run away quickly.

"Hello everyone~~~"

Just then, the teacher came in. The teacher's mouth twitches when she has something to say. Today's teacher seems to have something to say as well.

"Class president, vice president. To the audio-visual room! There's a student council meeting today!"

The teacher gave me a chance to escape. I could get away from Hikari who was smiling at me.
I couldn't bear to see her smiling face delivering critical hits anymore.

I quickly got up and grabbed Si-woo's hand.

"Then, we'll be going!"

"How unusual for you to be so proactive...?"

The teacher looks at me with a strange expression. Usually I leave everything to Si-woo when there's something to be done. It's fair to say this is almost the first time I've taken the initiative.

Once out of the classroom, I immediately glared at Si-woo and said:

"Traitor!"

"Yeon-a. Couldn't you just make your lie into truth?"

"...That's a bit."

"Lying is bad, right?"

"I didn't lie. Anyway, we did sleep together."

"Couldn't misleading statements also be considered lies?"

"I don't know."

I pouted and grumbled. Si-woo smiled and poked my lips with his finger. I bit that finger.
Since it might hurt if I bit with my teeth, I just nibbled on it.

"Not much taste."

"Did you think it would taste good?"

"Yeah. But where is the audio-visual room?"

"You don't even know where the audio-visual room is?"

"Why would you think I know?"

Students only need to know two places: the classroom and the cafeteria. And inevitably, the teachers' office.
I've been to the audio-visual room before, but Si-woo carried me then, so I've never gone there on my own feet.

"...If you didn't have chess, what would you do with your life?"

"Well, are you friends with me because I'm good at chess?"

"No."

"Then I guess I'd be a full-time housewife."

I smiled brightly at Si-woo. It was a joke. Chess is just one field where I can show my genius.
I played chess because there was a chessboard at the orphanage where I lived in my past life. If there had been a Go board, I would have played Go.

I was just making a joke to sound nice. There was a bit of truth mixed in too.

"Such a genius..."

Si-woo seems to have understood the joke. Being a genius, I don't need to be bound by chess. If I had studied, I'd win a Nobel Prize; if I'd done music, a Grammy; if I'd made movies, an Oscar.

Since I play chess, I'll become the Champion.

That's who I am.

With a proud smile, I entered the audio-visual room. The audio-visual room looked like any typical audio-visual room.
It was big enough to hold about a hundred people, with red cinema-like seats, and a podium with a microphone in the center.

I took Si-woo's hand and headed for the corner. I didn't want to stand out if possible. It seems like they're gathering class presidents and vice presidents to do something, but I doubt they'll give opportunities to first-years.

At most, we'll just be raising our hands when they ask for agreement on some agenda.

While nodding off in the corner, I noticed a familiar person standing on the podium.

*Senior Seung-a?*

She was a senior I met at the dormitory. A senior I even gave relationship advice to, and I consider us quite close.
But why is she here? I wondered.

I raised my hand to greet her. She also waved back happily when she saw me.

"Senior!"

"Yeon-a, you were class president?"

"Yes. What about you? Are you a class president too?"

"No. I'm the Head of Guidance. Student council members are gathering too."

"Head of Guidance...?"

Is she talking about the person who wears a yellow bracelet and gives demerits to blonde, tanned delinquents? It certainly suits her.
The fact that she has a boyfriend makes it perfect.

"You're thinking something weird, aren't you? I am the Head of Guidance, but it's just a title. Third-years don't really do any work."

"Ah..."

I almost had a disrespectful thought.

"But what are we doing today?"

"Today? Class meeting? Student council meeting? I'm not sure about the name, but we'll just waste time on useless things and then play chess. That's how it usually is. This is a chess high school after all."

"Oh!"

"You'll participate too, of course?"

"Of course. I'll show the second and third-years who's boss."

"Sure."

The senior smiles with a gentle face. I've been in a bad mood since this morning, so this is perfect.

Putting some second and third-years in their place should improve my mood.
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"Ah... So according to the school violence survey results... Hey! Where are the documents? Damn it. I told you to put them in order."

The Student Council President is sloppily running through something. I thought I'd just be a rubber stamp, but it turns out I'm not even needed for that.
He's projecting a PowerPoint on the screen and carelessly reading through his script while flipping through slides. He seems eager to get this annoying task over with so he can play chess.

*His eyes aren't looking at the script but at a chessboard.*

It's an amusing sight. He's showing the true qualities of a chess player—being so obsessed with chess that nothing else matters. That's what makes a chess player.

I suddenly think of a funny joke and tap Si-woo.

"Si-woo, I'll show you the qualities of a chess player."

"W-what are you going to show me?"

"I said I'll show you the qualities of a chess player."

I deliberately say "qualities" quickly to confuse Si-woo. In Korean, there's something called connected pronunciation. When applied, "showing qualities" sounds like...

*Wait, do I need to show him something else now?*

"Pfft!"

I burst out laughing, surprised by my own humor. I might not show it often, but I actually have considerable talent for jokes.
That joke was funny enough to make the top 5 jokes of the year.

"Pervert."

"Hehehe, you thought it was funny too, admit it."

"No? It wasn't funny at all."

"Then your qualities—"

"Stop... That doesn't seem right..."

Si-woo covers his face with both hands and shakes his head. Thinking about it, it's not that weird of a thing to say, but it seems like Si-woo's mind has been invaded by lewd thoughts.

*Si-woo looks handsome when he's focused, so if he shows the qualities of a chess player... Let's stop this train of thought.*

Strange thoughts kept coming to mind. I was imagining what would happen if I asked Si-woo to show me the qualities of a chess player, and he misunderstood and showed me something else.

Well, that wouldn't be so bad either, but anyway.

"Please stop the sexual harassment..."

"I didn't do anything! Besides, it sounds weird when you say it."

I say this while naturally massaging his thigh.

"That's actual harassment..."

"Want me to show you what real harassment is?"

I slowly move my hand toward the center of his thigh. Si-woo pushes my hand away, saying he doesn't like it. If he really disliked it, he would push me away more forcefully, but he doesn't, so he must actually like it.

Slowly moving my hand, just as I reach the point where it could definitely be called harassment—

"Hey, you two in the back. Our school doesn't prohibit dating, but isn't that going a bit too far?"

The Student Council President calls us out, and everyone's eyes turn toward us.

"Sigh... Yeon-a."

"I'm sorry!"

I apologize loudly. The Student Council President waves his hand, saying it's fine.

"It's okay, but there's a condition. At our school, a lot can be forgiven if you're good at chess."

The Student Council President smiles as if he's found a good excuse. He says a lot can be forgiven if you're good at chess, but what about all the penalty points I've accumulated?
He's probably just talking nonsense because he wants to play chess.

"That's great then! I'm good at chess."

"Really? Come on up!"

The Student Council President waves his hand with a bright smile. He puts the laptop that was playing the PowerPoint on the floor and places a chessboard in its place.

He connects the chessboard to the cable that was connected to the laptop and displays it on the screen. He's showing enthusiasm I didn't see when he was reading the PowerPoint.

"Si-woo. I'll be right back."

"Okay."

Si-woo waves his hand, looking relieved. Si-woo says he feels most at ease when I'm playing chess. Because when I play chess, I don't cause trouble or say weird things.

I walk up to the stage with confident steps.

"Hello, Mr. President."

I extend my hand with a relaxed smile. When the Student Council President reaches out to shake my hand, I quickly change to scissors.

"I won, so I get the white pieces, right?"

He looks at me with a bewildered expression. We need to decide who plays which color anyway, and flipping a coin is troublesome, so I just decided quickly.

"Um... sure. You can have white."

"Good."

I set up the chess clock. Applying standard rules here would be unreasonable. Standard games take at least an hour.

I chose Rapid—shorter than Standard but longer than Blitz. The time control was the standard for Rapid: 15 minutes with a 10-second increment.
With the increment, it won't be a physical battle, but with only 15 minutes, time management will be crucial.

"Is this appropriate?"

"Sounds good. It's the standard."

15 minutes with a 10-second increment is the time control used in Rapid Championships. Online chess often uses just 10 minutes, but the standard is still 15 minutes with a 10-second increment.

I wiped all expression from my face and stared at my opponent. How skilled they are, who they are—none of that matters.

Two players standing before a board are equal.

Click—

The crisp sound of the chess clock starting. I looked up and surveyed everyone. People staring blankly. No expectations for me at all.

*Have I been living too quietly?*

I had to smile. It's been quite a while since I entered this body, but many people still don't know me. I must have been living quite modestly.

*I'll turn that indifference into cheers.*

I pushed the pawn in front of my King forward two squares. 1. e4, my favorite first move. A perfect move that opens diagonals for the King's Bishop and Queen while placing a pawn in the center.

Although I use various first moves to diversify my openings, my favorite move is pushing the pawn in front of the King.

*I can see it. Checkmate in 33 moves!*

The moment I made my first move, my victory was assured. I had White and played e4. That means victory.

I pressed the chess clock with a confident smile. I even crossed my arms and legs, taking an arrogant posture. It doesn't matter. I'm going to win.

My opponent responded by pushing the pawn in front of his King one square.

*Oh my... He's into French? What a dangerous person.*

The opening my opponent played was called the "French Defense." This opening often leads to closed positions in the center, making the game feel stifling.

In my experience, men who favor such openings often have unique sexual preferences. There's no evidence for this, of course, but that's how it is.

I countered the French Defense with the Tarrasch Variation, and my opponent responded with the Closed Tarrasch.

I have another reason not to show Si-woo to this person. Why choose the Closed Tarrasch when he could play the Open Tarrasch?
A real man should open the center and engage in a flashy central battle. A young guy closing the center and playing strategically? I can't help but sigh.

*Back in my day, we had an unwritten rule: no closed games for anyone under 30.*

Or at least earn a Master title first. Masters can play any opening they want. At that level, no one can criticize your opening choices.

I sighed and looked at the chessboard. I'll show this amateur what happens when he brings out a closed game.

...
..
.

While Yeon had resolved to turn indifference into cheers, most students were already paying close attention.

It was only natural. After listening to the Student Council President's sleep-inducing speech, who wouldn't be interested in watching a cute first-year high school girl play chess?

Yeon had misunderstood because of the typical teenage boy attitude of pretending not to care. In reality, all the boys who were pretending not to care were completely focused on Yeon and the chess game.

All the students present had an aptitude for chess. Since the school prioritized chess skills, class presidents and vice presidents were chosen through chess matches rather than elections.

These students collectively sighed when they saw the President's French Defense.

By second or third year, everyone knows which openings others favor. The President's preferred opening was common knowledge.

The current Student Council President was a master of the French Defense. He had rarely lost when playing the French in official school matches.
Only one person in the school had ever defeated his French Defense.

He had exceptional tactical capabilities and endgame skills that had earned him the presidency.
When such a person intensively studies just one opening to the point of creating opening theory, it becomes nearly unbeatable.

*Even so, using the French against a first-year...*

This was the common thought among all the second and third-year students watching. They already thought it was unreasonable to play against a first-year without a handicap.

Naturally, they believed there was no way an unfamiliar first-year could defeat the President's French.

At the eleventh move, when they saw what seemed like a meaningless Knight retreat, they turned their attention away from the chess.
Watching Yeon's focused expression was quite entertaining too.

At the fifteenth move, when the retreated Knight came forward again, students started nudging their neighbors.

Something was strange. How did the Knight get to that position? They had watched the process but couldn't accept it.
Once the Knight moved to that square, Black's counterattack disappeared.

Black had planned to push pawns to counterattack in the center, but that single light move ruined the entire strategy.

At the twenty-first move, Yeon suddenly exchanged a Knight that seemed perfectly positioned for an opponent's piece.
The opponent's piece was a bad Bishop in a poor position, while Yeon's Knight was a good one that was blocking the opponent's counterattack.
They thought Yeon had made a mistake. Now Black could counterattack.

As soon as Yeon's Knight disappeared, the President immediately pushed a pawn to counterattack. The students watching with interest now looked at Yeon with sympathetic eyes.

In their minds, the game was already over. The President's counterattack was perfect, and he had the ability to convert small advantages into wins in the endgame.
They still believed the President would win.

They realized their assumption was wrong just two moves later. It was truly strange.
Among those present, no one was incapable of calculating two moves ahead. Even beginners can visualize two moves if they concentrate.

*Why didn't I see that move?*

It was shocking.

The President's seemingly perfect counterattack was easily blocked. The tactic wasn't difficult to imagine.
Sacrificing a piece to draw in an enemy piece, then creating a checkmate threat by attacking the King and regaining the piece.

It wasn't impossible to find. But they couldn't find it. Because they thought Yeon's Knight was in a perfect position, they could never find that move.

Only Yeon, who examined every move thoroughly and considered all possibilities equally, could find such a move.
A computer would call Yeon's Knight exchange a mistake. If Black had built up instead of counterattacking with a pawn, Yeon would have been at a disadvantage.

But Yeon knew that someone blinded by the opportunity to counterattack would definitely do so when given the chance.

Yeon's move was human, and because it was human, it was perfect.

Yeon won with overwhelming skill.

Clap, clap, clap... CLAP CLAP CLAP CLAP CLAP—!!!!

Hearing the eruption of applause, Yeon flicked her hand.

"Next."

For her, that level of tactics was just a warm-up. Her blood was only beginning to boil.
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Chapter 77

The Student Council President's skill was exactly what I expected. Being president at a chess school meant he had some ability, but his short experience showed in his limited thinking across multiple dimensions.

His tactical capabilities were decent, but his strategic judgment wasn't exceptional, leading to wasted moves. That was about it.

My prediction was almost perfect. I hadn't anticipated his strategic ability being better than expected or his good understanding of the French Defense, but these didn't affect the outcome.

Rapid chess gives more time than Blitz, but games still only last about 40 minutes. Once you pass the middle game, time pressure becomes inevitable, and thinking becomes one-dimensional.

Players end up following their initial strategy no matter what. If you play a few aggressive moves, your opponent's mind fixates on "I need to defend."

When they're buried in defense, a gambling move will always work. If they counter-attack, I'd lose, but if they defend, I gain—that kind of gamble.

That's what happened in the last game. I manipulated my opponent's psychology. I gave what looked like a perfect counter angle, briefly blocked, then set a trap.
With more than an hour, they might have pondered the meaning of my move, but that's impossible in Rapid.

My opponent fell into my trap, and I claimed victory.

*This is chess. Rough but brilliant.*

No one would understand all my moves. But the masterpiece I created was impressive even if you only saw part of it.
No one would appreciate how I'd been building the foundation ten moves ahead, but at least many would have noticed two moves before.

I have proof. When I called for the next person, students came flooding in.
It means they recognized the gap in skill I'd demonstrated.

"Um... first-year? Would a simul be possible? So many people have come that if we do one-on-one, we can only play three people."

The Student Council President asked politely. Since I'd completely destroyed him, he was already showing deference.

I nodded.
A simul is nothing special. Just playing against multiple people at once. No need to remember all the boards. Just think of it as solving tactical problems at each moment.

For someone like me who can make the best move at a glance, a simul is easy.

"Let's set up the boards."

"Oh... confidence. Not bad. Confidence is better than modesty, after all."

"I can beat them all."

"Isn't that a bit too confident? That's more like... arrogance."

I put on a haughty expression and tapped my chest with my fist.

"Results determine whether it's confidence or arrogance."

In other words, if I win everything, it's confidence. There's no way I'd lose at this level. We're on different levels.
I could win with my eyes closed, so of course I'll win without any handicap.

"Listen to you... Really, someone might think you're a Grandmaster."

"Hahaha... a Grandmaster..."

Just that?

I was among the top Grandmasters, and among the top, I was at the very top. I was the most likely next Champion, with a considerable gap between me and third place.

At best I was first, at worst a stable second place. And they're calling me just a Grandmaster?
Aren't they underestimating me too much?

*Ah... I didn't want to show my true ability in a place like this.*

I waved at Si-woo who was sitting down. I wanted him to help me rather than just watching.
Si-woo nodded and stood up.

"Whether I'm at Grandmaster level or not, you can find out later. Is everything set up?"

"No. There's one more person."

The Student Council President said that and set up a board in front of himself. After getting beaten once, he wants to lose again?

"Alright. Those people standing in the back... you want one-on-one matches, right?"

"Yeah. Don't worry about us, we'll manage. It'll probably... end quickly anyway. Hahaha!"

"Well, sure..."

"I'm joking. No matter how good you are, a simul won't end quickly. Right? Hehehe."

A female student with a strange aura said with an eerie smile. Judging by her bulging eyes, she didn't seem normal.
People who open their eyes like that are likely crazy. Better not talk to her.

I quietly approached Seung-a unnie to ask who that person was. Coincidentally, Seung-a unnie was also part of the simul.

*She does seem crazy, but I should at least find out who she is.*

Seung-a unnie looked back and made a sour expression.

"She's our school's number one. Number one including teachers. And... she recently earned her Grandmaster title."

"...Really?"

"Yes. Not WGM but GM title. She's very likely to represent Korea at the Chess Olympiad."

"That's unexpected..."

She just looks crazy. Her face is generally pretty, but her eyes are truly those of a madwoman.
The way she rolls her large eyes and stares at people is unusual.

Crucially, she has sanpaku eyes. Her pupils are small and her eyes are large, making her look quite intimidating.
She's clearly beautiful, but the sanpaku eyes make her look crazy.

*Is this prejudice? No... normal people don't walk around with their eyes like that.*

To be honest, she looks a bit scary.

"It's okay. Despite how she looks, she's surprisingly nice. She doesn't cause trouble except for occasionally being late. Well... she's rarely at school because she's always at tournaments."

"Is she mentally healthy? No matter how I look at it, her eyes are a bit..."

"What's wrong with her eyes? They're similar to yours. When I first saw you, I thought you looked a lot like her."

"We look alike?"

"Yes."

I frowned and looked at unnie. I look like that person? That's nonsense.
I don't have sanpaku eyes, and I don't bulge my eyes like a crazy person.

*Wait... do I bulge my eyes? Probably not these days.*

Maybe we look similar when playing chess. I still have the habit of tensing my eyes when concentrating. But I don't smile weirdly like her.
When I look in the mirror and smile, I think I look refreshing. I might be a bit narcissistic, but it's no joke that my smiling face is pretty.

*We don't look alike. I'm much better.*

I desperately searched for evidence that we weren't similar. Somehow I felt we might look a bit alike, but that must be an illusion.

"Si-woo. Do we really look alike?"

Si-woo would tell me the truth. He's the person who's watched me the longest.

"Honestly... you do look alike."

Si-woo answered hesitantly. How am I similar to that sanpaku-eyed woman? I looked at the woman who was supposedly our school's number one.
She was looking at me too. Opening her eyes like me, smiling like me, and stroking a pawn.

I didn't want to admit it, but that smile and gesture were similar to mine.

"Aren't you done preparing yet?"

"No, we're all done. Anytime is fine. Everyone can choose whatever color they want. I'll play whatever is at my position."

"Your confidence is really... I didn't know our school had someone like Ra-hee."

"Ra-hee?"

"Her. The one staring at you now. Jin Ra-hee."

Not Dora-hee. She really looks crazy. I feel like I'm being too rude to someone I just met, but she doesn't give a good impression.
The more I looked, the more unpleasant it was that her actions resembled mine.

*I hate to admit it... but this is self-loathing.*

I felt déjà vu seeing her look around with a playful face. Even her chess skill was quite similar to mine.

"Then I'll start."

The Student Council President announced the start of the game. True to being a French user, he started by moving the pawn in front of his queen.
He seems to prefer closed games.

*Interesting preference.*

I responded with the Dutch Defense. It's one of the aggressive options black can use against a Queen's Pawn Opening. I often used this opening when facing opponents with a rating difference of over 200.

*I'd like to crush them slowly... but this is a simul.*

I stood up and moved to the next table. At this table, I was black, and my opponent moved the pawn in front of the king two squares. I moved my c-pawn two squares to respond with the Sicilian Defense.

I have to play chess simultaneously with twenty opponents. It would be stupid to make the openings complicated... but it would be fun.

*Sicilian, Scandinavian, Caro-Kann, Dutch, Indian, Nimzowitsch, English.*

I pulled out all the openings except for entertainment openings meant to tease opponents. My mind was quite complicated, but this seemed fair.

*Wow... does she know all those openings?*

While moving back to table one, that crazy-eyed senior spoke to me. She had been following me so naturally that I hadn't noticed.

"Well... I know them."

"That's impressive. Heheh."

Even her laugh was similar to mine. I didn't like her following me around, but I didn't push her away.

*She's a Grandmaster, right? Watch carefully. My skill.*

I wanted to instill despair in her as she watched with a relaxed face. Since she's a Grandmaster, she should have a discerning eye.
If I crush everyone with overwhelming skill, she'll be intimidated.

I started circling the tables and subduing them one by one. Of the twenty opponents I started with, only ten remained.

With ten left, I beckoned to Si-woo. Calling Si-woo to my side wasn't because I was bored.
It was for this moment.

"Si-woo. This is table one, this is table two, that's table three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten. Got it?"

"It's just in seating order."

"Tell me what move each table made. The order doesn't matter."

I smiled at Si-woo. Then I gracefully walked to a chair by the window and sat down.
My gaze was directed outside.

*I should handle about ten people blindfolded.*

Blindfold chess. Playing without looking at the chessboard. It's something even chess players of a certain level find quite difficult.
It's more of a special skill than directly related to chess ability.

The world record for blindfold chess is playing against 48 people simultaneously. I can't manage that many, but ten is definitely possible. I've done it before.

"Table three, Knight d5. Table six, Bishop c3. Table one, Queen f7."

Si-woo started calling out the notation. I visualized multiple boards in my head and slowly moved the pieces.

*If I had done this from the beginning, I'd have been in trouble!*

Actually, four of the ten boards were already heavily tilted toward victory. The moves my opponents could make were predetermined, and I had memorized those moves.
If they were called in order it would be fine, but having them called simultaneously was very confusing. I almost lost face.

"Si-woo. Table three, e5. Table six, King h1, Table one f5."

I smiled while looking out the window. I was actually regretting this, but acted as if I was completely at ease.

*Table two, why isn't this guy moving quickly? I need to finish this!*

I was getting more and more confused, but my expression remained relaxed.

"The sunshine is bright today, isn't it?"

"It is."

I showed off my confidence to that woman who was supposedly a Grandmaster. Surely she wouldn't try to have a conversation here? Playing blindfold chess while talking would be... too difficult.

I hope this ends quickly. I'm getting confused...
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One of my common mistakes is "dumping everything on my future self." In reality, my future self and present self are the same person. I might improve a little over time, but not enough to make a decisive difference.

If humans developed that quickly, we would have easily conquered Earth by now.

The reason I'm saying this is simple. A few minutes ago, my past self told my future self, "Blindfold chess against 10 opponents is easy, right?" What nonsense.

If I had practiced enough, if I had a bit more time, if I had played the boards in order from table 1, I wouldn't have gotten confused.

It's been a while since I played blindfold chess, the time control is rapid, and the rule allowing moves in any order... I'm about to start forgetting positions.

"Phew... Table 4, Queen a5."

I've cleared three boards already. Tables 2, 5, and 6 were nearly lost from the beginning of the blindfold session, so I could finish them quickly.
Table 4 held out longer than I expected, but it's over now.

The forced checkmate sequence is set, and I still remember it.
If I concentrate a bit more, I might be able to finish everything perfectly without forgetting.

"What's your name?"

If it weren't for this chatty third-year student next to me, I probably could have done it. While I do have a genius brain, I'm not genius enough to play blindfold simul chess while talking.

*I'm going to lose my mind.*

The fact that I've held up well so far is thanks to this brain's excellence. My past life self would have struggled.

"Buyeo Yeon. Buyeo is my family name, Yeon is my given name."

"What an interesting name~ Do you know mine?"

My blood pressure is rising. I wish she would just be quiet. What kind of wealth and glory was my past self seeking when they assigned me this difficult task?

*No. Stay calm. Just hold on a little longer. It's rapid, right? At most, 10 minutes left.*

Having barely composed myself, I put on a cold smile and looked outside. The sunlight gently settled on my face.
I closed my eyes deliberately and spoke with apparent leisure. Actually, I closed my eyes because the sunlight was harsh, but to others, I must look composed.

"Senior Jin Ra-hee. Right?"

"That's right. Did Seung-a tell you?"

"Yes."

"Hmm~ Given Seung-a's personality, I doubt she approached you first to tell you. You asked her, didn't you?"

Why does she keep asking these pointless questions? I'm starting to get confused about the pawn structure on board three.
Is it because of her four hundred eyes? She seems to have psychopathic tendencies.

"Yeon, table 1—"

Si-woo starts reciting a move. I gesture to Ra-hee to excuse myself, close my eyes, and picture the board in my head.
I recreate the move Si-woo called out on my mental board. Fortunately, all boards are still in my memory. And table 4 has finally resigned.

*Now there are only six left. Almost half of what I started with.*

I opened the window and looked outside, trying to project the image of a girl embracing autumn vibes.
Of course, it's actually spring, and I've never once cared about seasons.

A pleasantly cool breeze came in. I tucked my hair behind my ear with the wind. The breeze swept through my hair, creating a nice atmosphere.

"Yes. I asked."

"Hmm~ Why did you ask?"

"I was curious. Who the self-proclaimed number one at this school was."

"Self-proclaimed?"

"Yes, self-proclaimed. Since I haven't acknowledged it. If the number one position is determined by non-experts' recognition, what could be more ridiculous?"

The image of a cold genius. Arrogant and confident, yet more beautiful than anyone.
Probably a young chess prodigy with a nickname like "Ice Princess."

That's the image I'm trying to project right now. When Si-woo is beside me, my cold genius image often wavers, but right now Si-woo is reading the boards for me.

This is the perfect moment to establish my cold genius image with someone I'm meeting for the first time.

"Ahaha, I see."

Ra-hee laughs while covering her mouth. When this four-hundred-eyed crazy woman laughs so demurely, it creates quite a nice atmosphere.

*Should I laugh while covering my mouth too? Hmm, no. A cold genius doesn't laugh.*

Ra-hee, who had been laughing out loud, suddenly stopped and became serious. It's a bit eerie how she switched from laughing to serious so quickly.

"Thanks for your answer. In return, may I take over from here?"

"What?"

I furrowed my brow for a moment. My cold genius image almost cracked.

"Table 1, Knight e1. Table 7, f6. Table 9, e5."

Ra-hee confidently recites the notation. I was so surprised I almost jumped out of my seat. Those moves are what I was planning to play.
They're not difficult moves to find. There weren't many options, and anyone above intermediate level could find them all.

However, this person was sitting next to me until just now, chatting with me.

"...Si-woo. Do as she says."

"Oh, okay."

Ra-hee stares at me with an expressionless face. It was creepy enough to be frightening.
With her small pupils making the whites of her eyes more visible, she's scarier than most horror movies.

*She's scary...! Why is she acting like this to me! Is she angry because I said she's not number one?*

My face stiffened with fear. I tensed my facial muscles even more, reinforcing my cold genius image.
If I didn't do this, I might look away and bow my head.

I wish Si-woo would protect me.

"Yeon, watch carefully. See what kind of person the 'number one' at this school is."

Ra-hee said that and then smiled with her eyes. She plays the best moves with skillful precision. As time passes, one by one, people start to resign.

A few minutes later, only three tables remain. She had kept all the boards in her head while talking to me.
Her outstanding skill was enough to be called a Grandmaster. She had the potential to be among the top tier of Grandmasters.

*I'm impressed. That person... is a genius like me.*

She might look like a strange woman at first glance, but with the title "Grandmaster," she has an eccentric genius image.

*An eccentric genius... Unlike me, she's probably the real deal.*

Someone who sees the world differently from others, handling things with a genius perspective. She's probably that kind of eccentric.

I'm half sincere, half concept.

I looked at Ra-hee with an expressionless face. She flashes her small pupils and smiles. It was a bit scary.

...
..
.

Jin Ra-hee, the top student at En Passant Academy, was cursing her past self.

*Why did I say that...! I should have waited a bit longer!*

While she was smiling leisurely and playing confidently, it was actually half deception. It was only possible because six boards were displayed on the large monitor behind Yeon.

When she glared at Yeon with wide eyes, she was actually staring at the monitor behind Yeon. While she was indeed a Grandmaster, she was a Grandmaster who wasn't good at blindfold chess.

Without this trick, she would have been limited to playing against three opponents at most.

Playing chess by looking at the images on the monitor is quite impressive in its own right. The angle is quite different from looking down at the board, and the positions of the pieces can be confusing.
However, it wasn't as genius-level as Yeon thought.

*I, I never claimed to be the number one at our school...! Well, it's not wrong since I'm the only Grandmaster, but still, I never said that!*

Ra-hee made excuses in her mind while looking into Yeon's eyes. The image she had of herself was "a Grandmaster full of humanity."

A Grandmaster who laughs a lot and is loved by friends. She wanted an image like that "Challenger" from the old days who was said to be able to compete with the Champion.

That person who reached the overwhelming second position in chess but appeared sloppy and clumsy in everyday life.
Ra-hee's idol was the Challenger from 20 years ago.

Ra-hee, who wanted to be a Grandmaster loved by everyone, wanted to be friends with Yeon. Since Yeon had taken the club president position, she must be skilled, and chess-skilled friends are always welcome.

*I showed my sincere dedication to chess and overflowing humanity... why is she treating me like this?*

For a moment, Ra-hee got distracted and forgot the board positions. It would have been a disaster if it were a real blindfold game, but she was cheating.

Ra-hee widened her eyes and looked at the monitor. At table 1, the current student council president was making a strange move. The coordinates confused her for a moment, so she squinted and examined carefully.

Yeon flinched and smiled.

*Is she angry? Why?*

Ra-hee felt a bit sad. She had approached Yeon and smiled, wanting to be friends, but Yeon kept pushing her away.

Ra-hee thought Yeon was a difficult person to approach. With a cold atmosphere and genius-like qualities that could earn her the nickname "Ice Princess."
Unlike Ra-hee, who was looking at the monitor while playing blindfold (not really) chess, Yeon was playing real blindfold chess.

In Ra-hee's opinion, Yeon was an incredible genius. Someone with the ability to easily perform blindfold simuls, along with the typical fussy demeanor of a genius.

She had approached and spoken to her hoping to become friends, but Yeon responded with the chilly attitude befitting a cold genius.

*She's so prickly with me... but is she kind to Seung-a and that boy?*

Ra-hee hesitantly recited the moves. Now only two tables remain: Seung-a and the student council president.

"Phew..."

The boy presumed to be Yeon's boyfriend wipes his forehead.

*Even with such a handsome boyfriend... why is she so prickly with me?*

Ra-hee looked at Yeon. She was definitely a pretty and cute female student. She had the cuteness appropriate for a first-year high school student.
The more Ra-hee looked at Yeon's face, the more she wanted to be friends with her.

*That's right! If it's difficult to become friends directly, I can go through someone else!*

Just as she was starting to get confused about the board positions. It would be perfect to naturally greet that boy while peeking at the board.

"Si-woo... was it? Is it hard? Could you hang in there a little longer?"

"Ah, yes. It's fine, Senior."

At least that student didn't seem to have any aversion to her. Ra-hee sighed in relief and looked at Yeon.

Yeon was making a face like she was about to cry.

*Cu-cute.*

Yeon, trembling and looking at her with an expression half anger and half sadness, was quite cute. At the same time, Ra-hee realized: Yeon wasn't a cold genius.

She was a child pretending to be an adult. The reason she acted prickly probably had no significant meaning.

*Should I try once more?*

Ra-hee smiled and waved to the boy.

"Junior Si-woo, could you come over here for a moment?"

"Uh... yes."

She glanced at Yeon. She was slightly pouting, looking at the boy with resentful eyes and an expression like she was about to cry.
It seemed like tears were already forming a little.

*So cute!!*

It felt like taking a toy from a baby's hands. Ra-hee was determined to become friends with Yeon.

Ch.79 - Grand Master (1)
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Ra-hee called Si-woo's name. And not just casually—she called him with a gentle smile, adding the title "junior."
Why? She just called me Yeon, so why is Si-woo "Junior Si-woo"?

My fingertips trembled, and my breathing quickened. My vision suddenly narrowed. My stomach churned, and I felt dizzy enough to vomit.

I covered my face with both hands and slowly inhaled. Then I exhaled for so long that my lungs felt constricted.
Getting through painful situations by making myself uncomfortable has been something I've done since long ago. As I continued to exhale, my chest tightened, and my lungs felt compressed.

When it became too difficult to endure, I slightly parted my lips and quickly inhaled.
The tightness in my chest instantly disappeared.

*The anxiety hasn't gone away.*

Usually, the anxiety should disappear along with the discomfort. It was an act of focusing all my nerves on pain, then washing away the discomfort as I relieved the pain.

But this time, it didn't work.

"Junior Si-woo, please bear with it a little longer."

Ra-hee naturally took Si-woo's hand and patted it gently. Was that gesture just for encouragement?
I don't think so. It's a vile and terrible act of using encouragement as an excuse to hold his hand.

*Why, why my friend...! He's my friend! I, I'm the only one who can hold that hand!*

I stomped my feet while looking at Si-woo. He brushed off Ra-hee's hand with an annoyed expression.

"I'm doing this because Yeon asked me to. There's no need for you to thank me, senior."

*Si-woo! My friend! As expected, Si-woo is my awesome friend!*

I clenched my fists, stomped my feet, and nodded. I trusted Si-woo. Unwavering loyalty is the true principle.
I felt like Si-woo would understand my feelings.

I gave him a thumbs-up with a big smile. Si-woo smiled slightly and discreetly showed me a thumbs-up in return.

My heart swelled. I just clearly realized what it means to understand each other without words. Friendship truly is magical.
Even in magical girl shows, they solve many problems through friendship. That's all based on historical evidence.

I looked at Ra-hee with a haughty expression. She turned toward me, her eyes flashing.

*I won! Si-woo is my friend alone!*

She smiled slightly, as if a single defeat meant nothing to her. It was a very unique smile.
Not a sneer, not a self-deprecating smile. Not the smile of someone who accepts defeat and retreats sadly.

For some reason, it was closer to a smile of enjoyment.

*I should warn Si-woo properly...! That's not the smile of someone who's given up.*

The statement that Ra-hee and I are similar was true. My face and chess skills are much better, but other things are generally similar.
Our smiles look alike, and our laughs sound similar. Even our unconscious gestures and vibes are somewhat similar.
And decisively, we have similar eyes for choosing friends. To put it extremely, you could say our taste in men is similar.

*I should have come alone... No, if I came alone, Si-woo would be left alone in the classroom. I hate that even more.*

Maybe I should just tie Si-woo up at my house. Put a leash on him and raise him by feeding him pet food. Keep him next to me when sleeping, bathe him myself...

"Yeon-a. I'll come back after chess is over. Don't think too many weird thoughts."

"Okay."

I waved goodbye to Si-woo. Indeed, Si-woo looks best when raised free-range like this.

Keeping him tied up for myself alone would be nice too, but that would be like keeping a jewel in a case for fear of damaging it.
Jewels have meaning when they're displayed. Si-woo is beautiful when he moves freely by my side.

*But, but maybe I should tie him up a little.*

While imagining accidentally handcuffing Si-woo's hand to mine, our eyes met. It felt like being caught doing something bad.
I should stop these strange fantasies.

We're bound by the strong bond of "trust," so it should be fine.

"Yeon-a, there's only one person left. Do you want to handle the rest?"

Ra-hee smiled with a suspicious look. While I was lost in thought, she had finished all the other boards.
I shook my head slightly. I hadn't been listening to what she was saying. Naturally, I had no idea what the current board position was.

"Okay. Then I'll finish it."

She looked at me again with that suspicious gaze. Why is she doing that?

Shortly after, she finished the last board. The last person remaining was the Student Council President at board one.

"Yeon-a, how was it? My skill."

"Well... I guess you're good enough to hold the first place while I'm gone."

"Really? Then... what about Junior Si-woo?"

It felt like my blood was flowing backward. Why does she keep calling Si-woo? He's mine, my Si-woo.
I felt tears welling up.

"Well, you're pretty good."

"Is Si-woo's ideal type a woman who's good at chess?"

"No."

"Then?"

"My perfect ideal type is Yeon."

As soon as I heard those words, I jumped up and clenched my fists. It was the perfect answer.
I had been on the verge of tears until just now, but as soon as I heard Si-woo's words, my mood improved dramatically.

A silly smile kept appearing on my face. Even when I tried to control my facial muscles, the smile kept leaking out.
I felt good.

*He said I'm his ideal type!*

He must say that because I only show him my good side. Since I'm careful about my behavior in front of Si-woo, I can show him only my perfect self. If he saw my inner thoughts, those feelings might change.

But that's not important right now. Anyway, he said I'm the best!

Even if it's a fabricated image, it's still me. Si-woo says I'm the best!

"Wow~ How romantic. So, how many years have you two been dating?"

"......"

"It seems like you've been dating for about three years, right?"

Si-woo rolled his eyes and looked at me. This is bad. The truth is, we're not dating yet.

I'm still very unstable, and I'm afraid that my unstable self might do something bad to Si-woo and break our relationship.
If we stay confined to the framework of friendship, I can't do anything too bad.

*Would she believe me if I made that excuse...? Wouldn't she think I'm just stringing him along?*

I can't tell the truth. I put my index finger to my lips and gazed steadily at Si-woo.

"...That's a secret. It's a memory just for the two of us."

I gave Si-woo a thumbs-up. It was a good excuse.

"Hmm... I see. But why do I keep thinking you two aren't dating? Am I mistaken? Then just tell me one thing. Are you two dating?"

Si-woo looked at me again. I can't make my friend lie.
Si-woo has been making good excuses for me until now, so it's my turn.

"Senior! Let's play a game of chess. If you win, I'll answer your question."

"Was my question that difficult...? Alright, I wanted to play chess with you anyway."

"Rapid. Fifteen minutes with ten-second increments."

"That's reasonable. But I get White?"

"Mmm, sure."

Ra-hee walked over with excited steps. She set up the chess board, connected it to the screen, and displayed the board on a large monitor.

*Since she likes chess, I just need to play a game with her. Then her interest in Si-woo should decrease.*

I held Si-woo's hand tightly. Then I pulled him slightly to position him behind me. This time, I will protect Si-woo.

The size difference is too great for me to give a protective impression even when I stand in front, but my determination to protect him is firm.

"Si-woo. I'll protect you!"

"Oh, oh... that expression is cute."

"No, not cute! You should say I'm reliable right now!"

"Ah, yes. You're reliable. Cool."

He seems to be teasing me. Or is he?

I sat down with a dubious expression. The other people waiting to play chess with me saw Ra-hee sitting across from me and seemed to understand, walking away.

Some played chess among themselves, while others found seats to watch. There were more of the latter.
It seems many people want to watch skilled chess players in person.

"Please begin."

"Alright. I look forward to our game."

Ra-hee extended her right hand with a smile. I reached out and shook her hand lightly.

The chess clock started. From now on, only two people exist in this world. Only the person with the White pieces and the person with the Black pieces.

A small world made up of 64 squares. We compete with moves and skills in that small world.

I closed my eyes. I became aware of various things around me. The clothing on my skin, people chattering nearby, the subtle scent of the chess board.

I opened my eyes again. I saw White had moved the pawn in front of the King forward two squares. I erased my senses one by one.
I erased hearing, smell, touch. I erased taste and finally erased sight.

Only the chess board remained in my world. I poured all my mental energy into the 64-square world, drawing myself into that narrow world.

Numerous branches appeared in my mind. Which opening to choose, which strategy to plan, and how to win.
Everything depends on my choice.

I reached out and pushed the pawn in front of my King forward two squares. An Open Game. It was a sign of respect toward the Grandmaster.

I usually use Open Games when competing with opponents of similar skill, and the Sicilian Defense when competing with those less skilled than me.

*Is this the first time I'm directly competing with a Grandmaster in this body?*

The opening went into the Ruy Lopez, Open variation. My heart pounded. I could already feel it getting exciting.

Ch.80 - Grand Master (2)
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The opening was the Ruy Lopez Open. Personally, when playing as Black in the Ruy Lopez, I prefer the Closed variation, but this time I went with the Open.

I didn't want a draw. I absolutely wanted to decide the match and win. That's why I opened the center and invited chaos. My plan was to quickly gain material advantage and end it.

After developing my undeveloped pieces one by one, it was about time to start the battle. Ra-hee made a quick attack first.

*That timing? Hmm... more aggressive style than I expected.*

If I had to evaluate that move, it would be ?! - not bad enough to deserve a question mark, but not quite good enough to call it a good move either.

It was literally a gambling move. If I didn't respond optimally, I could suffer significant damage.

*Is this Grandmaster pride? Even after seeing my skill... a bit presumptuous.*

I reached out and made the best possible response. I didn't need to calculate various moves. My move was both optimal and strongest.

"You definitely play well," she said.

When she saw her gambit wasn't working, she immediately switched to defense. She quickly gave up what she needed to minimize her losses.
That was the move of an experienced chess player.

*Not just aggressive then. She handles situations quite skillfully.*

It's quite impressive for a player so young. Usually, younger players tend to focus solely on attacking. Their transitions between offense and defense aren't smooth, and their mental game is weak, making them collapse easily.

*I was good at transitioning between offense and defense from a young age. My mental game was... a bit weak, but I had the calculation ability to overcome that.*

Ra-hee definitely had the skills to be called a "Prospect." Her ability to remain calm and make moves slowly even in disadvantageous situations was truly impressive.

Moves were played one after another. I deliberately avoided attacking too strongly. I wanted to observe more. What kind of chess player was she?

From what I've seen so far, her style is quite similar to my early career. She prioritizes attacks and even when defending, she leaves openings for future attacks.

Her moves are so peculiar that I wonder if I would have played like that in the past. She also makes somewhat reckless moves to control the flow of the game.

*Playing like that, you'll easily crumble when facing someone slightly better. I learned that the hard way.*

I finally realized it after being crushed by the current Champion and experiencing a losing streak with shattered confidence.

Chess is a game played by two people.

If you try to control everything yourself, you'll easily be shaken. Your opponent doesn't always move according to your predictions, nor can they.

There comes a time when you must surrender initiative. Then you gather your strength and turn the tables at once. That's what elevated me to the overwhelming second place. There's no answer in crude chess that twists your body trying to seize control.

"Unnie. Don't study game records from 20 years ago too much. If you're going to study, look at games played before death, not from too long ago."

I spoke with confidence. Ra-hee was imitating my old self.

"...How did you know?"

"It's too obvious. Sacrificing pieces to maintain initiative and recovering them much later. Who plays chess like that? That kind of chess only worked before Deep Blue."

I spoke with a self-deprecating tone. It felt like seeing my past self, so I couldn't criticize her too harshly.

"Still, I am a Grandmaster, you know?"

"That strategy is the Maginot Line of how far you can go. It's a strategy that forces retirement as soon as your calculation skills decline."

I spoke calmly, as if talking to my past self. There's a huge gap between who I was then and who I am now. It's skill built by tearing everything down and rebuilding. Now that I knew how Ra-hee played, I could afford to be relaxed.

She couldn't beat my chess with that style.

I started making aggressive moves to end the game. Ra-hee, who played chess like me in my early career, couldn't stop me.

After exchanging pieces appropriately, we entered the endgame. The current situation was a rook ending where I had two extra pawns. My king was closer to the center, and my rook controlled an open file. I had 3 minutes left, while she had 2 minutes. With increment, there wouldn't be any time losses or wins.

In terms of material score, I was ahead by 2 points, but looking at the overall position, I had more than a 5-point advantage.

"Do you want to resign, or continue?"

"Let's continue."

"Alright."

I'm someone who always wins winning endgames. While I might not have the insane skill to turn around losing positions, I do possess skills worthy of the "Grandmaster" title.

Slowly and surely, I moved step by step toward victory. From my advantageous position, I induced rook exchanges and actively exchanged pawns to eliminate variables.

In this situation, even Si-woo could win.

"Haaa..."

She let out a long sigh. I wiped the sweat from my hand for the handshake. But she didn't give up.

*This can't even be called fighting spirit. It's just stubbornness.*

I frowned as I looked at her. She seemed to have already given up on the game and was looking at me instead of the board.

"We can still talk, right? I still have over 2 minutes left."

"Well... sure."

We couldn't have chatted in a tournament, but it should be fine in a friendly match. I didn't want to be too strict.

"Is becoming Champion your goal? It's not easy for me to judge someone better than me, but... I think you could do it."

"Yes. It's not just a goal, it's something I must do."

"Hmm, I see."

We exchanged moves slowly while chatting. I didn't go easy on her. I played the best moves, the ones that would end the game fastest. She just kept circling her king.

"When I was young, I saw the current Champion. I even got his autograph."

"Oh..."

"Do you know what I thought when I first saw him? 'Wow, I can't beat this person.' That's what I felt."

"Just by seeing him...? Without even playing chess?"

"Yes. The dark circles under his eyes, and that piercing gaze. When I saw that, I just felt I couldn't win."

This is a side I don't know. When I was alive, he was serious but full of energy. He didn't have dark circles, and when he wasn't playing chess, he looked like an ordinary Scottish man.

I frowned. He had seemed stronger than anyone, so why did he end up like that? Was it because of me?

"And when I sat across from you to play chess. I felt the same thing then. The feeling that I absolutely couldn't win."

"Really? Hmph."

"But comparing the two, I feel like I couldn't beat you. It's like... there's a huge wall."

"It's just a feeling. Such things can only be determined by actually competing."

"I guess you're right? Hmm, anyway, I resign. It was a good game."

"Yes."

"Can I have your number?"

As soon as she resigned, she handed me her phone that was placed face-down beside her. I shrugged and entered my number. I can share my number. Though I would never give out Si-woo's number.

Ding!

"I sent you a text. Check it."

"Ah, yes."

I saved the number that sent the message. Then I opened the text to see what she sent.

'Simul event... Beat the Champion.'

I swallowed hard and read the notice. The Champion is coming to Korea in a month. He'll be doing a simul against 30 people under 19 years old.

In the simul against 30 people, three spots are reserved for titled youth players. The remaining twenty-seven spots will be filled based on tournament results...

"W-what is this? I haven't seen this before."

"It's written right there. Three spots for titled players are already filled. Of course I was selected first! I got the notice early."

There was a reason I couldn't find it. It hadn't been officially announced yet.

"I'll participate."

"I thought you would. I'm curious too. How well you'll hold up against the Champion."

"How well I'll hold up? No. You should be watching how I'll win."

"I don't think that's possible. Well, maybe it is. You play chess suspiciously well. I'm a Grandmaster, but I didn't expect to lose so easily."

"...It's the power of self-study. It's possible if you consistently review tournament game records and solve puzzles."

I made an excuse while avoiding her eyes. My rating is quite undervalued. Since I don't participate in many tournaments, my rating is still quite low.

"Does that really work...? Well, I guess it does since you're saying so."

"You can do it if you work hard."

"I see. Then you'll participate in this tournament too, right? I'm curious if you can really beat the Champion. It would be nice to see even a possibility."

"It's not one-on-one, it's a simul. Don't you think I have a higher chance of winning?"

"No. I think that would be difficult."

She stared at me intently. Her gaze is chilling every time I see it. I frowned as I looked at her.

"I still think you'll lose."

"You can tell by looking at my eyes?"

"No. By looking at your skill. I think the gap between you and the Champion is bigger than the gap between you and me."

"Sigh... You really don't have an eye for talent."

I shook my head. A good opportunity had come. The tournament is in a month, and the simul is in two months. Looking at the timing, it will probably overlap with summer vacation.

*A good opportunity to quickly make my name known to the world.*

I extended my hand to her for a handshake. It was a good match and good information.

Ch.81 - Grand Master (3)
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I lost the dormitory floor leader election. It seems everyone found my wandering around too unreliable, as no one from any grade voted for me...

Still, it's fine since demerits reset at the end of the first semester. Getting kicked out of the dorm wouldn't be a big deal. I might be late more often, but I'll manage somehow.

Right now, I don't have time to worry about that. I need to get back to my past life's form as quickly as possible.

If my past self played chess against my current self, we'd draw more than ten times before I'd eventually lose. It's not about skill, but about attitude toward competition.

Back then, I played chess like someone driven to the edge, half-mad with determination. My current self isn't quite there.

But I haven't made enough progress to say I've "broken through the wall," so I wouldn't be able to beat my past self who played with such desperation.

*My calculation skills have improved, but I don't have that burning fighting spirit from back then. Right now, I'm at best a Grandmaster with a rating in the low 2700s.*

During the Championship, the Champion's rating was just over 2900, while mine was in the mid-2800s.
A Grandmaster in the early 2700s is certainly an amazing player. They're internationally recognized and with some luck, can perform well in major tournaments.

But they can't become Champion. Objectively speaking, my current skill level is around the 2700s.

What I need to do now is achieve performance at least at the 2800 level. To do that, I need to bring back "my past self."

I didn't want to use this method since I've already failed with it once, but it's the only way to improve quickly.
The possibility is there. My past self pushed the Champion to an almost equal level, and this time I'll be facing the Champion in a simul.

If I can recapture that near-manic fighting spirit my past self had, I should be able to beat the Champion.

"Si-woo. Hug me. It's goodbye!"

I'm planning to use field study leave. The reason: tournament participation. Since we're a chess-focused high school, we get quite a few field study days per year.

Taking Si-woo to every tournament wouldn't be bad, but when he's beside me, my heart becomes too comfortable. My fighting spirit doesn't boil up, and I just want to snuggle up and rest.

Warm comfort. A tenderness I never felt in my past life. I hugged Si-woo tightly.

"Okay... Yeon-a, will you be alright without me? If a stranger asks you to follow them, never go. If someone tries to take you away saying they want chess lessons or autographs, you have to say no."

"...Am I a child?"

Actually, I am. I can't argue since I've actually been kidnapped like that before.
Well, it wasn't exactly kidnapping, but it might as well have been. An unfortunate memory.

"You're not a child, but I feel like I need to treat you like one."

"What are you saying? I'm actually older than you, you know? My mental age is that of an adult!"

"You're much smaller than me. And your mental age... doesn't seem like an adult to me."

"What does height have to do with it? And my birthday is earlier than yours! I'm older than you!"

"Yes, of course you are."

Again, my heart keeps softening. I keep wanting to throw chess aside, quit school, and just play all day.

*This is driving me crazy. I don't want to submit this field study application.*

My hesitation grew so much that I had to force myself to turn away. I'm someone who must become the chess Champion.
It's the position my past self wanted until death, and it's what will make my current self shine. To stand proudly before Si-woo, I need to be at least Champion, don't I?

"Well then, Si-woo. I'll go submit this and come back."

"Okay."

I spoke without looking at his face. If I saw it, my resolve might waver.

I decided to use exactly two weeks of field study. Any more and I'd miss the first semester exams, any less wouldn't be effective enough.

After getting my homeroom teacher's signature for the field study, I headed to the administrative office on the first floor. Once I get the final signature there, my application will be complete.

On my way down, I met Ra-hee unnie. She's the guardian Si-woo found because he was too worried about me going alone.
Actually, we're both minors so she's not really a guardian, but Si-woo feels much more at ease with two of us going.

*Si-woo worries too much. I used to travel abroad alone in the past.*

I asked Ra-hee unnie since traveling together would also halve the taxi fare. She has good skills and gives off an adult-like impression.

"Unnie, if you go to tournaments with me, won't I just drain your rating?"

"Even if I give you some points, I can get them back eventually. Ratings go up if you have skill and time."

"Oh. That's cool."

We submitted the field study application at the administrative office on the first floor. We acted like we were leaving today, but actually the field study starts next week.

I returned to the classroom with an awkward face. I had made a big deal about going to submit the application...

*It's okay. I'm cute anyway.*

I trotted over to Si-woo and plopped down on his lap.

"What, what. Why. What."

"I didn't say anything?"

Si-woo started fixing my hair. He took out a comb from his bag and began gently stroking it through. I hadn't seen it before—he must have bought it to fix my hair.

"...When did you buy that?"

"I ordered it on the weekend and it came yesterday. Why? Want it?"

"No. You fix my hair."

After tidying my hair, Si-woo gathered my hair in one hand and pulled out a hair tie from somewhere to tie it up.

Thankfully, it was a ponytail. Twin tails are one of the hairstyles I hate. I think no one over 10 should ever wear them.

"Yeon-a, your ears are red."

"Mmm..."

"The field study starts next week, right?"

"Yeah..."

"It's okay. We can say goodbye multiple times. Want to say goodbye tomorrow too? If we say goodbye every day until you leave, it'll be much easier when you really go."

I nodded slightly. I like how Si-woo speaks so beautifully. He's the perfect friend for someone like me who sometimes acts emotionally.
After tying my hair, Si-woo pulled out a mirror from somewhere and showed me how I looked.

*This kid... looks kind of cute.*

I saw a high school girl with flushed cheeks, looking embarrassed. Her hair tied back, white neck exposed, lips fidgeting.
The way she occasionally meets my eyes makes her look like a little fox.

"Want to take a picture?"

"Yes."

He took a photo with my phone. It was perfect for a wallpaper.

*Usually wallpapers should be either the default background or family photos, right? We're not family yet, but... this is good enough, hmm.*

My white neck turned slightly red.

"Pervert, stop those weird thoughts."

"I wasn't thinking anything yet!"

"Yet?"

"And I won't in the future either!"

My heart softened again. What should I do about this? I guess I was a weaker person than I thought.
I never imagined I could feel such happiness in a relationship with someone else. It feels like flying in the sky.

I'm happy.

So happy that I wish this moment could last forever.

...
..
.

Time is something that flows. Even moments that seem eternal gradually pass and become the past.
Happy presents exist only for an instant before becoming memories of the past.

But there's no need to be disappointed. We have the future. Isn't the future better than the fleeting present or the bygone past?

"Si-woo. Don't cry while I'm gone, okay?"

"I won't cry. Don't worry. Yeon-a, take care."

"Okay."

I waved goodbye. He said that if we said goodbye every day until now, the real farewell would be less painful.
Unfortunately, those preventive measures didn't mean much.

*It's only two weeks from now. It's fine. It's just 14 days.*

I felt like my chest was empty, but I'll be okay. I'm someone who's strong in extreme situations.

"Ra-hee unnie. Please help me with one thing."

"What is it?"

"If I try to go see Si-woo, stop me. Please."

This is essential if I want to raise my form. To maintain my boiling fighting spirit and competitive drive, I need to push myself.

You could say I'm burning my bridges. Maybe not with the resolve to die, but at least with the determination to definitely beat my opponent.

*If I had years of time, maybe it would be different... but to raise my form immediately, this is the best method.*

That's why I can't meet Si-woo. He shows me a different path. He keeps sweetly whispering that there's more to life than just chess.

When I'm with Si-woo, I keep wanting to throw chess aside and just have fun. While Si-woo is medicine for me as a person, he's poison for me as a chess player.

"Alright. Are you sure you won't regret it?"

"I'm not sure. But I think I need to do this much."

I know my own mental weakness. There's a good chance I won't be able to endure. But I have to do it.

"Hmm, I see. Okay. But don't blame me later, okay?"

"Yes. Don't worry."

I closed my eyes and slowly organized my thoughts. If I don't clarify my purpose, I might feel like giving up everything right away.

*I want to beat the Champion. But I can't with my current skill. I think I'd even lose to my past self. If I can recover my form from that time, I can win. So first I need to regain my fighting spirit.*

I won't keep using this method. It's already failed once. But for now, this is the best approach.
Time is limited, and if I can reach my past self's level, I think I can win.

First, it's important to win, imprint myself in the Champion's mind, and gain fame.
My past self reached almost the same level as the Champion, so I should be able to win in a simul.

*According to articles, the current Champion's skill is similar to what it was 20 years ago. So if I regain my skill from that time, I'll definitely win.*

I was confident in victory. I originally lost by just a hair's breadth. There's no way the Champion could beat me with the handicap of playing a simul.

Ch.82 - Grand Master (4)
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## Chapter 82

For two weeks—a period that felt both long and short—I didn't allow myself a single defeat. Not even a draw.

My record showed nothing but victories. Looking at all those green Ws, I could understand why Japanese people laugh with "wwwww."

Of course, my Ws stood for "win," which is different from theirs. Anyway, I entered every tournament I could, from small local events to medium-sized competitions.

Since two weeks isn't that long, I couldn't dramatically increase my rating, but I definitely made an impression on certain people.

[Who is this woman sweeping all chess tournaments in Seoul?]

The crowning achievement was an internet news article. While not the most credible news source, it was recognizable enough that many people had at least heard of it.
Actually, it was more known for negative reasons... but regardless, I made it into a short internet article.

For people who need to churn out daily news for ad revenue, I became quite decent material.

Though it was only two weeks, winning multiple tournaments simultaneously without a single loss was interesting.
Plus, among those I defeated was even a Grandmaster.

Naturally, that Grandmaster was Ra-hee.

It wasn't particularly difficult to defeat someone I'd already overwhelmingly beaten before. Ra-hee also followed my advice and played with a slightly different style than usual.

Most people thought I won by luck, but some with keen eyes recognized my talent.

"Hello, I'm from the Korea Chess Promotion Association. Would you be available for an interview?"

The woman who introduced herself as the president of the Korea Chess Promotion Association had very keen eyes. Despite the grand name, it was just a typical civic organization.

I couldn't find much information when I searched online, so I actually called their office to ask what kind of organization they were.

*Well... this is the limit of what I can accomplish in two weeks.*

The voice of the person who answered the phone at the office was identical to the woman now requesting an interview.
Seeing that the president herself answers calls, it must be an extremely small organization.

"Yes, that's fine. But... where will this interview be published?"

I asked with some apprehension. If this organization had been slightly larger, I wouldn't have been suspicious, but since it was so small it barely showed up in searches, I felt uneasy.

"A news outlet friendly with our organization will publish it."

"Oh... really?"

Seriously, how could someone be so untrustworthy? A woman who looked at most in her mid-twenties mentioning "friendly organizations" made my trust plummet.

*Still, she bought me drinks and cake, so giving her an hour of my time seems like the polite thing to do.*

Anticipating this, I had asked for the most expensive drink and cake. It was the kind of cake that would feel wasteful to buy with my own money, but delicious enough that I'd want to eat it again if someone else paid.

*Should I ask Si-woo to buy it for me later...? Hmm, I miss Si-woo.*

I thought about Si-woo while sipping my drink. I missed him and wanted to see him badly, but fortunately, I wasn't emotionally shaken.
I think it's because everything was going smoothly. I won all my games, and there was nothing making me anxious.

*Of course. I'm a normal person. I'm not anxious enough to call it an illness.*

Drinking my beverage made me want to eat cake.

"Is it okay if I eat during the interview?"

"Yes, that's fine. But first, could I take a photo?"

"Just of me? Or with Ra-hee too?"

"Both of you together would be great."

"Okay."

Ra-hee put down her fork when she heard that. She had been about to take a bite.

"Could you two move a little closer together? Yes, like that. Good. I'll take the picture now."

Click!

The interviewer showed us the photo on her phone. It had a nice atmosphere. Actually, with such good-looking subjects, it would have looked good no matter how it was taken.

"Now... let's begin the interview."

"Okay."

"How did you meet Master Jin Ra-hee?"

"Ra-hee? We just met at school."

"Could you be a bit more specific...?"

"Um... we met when they called for the student council and class presidents and vice presidents to gather in the morning."

"Are you referring to high school?"

"Yes."

I tilted my head. Something seemed off from the very first question. Ra-hee and I were just close senior and junior students, so why ask specifically about our relationship?

"What... what kind of relationship do you have with Master Ra-hee?"

"Just a close senior? A close school senior? That kind of relationship."

"...Not a master-student relationship, but a close senior?"

"Yes. We haven't even known each other that long."

I said while digging into my cake.

"According to this article, you two have been friendly rivals since childhood—"

"You believe that news? That's just fiction based loosely on an interview."

"Oh..."

The interviewer looked dejected. When I was interviewed by the person who wrote that article, I clearly said "I gave advice to my senior," but the article stated the exact opposite.

"Instead of that, why not publish a pure interview about me?"

"You mean an interview just about you?"

"Yes."

I smiled brightly while sucking on my straw. My form was at its peak now. That feeling my past self reached before dying was now manifesting in my current self.

Since I'd already walked this path once, walking it again was easy. In just two weeks, I regained my past life's form.

Perhaps I'm even stronger than back then. My current brain is better than my past life's.

"My goal is to become the chess Champion. And I'm going to break every record the current Champion holds."

"I see..."

The interviewer responded halfheartedly while writing down my words. She didn't seem to believe me.

"You don't seem convinced. Just wait a month and a half. I'll show you what's possible."

In two weeks, there's a regional qualifying tournament, and if I do well there and place in the top 27 in the finals, I can become part of the Simul.

It's quite complicated just to become one of 30 people, but the Champion's status in the current era is that significant.
They're like a sole deity receiving overwhelming support from people in the chess world.

"By 'possible,' do you mean you'll win against the Champion in the Simul?"

"Yes."

"Don't you think that's excessive confidence?"

"No, of course not. It's natural because I'm going to win."

The interviewer wrote down my words with a skeptical expression. I understand her reaction. After all, I'm still just an amateur chess player.

"And... could you add one line at the end of the article?"

"Yes, I can do that much."

"Champion, I will beat you in chess. Veni vidi vici!"

This was... a contingency message. When the Champion and I competed on a quiz show, and I suffered a crushing defeat without answering a single question correctly.

That was my farewell message that day. I meant that such problem-solving shows weren't real competitions, and true contests should be decided through chess.

The problem was that I said it in Korean, not English, and threw out "some cool English phrase" at the Champion who couldn't understand Korean.

Later, I felt a bit embarrassed when I learned it wasn't English. Also, I mispronounced "veni vidi vici" so that "vici" sounded like "bitch."

I was often teased about that... if it's the Champion I know, they'll recognize my interview.

*Well, a Scottish Champion probably won't read Korean news anyway.*

I said it with a light heart. I have no intention of directly telling the Champion that I've been reborn.
They probably wouldn't believe me anyway, and I can't imagine how much evidence I'd need to convince that suspicious person.

I could defeat them with skill and become the second Challenger by provoking them, but I can't be exactly the same as my past life self.

*Being such a suspicious person, even if they see my interview, they won't think of my past life.*

It's truly a message for the most unlikely scenario.

After my confident interview, the interviewer asked several questions to fill out the content.
Since she bought me cake and drinks, I answered diligently, and the interview ended after about two hours.

"Well then, goodbye."

"Yes. Take care on your way home too."

The interviewer left the café first. I realized I didn't ask exactly where the interview would be published. It should be fine. It's probably just a small internet news site anyway.

"Phew... talking so much is more tiring than I expected. Ra-hee, let's stop eating and get going."

Ra-hee had done nothing but eat. The interviewer bought her a drink and cake too, but after finishing those, she bought several more cakes with her own money.

Ra-hee did receive a few questions, but they were so brief they barely counted as an interview.

"This place has really good cake."

"Isn't it a franchise?"

"But it tastes better here than other locations."

"Really...?"

We spent the last day of our field trip without much thought. I didn't have high expectations for the interview.

And the next day, our faces were on the main page of Mind Sports News.

Ch.83 - Champion (1)
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For two weeks, Ra-hee and I dedicated everything to chess. Those two weeks felt both short and long. I thought I hadn't accomplished much, but looking back, I realized I'd done more than I expected.

Thanks to the mental strengthening program over those two weeks, my mindset became similar to that of my past life. Not exactly the same, of course. I wasn't as desperate as I had been then.

But I definitely regained that quiet fighting spirit burning within me. I participated in tournaments like crazy. I played chess intensely for those two weeks, reminiscent of that period in my past life.

As a result, I raised my rating quite a bit and managed to save some money. I'm not usually one to save, but I made an effort this time. I'm saving up for an overseas trip later.

Not a trip for chess tournaments, but one for enjoyment. I want to take at least one trip in this life that I never got to experience in my previous one.

And one more thing. The suspicious news featured on Mind Sports News' main page. I suppose that could be considered an achievement too.

I hadn't read this news yet. I wanted to read it with Si-woo, as it presumably featured my impressive self.

"Here, your truly has made the news."

"Oh... amazing."

"Cheer more enthusiastically!"

"Wooooow!"

Clap clap clap clap clap clap clap clap clap clap.

Si-woo applauded and cheered. The eyes of our classmates turned toward us, which was a bit embarrassing. It was Monday lunchtime. The sudden applause had drawn attention.

*Well, it's been a while since we've seen each other, so it's okay to act a little silly, right?*

I decided to just act shamelessly. What does it matter? It's been a while since we've seen each other, so this kind of behavior is acceptable.

Sitting on Si-woo's lap, I clicked on the news article.

[The Second Challenger Appears in Korea. Who Is She?]

It was an article in the chess section of Mind Sports News. It wasn't exactly news in the traditional sense. If anything, it was written in the style of an investigative program.

There were more photos than text, and the photos were arranged in an intuitive, easy-to-read format.

Thanks to that, I could grasp the content just by scrolling through. From what I gathered, this article compared me to my past self.

In my past life, I had defeated strong opponents early in my career and given many arrogant interviews. I used strong words to the point where you could say I deliberately drew attention.

I did the same in my current interviews. I exaggerated my confidence to attract people's interest.

If that had been all, I wouldn't have paid much attention.

The key was a photo analysis of the moves my past self had played, what style of moves I made, and the comparison with the moves I play now, showing the match rate.

The match rate was about 80%. According to the program analysis, this meant I played similar moves about 80% of the time.
In reality, my style in the early and later parts of my career was somewhat different, so that percentage seems about right.

According to this article, I, who had accumulated consecutive wins over two weeks, was the second challenger to appear in Korea.
The evidence was the similarity in playing style, behavior, and various other factors.

*Sharp. I didn't expect such detailed analysis... Was that interviewer more impressive than I thought?*

The article contained a bit more information.
According to the program that analyzed the match rate with my past self, the person with the highest match rate so far was Jin Ra-hee (GM).

It was Ra-hee. With a match rate in the mid-80s. This meant she frequently played moves similar to those of my past self.

Several other names were mentioned, and all those with high match rates held Master titles.

In a way, this was obvious.
In my past life, I was among the top Grandmasters, and being able to play similar moves to mine meant having comparable skills.

So the final part of the article introduced me as the future Grandmaster who would lead the future of Korean chess.

*Is this good? I guess it is?*

I couldn't say it was extremely good. It was the main news, a big article... but they find a promising player almost every week and label them "future Grandmaster."

Apparently, some of them actually became Grandmasters, but it doesn't seem very meaningful. If they interview one good player each week, it would be strange if they didn't get it right sometimes.

After reading the article, my brief assessment was, "It seems good, but it's ambiguous."
My words were quoted verbatim, including my declaration of challenge to the Champion. That was definitely good.

Being called a promising player was also good. But thinking of myself as just one of the promising players that appear every week left me feeling underwhelmed.

"So, what do you think? About my skills!"

"It's impressive. Impressive, but, hmm."

Si-woo clicked on related news. There were articles decorated with all kinds of flowery language.

Someone with the potential to become the youngest Grandmaster, someone with machine-like endgame skills, someone with outstanding sacrifice plays...

So many people were featured in articles.

"Isn't it... too common to be considered impressive?"

"...I guess so."

"It's okay. You'll succeed someday anyway, right? No one pays attention now, but later, those who ignored you will regret it."

"Mmm..."

I let out a small sigh. I had been somewhat hopeful, but the news was less impressive than I'd expected. I wanted to proudly show off to Si-woo and create an image of "an incredibly cool friend who's good at chess."

*Being cute is nice, but I want to be cool. I want to be someone reliable, someone people feel comfortable around.*

I kicked at the floor absently. I had been so excited and even received applause, but the result was underwhelming.

"Yeon-a. Still, you were cool. You didn't lose a single game, you won them all. No draws, only victories. Not everyone can do that."

"Y-yeah, that's true."

"It's really amazing! I've never achieved a perfect score even in small tournaments. There's always at least one or two draws. But you won everything!"

"Right, isn't that something?"

"Yes! It's amazing!"

"So I am amazing, right?"

"Yes! You're cool!"

"That's right!"

"You're cool!"

"Yay!"

I clenched my fists in excitement. Si-woo jumped up from his seat, grabbed me by the armpits, and lifted me high. I felt like the little lion cub from The Lion King.

Si-woo lifted me high with a bright smile. I really was cool! I was a cool, dependable friend who's good at chess and gives Si-woo a sense of security!

I was overjoyed. My best friend acknowledged me. I felt like I was flying. Well, I actually was, in a way.
Since my feet weren't touching the ground, it was practically the same as flying.

"Everyone, applaud!"

Si-woo called out to our classmates. Hikari was the first to start clapping. She applauded enthusiastically with a smile that seemed to say, "There they go again."

Seeing her, our club members started to applaud. As they clapped, the rest of the class followed suit.
Even our homeroom teacher, who had entered at some point, started clapping with a puzzled look.

Among those applauding, no one knew why they were clapping. They were just applauding me because Si-woo was holding me up.

*They're not making fun of me, right? Of course not! I'm cool!*

Clap clap clap clap clap clap clap clap clap clap clap—!!!

After nearly a minute of applause, I was finally set down. Si-woo rotated his arms as if his shoulders were stiff.

I ran to Si-woo and hugged him tightly.
And then, in a very natural motion, I pressed my lips to his cheek.

Smooch.

"Ah, aaaah!! Sorry! It was a mistake!"

"Uh, uhh..."

Ooooooooooh~

Our classmates and teacher watched the scene and made "ooooh" sounds. I covered my face with both hands.

*What was I thinking! Why, why did I kiss him there!! Eeeeek!*

I shook my head vigorously. It was a mistake. A mistake. The atmosphere just made it feel like I should do something like that, and I accidentally did it.

I'm usually cool and rational. Revealing my true feelings in that situation wasn't like me. It was definitely a mistake.

Glance. I looked at Si-woo. His ears and neck were red.

*I won.*

I felt like I had won somehow.

...
..
.

The Champion. A Scottish man who had risen to the Champion's position at a young age and maintained it until now.

He settled into the first class section of the airplane with his old teacher. It was a flight to Korea.

The kid who should have been the next Champion. His virtually adopted son with brilliant creativity. The day when he first called him "Dad" was approaching.

The Champion felt his heart ache again as he thought of his adopted son. Guilt enveloped his entire body. If only he had been more lenient, if only he had paid more attention to the boy's health.

Then that child would still be alive. The child who was more talented and wiser than anyone, but also more anxious than anyone.

That child whose body had grown but whose mind remained the same as when they first met. That dear, anxious child was no longer here.

Due to his mistake, the child had broken down and eventually died. The reason he was heading to Korea with his old teacher was for atonement.

That child, who loved chess more than anyone, had realized there was no chess in his country and traveled abroad at a young age.

If that child were to come back to life, he boarded the plane with the sole intention of creating a country for him.

The Champion asked his secretary to find some readable chess news from Korea. The secretary immediately selected one of the articles currently featured on the main page and gave it to the Champion.

*Child. Korea is now a country that loves chess. I wish you could see it.*

He smiled slightly as he saw chess occupying a part of the sports news. But the smile didn't last long.
There was no way the child could see it. The child who loved chess was no longer here.

The article featured a confident-looking girl. The young girl had very boldly stated that she would defeat the Champion.

Seeing a part of his child in that confident appearance, the Champion clutched his chest in pain.

And finally, he finished reading the article. Tears were streaming down his face.

*It's an absurd story. Yes. An absurd story.*

He received a handkerchief from his secretary and wiped his tears. He took out a photo from his wallet and looked at his adopted son's face.

"I hope you're happy there."

The plane heading to Korea took off. Around that time, Yeon was pressing her lips to Si-woo's cheek.

Ch.84 - Champion (2)
Chapter 84

Today, the preliminaries begin. I need to perform well in the preliminaries and place in the top 27 in the main tournament to become part of the simul.

If I had a Master title, I could have skipped this entire process... but I don't have one right now.

Getting a title wouldn't be difficult if I had time, but I haven't been able to earn one yet since I haven't had much time. There haven't been any major tournaments in Korea, and I haven't gone abroad for competitions either.

So right now, I'm just an ordinary person. That means I have to go through both the preliminaries and the main tournament to become part of the simul.

*I've beaten a Grandmaster before, but I still can't get exempted from the preliminaries?*

Honestly, it was annoying. This tournament isn't organized by the chess association, but by an organization run by the Champion.

Winning here doesn't even improve your rating. They say first place gets a certificate, but that's just a laminated piece of paper. It doesn't mean much.

"Hmm-nyaa..."

I went to the convenience store in front of the tournament venue and ate a triangle kimbap and cup ramen. Heating the triangle kimbap in the microwave, carefully peeling off the wrapper, and taking a big bite—there's nothing more delicious.

Then taking a bite of cup ramen and slurping up the broth—it tastes better than any fancy meal.

"Kuheo..."

"Is it good?"

"Yeah. This is real food. Whew, my Chess Belly is getting full."

I said while holding my stomach. Among chess professionals, there are some who are quite overweight. Their bellies aren't actually fat but Chess Bellies... or so they say.

It's similar to the song pouch of the goblin from that folktale.

*But I have a slim waist—is my chest my Chess Belly?*

I finished my breakfast while having these silly thoughts.

"Si-woo, will you be okay though? Honestly, with your current skill level, the main tournament might be too much. You might make it through the preliminaries with some luck."

"I'm just participating, that's all. If I enter the tournament with you, we can go home together after it's over."

I nodded. When Si-woo is beside me, my thoughts wander. These distractions interfere with my chess a bit, making it harder to play at my full potential.

To be honest, I wanted to come to this tournament alone without Si-woo. This is my path to meeting the current Champion, the best player I acknowledge.

I wanted to build a winning streak with the best moves in the most impressive way.

*Honestly, my skills do drop a bit when I'm with Si-woo. Sometimes I even lose the desire to play chess.*

But I can't lose a friend because of chess. At least in this life, I need to be the one controlling chess.

I don't want to be controlled by chess and meet death that way. There's no need to make the same mistake twice.

I should develop enough skill to win even with Si-woo beside me, even with distracting thoughts.

*Is this what the Champion meant about making friends to win? Like training weights?*

That seems quite possible.

"Shall we go now?"

"Let's go."

I calmed my mind. I don't think I'll lose in the preliminaries. However, I'm aiming for perfect victories.

To capture everyone's attention and be recognized not just as one of the simul participants but as "someone who could potentially beat the Champion."

If I do that, the Champion will take interest in me. Setting everything else aside, I need to get their attention first to make any progress.

*What should I say when we meet? Should I act normal and not reveal who I am? That's probably better.*

They wouldn't believe the truth anyway. It might even be quite unpleasant. They might think I'm impersonating someone who died.

It's better to act naturally, just like when I normally play chess. I don't need to do anything excessive to attract attention.

Beating the Champion will be enough to get attention. The person I remember is someone as competitive as me.
They pretend to be fine, but actually spend days thinking and improving after a defeat.

*The plan is simple. Win, win, win, (and so on), win.*

Chess is such a convenient game. If you just win everything, all problems are solved. It's a solo game so you can't blame teammates, and while the black and white balance isn't great, playing two games solves that.

The big drawback is that draws happen too often, but otherwise it's fine.

We entered the venue. With the mindset that winning is all that matters, I was determined to achieve overwhelming victories.

...
..
.

*Table 1? Lucky me.*

Playing my first match at table 1. And I have the white pieces. White pieces, first match, table 1. I'm feeling good from the start.

Sitting in my chair, I loosened my arms and focused my mind. I considered what to play in the opening stage and which opening would look the most impressive.

I'm a player who uses quite a variety of openings. I don't have many main openings that I'm truly excellent with, but I know quite a few that can keep the game relatively equal.

*I should start with King's Pawn Opening. Starting the first game with Queen's Pawn Opening would be bad luck.*

After that, I can adapt to my opponent's responses. Black has so many different defenses against King's Pawn Opening that it's difficult to prepare for each one.

Just as the first round was about to begin, my opponent arrived.

"Pleased to meet youuu."

He was a male student who seemed to have a sly side. Just by looking at him, I could tell he'd probably play the French or Caro-Kann Defense.

From a chess physiognomy perspective, that kind of face doesn't usually go for open games.

"Yes. Pleased to meet you."

"Noona, what's your name?"

"Dokgo Chunja."

"Ah... Ms. Chunja? That's a pretty name."

What nonsense. Is he crazy?

I told him to get lost in a roundabout way, but he didn't get it. I decided to ignore it. I've met people like him in my past life.

Those guys who try to irritate you before the game starts—it's always players of mediocre skill who enjoy this kind of play.

*They laugh triumphantly when you pretend to get upset, as if their plan worked... I've experienced this many times.*

In tournaments without referees nearby, there's always one or two of these guys. Usually it's men in their 30s who do this as a joke, but this kid is doing it too.

"My family name is Dok, and my given name is Go Chunja. Are you making fun of my name?"

"...Is there a Dok surname?"

"Ha, you don't even know about Prime Minister Dok Daepan from King Sukjong's era during the Joseon Dynasty? The one who went to Japan as an envoy and brought back a ton of gold?"

"Ah...! That person! Of course I know."

Who is that?

"I'm the 37th generation descendant of the Naseong Dok clan. Please be careful."

"Oh, Naseong? You're from a good place."

"Do you even know where Naseong is?"

"Ah! I did know. I'm a bit confused. Gyeonggi Province...?"

It's in America. Los Angeles written in Chinese characters is Naseong.

Ding ding ding—!!

The bell rang as if to say enough with the useless talk and start playing chess. It was kind of fun watching him desperately pretend to know things.

I quickly moved the pawn in front of my King forward one square and slammed the chess clock.

"Oh... powerful."

He muttered that and then moved the pawn in front of the Queen's Bishop forward one square. Caro-Kann Defense.

*I knew it. Chess physiognomy proves correct once again.*

Sighing, I moved the pawn in front of my Queen forward two squares. Since he allowed me to push a center pawn, I should do so.

My opponent pushed the pawn in front of his Queen, attempting a center counter. White has about three possible responses here.

Develop a Knight to defend, push the attacked pawn forward one square to evade, or accept the exchange.

That's the difference between the French Defense and Caro-Kann Defense. Both are defensive and often result in closed positions, but White's responses differ slightly.

In the French Defense, I think defending with the Knight is the only good option. Pushing the pawn isn't great, and exchanging is a terrible choice.

But Caro-Kann is different. Defending, pushing, and exchanging are all somewhat viable. This means White has more possible responses.

*And usually guys like him don't study openings very deeply.*

I played a move that wasn't among the three most common responses in the Caro-Kann, but something completely different.

*Fantasy Variation.*

According to my memory, it's the fifth most commonly played move.

It's an opening with a proper name and has been extensively researched, but it's ignored at the highest levels because it creates weaknesses.

But I like it. Because the name is cool.

[Caro-Kann Defense: Fantasy Variation.]

That's style. What's chess without some flair?

After entering the Fantasy Variation, I looked at my opponent. He seemed quite uncomfortable.

That's how people usually react when they enter an opening they don't know. The opening is where the difference between those who have studied and those who haven't can be quite significant.

You might fall into an opening trap, lose a piece right from the start, or even get checkmated.

In a game of perfect information, lack of information means defeat. So you should have studied properly.

I prepared a small trap for my opponent. Pretending to make a mistake, I played a different move instead of protecting a pawn.

*If he takes this, I can recover the pawn, and he won't be able to castle.*

It's a trap I prepared just in case. If my opponent pays a little attention, he won't fall for it.

"Oh."

He fell for it.

I smirked and dealt with my trapped prey. The material situation was equal, but my opponent couldn't castle.

With his King stuck in the center, unable to castle, I hunted him down easily.

"Good game."

The first game ended quickly. I wonder if that counts as overwhelming.
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I carefully analyzed the text, identifying all character names and terms from the glossary before translating.

## Chapter 85

Fast. And overwhelmingly. I launch attacks even at the cost of some disadvantage.

In the early days of my career, when I didn't understand defensive concepts, I only made aggressive moves. Now I'm playing even more aggressively than back then.

In most games, I win despite having a lower material score. Sacrificing a pawn is basic, and I frequently sacrifice knights and bishops too.

I've also consistently used exchange sacrifices, trading rooks for knights. Because of this, I'm always behind in material score.

However, I haven't lost a single game.

Chess is ultimately a game where you win by capturing the opponent's king. No matter how many points behind you are in material, if you capture the opponent's king, you win.

In other words, if I'm prepared to sacrifice all my pieces to capture the opponent's king, I win.

*The revival of Romantic chess.*

From the Renaissance when modern chess rules were established until the early 20th century, people believed that attack was paramount in chess.

Chess before Wilhelm Steinitz, the first Champion, established positional concepts. An era when attack was the only virtue.
That era's chess is called Romantic chess.

Compared to modern chess, it's full of flaws, but my skill makes those flaws disappear.

If Paul Morphy, the representative player of Romantic chess, were to play against modern people, this would probably be the result.

Attack, attack, attack. And victory.

People couldn't handle this unfamiliar chess style and quickly crumbled.

"Phew..."

Perhaps because I played such intense games, my throat is dry. I drink some water I bought from the convenience store and head to the bathroom.

Only the final round remains now.

...
..
.

A space with a large monitor displayed in the center. The atmosphere resembles a NASA research lab, but it's actually just the management room overseeing all the boards.

A simul with the Champion is surprisingly a major event. There are only two countries where these simuls are held regularly: Scotland and Korea.

Because of this, many foreigners come to Korea to participate in this simul.
The Champion's status in chess is that significant.

There are always people who commit cheating just to play a move against the Champion. The people here are those who prevent such cheating.

The large board displays numerous chess boards arranged densely, and a person sitting in a chair in front of the monitor is monitoring the screen.

"Ah, Team Leader Kim. Suspected cheating at table 14."

"Suspected?"

"Almost confirmed. They haven't made any mistakes, have they? Should I send the rookie?"

"No, I'll go this time. I'll take the metal detector."

"Yes, sir."

Their job is simple. They impose sanctions on cheaters detected by the anti-cheating program.

In fact, there's almost nothing for humans to do. Most tasks are handled by the program, and they only directly find and handle issues like board malfunctions or sensor failures.

Among the numerous chess boards lined up on the large monitor, they only need to find the ones with red lights and replace those boards, and their job is almost done.

They also explain rules like en passant to those who don't know it, or explain time forfeit rules or draw rules, but that rarely happens.

Once the board replacements are done, there's essentially no more work.

"Wow... it's a Scotch Gambit this time?"

"Hyung. Is that person's game that interesting? Their rating isn't even that good... What's their registration number?"

"Want to see too? 16789999."

"One-six-seven-eight... four nines. Huh? This person has won all their games?"

"Yeah. How many people have perfect scores now?"

"Forty-five."

"After this round, it'll be twenty. I'm certain this person will be among those twenty. They'll win this one too."

The idle administrators usually watch the chess matches. There's not much to do after the chess games start.

In the first few rounds, there are people who cheat, but by the final round, most of those people have been filtered out.

This is a tournament where you need a perfect score just to pass the preliminaries. People who resort to cheating don't even make it to the final round with consecutive wins.

"Hyung. But this person's accuracy is really low? Maybe they've just been facing weak opponents?"

"No, I'm telling you. I can see Mikhail Tal? Paul Morphy? Bobby Fischer? I'm serious. They're insanely aggressive, but that aggression is sharp."

"Really...?"

The administrator mentions former champions. All three players dominated their eras. They were particularly known for their aggressive moves.

The younger administrator looks at the monitor with skeptical eyes. The opening is a Scotch Gambit. Looking at the game records, they used gambit openings in most games.

*Wow, 3 games with Double Muzio Gambit? Is this a concept?*

The Double Muzio Gambit is an opening where two pieces are sacrificed. It's a strange opening that starts with a material disadvantage of 6 points.

It's an extreme opening that leads to defeat if the attack is blocked, so it's rarely used in tournaments.

The fact that such an opening was used was interesting enough.

"They do seem to play well. Their attacks are really insane, aren't they?"

"Right? There's a reason I've been watching since the first game."

"You've been watching just this one person from the first game until now?"

"Yeah. It's worth it. I wonder how well this person will do in the simul."

"The simul? You think this person will be among the top 27 in the main event?"

"Of course. If not, it would be match-fixing."

The young administrator tilted his head. He had asked because it seemed like the other had been watching the same person for several rounds, but the answer was that he had been watching the same person since the first round.

And he claimed this person was skilled enough to be among the top 27 in the main event.

*Is that possible? With such low accuracy?*

He smirked. Accuracy, or more precisely, the rate of agreement with computer engines.
Top grandmasters sometimes achieve over 99% agreement.

High accuracy doesn't necessarily mean high skill, but low accuracy often indicates a weaker player.

In modern chess, playing moves that computers would play is considered good chess. After all, chess engines are the gods of chess now.

This person, who has recorded less than 80% agreement in all rounds so far, would likely reach their limit in the main event. That's what the young administrator thought.

*Since hyung says they're so great, I'll just watch this person this time.*

He leaned back comfortably in his chair. He didn't have high expectations. Chess that only focuses on attack has its limits, and a skilled player who made it to the final round would be able to defend against it.

He thought they would barely make it through the preliminaries, let alone be among the top 27 in the main event.

"It should be coming soon..."

"What's coming?"

"The sacrifice. This person's sacrifices are really something else. It seems impossible, but it works. The computer says it's a mistake, but in the end, it turns out to be the best move."

"What?"

"If defended well, it would be a mistake. But it's incredibly difficult to defend 'well,' you know? So they barely manage to defend and then collapse due to an even bigger mistake."

"Isn't that just a bluff? It seems like they're just sacrificing randomly, hoping the opponent makes a mistake."

"No, it's not..."

The administrator trails off. The move just now was quite subtle. The computer says it's an ordinary move, but it looked like a mistake.

"Huh? Why isn't this a mistake?"

"I wonder...?"

That move just now created a weakness in the position. It was a move that a computer would likely judge as a mistake.

The two administrators aren't particularly good at chess, but they definitely know what moves computers would call mistakes.
In their opinion, that move should have been called a mistake by the computer.

"Well, they'll show us something. They have so far."

"It looks like their bluff has been exposed."

"No, I'm telling you. They're really a hidden master."

The two fell silent and watched. It was a strange piece arrangement they'd never seen before. The pieces were advanced, but there seemed to be no harmony between them.

If you looked carefully, you might find one or two tactics in this strange position.

However, even after some time passed, the situation didn't change much. The seemingly unstable position was surprisingly stable.

They could lightly deflect attacks and counter, or pressure the opponent with sacrifice threats.

"It's definitely... interesting. How do they make such moves?"

"I know. Wow... this is the first time I've seen someone play like this in the final round."

"True. I admit they're skilled."

And a few moves later, White sacrificed the queen. The computer put two question marks on that move. A blunder, meaning a huge mistake.

"Game over. Hyung, I told you this person just got lucky."

"Yeah... why did they do that? They were doing so well until now."

The graph displayed by the computer was already heavily tilted toward Black. -5, meaning Black had an advantage of nearly 5 points.

But something strange started to happen.

As soon as Black made what seemed like an ordinary move, the graph turned white. And the graph had a small "M6" written on it.

"What? Checkmate in 6 moves...?"

"There's a checkmate?"

The two stared intently, examining every detail. They couldn't see it no matter how hard they looked.

"Hyung. Let's run the engine."

"Let's do that."

And when they ran the engine, it showed a checkmate in 6 moves.

"What? This is checkmate? If they escape here... Huh? It's still checkmate? This doesn't work either? What?"

There really was a checkmate in six moves. And on the two administrators' monitors, those six moves leading to checkmate began to play out.

"Wow... they really won?"

"I-I told you. They're good. This probably wasn't luck but skill. A high-level trap... something like that."

"They're the first person to advance to the main event. Hyung, what's this person's name?"

"Name?"

The administrator searches for the name using the registration number.

"Buyeo Yeon."

Yeon. Advanced through the preliminaries with a perfect score.
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The day I won the preliminaries, a thought crossed my mind.

*Is this really the right way to play chess?*

Honestly, what I did was almost desperate. I used my calculation skills to create favorable positions and aimed for higher probability moves, but ultimately I was just baiting my opponents into making mistakes.

While I did play well, a big part of my victory came from my opponents' errors. Some might call it underhanded.

The people in this tournament are amateurs with limited tournament experience. It's unreasonable to expect people with little experience to play their best when they're under pressure to win every game.

The tournament environment and the burden of needing a perfect record increased their mistakes. I exploited that and got lucky with my victories.

If my opponents had been just a bit more careful, my chances of losing would have increased. I probably would have still won, but with more difficulty.

While I'm not perfect at endgames, I'm not going to lose to amateurs. I'd win somehow. This time, I relied on that "somehow" and forced things.

*I should be more restrained in the main tournament... that barely qualified as chess.*

I felt a bit remorseful. I forced things too much because I wanted attention.

I need to show more restraint in the main tournament. At the very least, I shouldn't gamble like I did in the final match.

That last game... if my trap hadn't worked, I would have lost for sure. Risking a queen was truly insane.

Giving up a queen in the endgame is something even an engine couldn't recover from.

Sacrificing a queen in the opening is one thing, but throwing it away in the middlegame after several exchanges is madness.

*Still, I can't lose my aggression. That's my concept.*

The Champion is a hexagonal player with perfect offense, defense, opening, tactics, endgame, and strategy, but if I had to pick, his defense is stronger than his offense.

Maybe it's his age, but he seems to have lost some of the fighting spirit of his youth. His recent game records show a more defensive approach.

So if I show surprising attacking power, it will definitely make the news.

Someone will surely use the "strongest spear" nickname for me when analyzing the simul participants.

Spear versus shield is always good material, so someone will probably use it.

"Hnngh...!!"

I stretched my arms to loosen my muscles. Playing chess all day has drained my energy. I'm so tired I'll need to go to bed early tonight.

"Si—ba. Short for Si-woo bye."

"I don't think you should abbreviate it like that."

"Siba."

"You take care too."

Unfortunately, Si-woo lost once and drew once. It's a good record, but not enough to advance through the preliminaries.

The cutoff for the preliminaries was one draw and wins for all other games. It seems there were many draws in the final round.

Tied players were decided by 3-minute blitz with 2-second increments.

*The main tournament is coming up soon.*

I checked the main tournament schedule. The top 27 players from the main tournament will participate in the simul. With my skill, I could give up a rook and still easily make the top 27.

So it would be better to advance as the first place, preferably with a perfect score.

After returning to the dormitory, I immediately set up the chess board. I'm nervous. The person who defeated me in my past life when I was at my strongest.

Simply put, the best chess player in the world. I'll soon meet that person.

*I'm a bit nervous.*

I moved the pieces one by one. There are two things to prepare before my match with the Champion: my opening as White and my opening as Black.

When I'm White, I'll use the Ruy Lopez. It's the opening I'm most proficient with and my main weapon.
I almost always used the Ruy Lopez in decisive games.

It doesn't matter if my opponent knows and prepares for it. I was skilled enough to break through even when they were prepared.

The Champion will probably accept the Ruy Lopez. And there's a high chance he'll go into the Ruy Lopez, Closed Variation.

I don't have a definite reason, but I'm almost certain. He enjoys open games and accepting his opponent's openings.

And when I'm Black... I'm not sure. The Champion is proficient with every existing opening.
Not just proficient—he plays them all at a world-class level.

He's a madman who shows considerable skill even with strange openings that you'd wonder if they're practical.

*King's Pawn, Queen's Pawn, English, Réti, Nimzo-Larsen. It's almost certainly one of these.*

I sighed. What good is knowing it's one of five options? I need to know which "one" it is.

"I don't know, I'll probably play as White."

I threw myself onto the bed. I had planned to study a little before sleeping, but I'm too sleepy.

...
..
.

Finally, the morning of the main tournament arrived. While the preliminaries felt like a regional competition, the main tournament is closer to a national championship.

Participants who performed well in the preliminaries gather in one place to compete. Those who perform well here will advance to the simul.

I found out there are benefits just for making it to the main tournament. After the simul ends, the Champion will hold a fan signing event, and main tournament participants get priority.

It seems meaningless, but surprisingly many people want to get his autograph.

*Come to think of it, I need to create a signature. I can't use the one from before, can I?*

What if someone asks for my autograph today? There will surely be people who want to get my signature in advance after seeing my amazing skills.

I wrote on my palm with my finger. I tried drawing the signature I used in my past life, then changed the letters to match my current name.

*This should be good enough. Is it too similar to what I used before? If anyone asks, I'll say I'm a fan.*

The signature I used in my past life was designed by a professional. It was clean and pretty, so I used it often.

I don't think I can create something prettier than that just by thinking about it now. I'll just modify it slightly.

*I should use a fountain pen for this...*

I looked at the clock. The tournament starts in the afternoon. I should have enough time to buy a fountain pen.

I stopped by a stationery store and bought a 50,000 won fountain pen. It was a big expense, but you need an expensive fountain pen to make a beautiful signature. It's a necessary expenditure.

After practicing my signature a few times with the new fountain pen, I ate lunch and headed to the tournament venue.
The venue was close to my home.

"Wow."

Arriving at the venue, I sensed the aura of "chess masters" from the main tournament participants.

The Chess Neck that many good chess players have. What ordinary people call "turtle neck."
It's formed by sitting with your neck stretched out over a board on a table. A sign of mastery.

Complete with checkered shirts and protruding Chess Bellies. The place was filled with people who "look like they belong to a chess club."

*I should sit with good posture. I feel like I might develop Chess Neck too.*

I opened the door to the tournament hall.

Some people were already socializing in the venue. From what I overheard, they were talking about who's good from where, who's a sure thing, that kind of stuff.

There were also reporters asking various questions to famous amateur masters.

*Sigh... no one's interested in me.*

I felt a bit lonely. I lack the social skills for networking, and I lack the recognition for interviews.
It's probably because I haven't been active for long.

As I was trudging toward a chair, someone wearing a manager badge approached me.

"Are you Buyeo Yeon?"

"Yes, that's me."

"Your preliminary games! I watched them all. I was surprised. It felt very different from modern chess."

"Oh... thank you."

"I even printed out the game records and analyzed them. But that's not what I wanted to say..."

The man with the manager badge handed me a piece of paper. It was the record of my games.

"Could I get your autograph? I think it might become valuable later."

"Ohhh...!!"

I immediately pulled out the fountain pen from my chest pocket. It seems I bought this pen for this very moment.

*This person has a good eye!*

I signed with a big smile. I was happy. What I did in the preliminaries wasn't in vain.
It was something amazing that deeply impressed someone.

In my excitement, I made a mistake. The man asked me for five signatures, but on the fourth paper, I made an error.

I wrote my name from my past life.

"Ah, I'm sorry. I made a mistake. I'm a fan of this person. I practiced with their signature... I made a mistake."

"Oh, it's fine. Just sign next to it. Wow, but this signature looks real. Someone who doesn't know might not be able to tell the difference?"

"...I practiced really hard."

I put more effort into the last signature. I didn't just write my name, but added some decorations around it.
Drew some stars and wave patterns too.

It's a habit from the old days.

"Thank you! I'll laminate and keep these. I'll definitely come find you when you become a Grandmaster."

"Sure."

I feel proud. My chess has created a fan. And not just any fan, but a tournament manager.

I don't envy the socializing or interviews anymore. I'm someone who catches the attention of tournament officials. I'm the impressive one here.

*I have people coming to me for autographs too!*

I smiled broadly.

*The similarity between the signatures is concerning... but it can't be helped. I'll use this for now and change it later.*

It shouldn't be a problem, right? It should be fine. Having similar signatures shouldn't be an issue.

Not many people would remember a signature from 20 years ago. Even if they do remember, they wouldn't compare them.

Ch.87 - Champion (5)
The Champion's Gambit

The first match of the main tournament. Unfortunately, I'm sitting in front of the black king. If this were Go, I would have played first, but in chess, white has priority.

"Good game."

"Ah, yes."

My opponent's first move is advancing the king's pawn two squares—a King's Pawn Opening. My main weapon against the King's Pawn Opening is the Sicilian Defense.

But this time, I develop my kingside knight. The Alekhine Defense, named after the 4th World Champion Alexander Alekhine.

Black threatens White's pawn, and White often responds not by defending the pawn but by advancing another pawn to counterattack.

My opponent pushes the pawn as I expected. Since my knight is under attack, I need to retreat. I move my knight away, and my opponent advances another pawn to attack it again.

I retreat once more.

This opening clearly violates one of chess's opening principles: "don't move developed pieces multiple times." I've already moved my knight three times, and it looks like I'll be moving it several more times.

"Alekhine Defense, The Squirrel Variation."

It's called that because the knight hops around like a squirrel. It's definitely not a good opening. According to engine analysis, White already has more than a 1-point advantage.

While White has gained territory by advancing pawns, Black has just been dancing around with the knight.

"This is actually perfect. A wide territory is like a debt. If you grow borrowed money, you profit, but there's also a high chance of bankruptcy."

If I showed reckless aggression in the preliminaries, what I'll demonstrate in the main tournament is rational, sharp attacks. I plan to play chess that forces my opponent to choose between small losses and big ones.

Chess is a two-player sport, but that doesn't mean I have to treat it that way. I just need to make the person sitting across from me look foolish and manipulate them into making the moves I want.

From beginning to end, I'll keep them dancing in the palm of my hand.

...
..
.

"Thank you for the game."

"Y-yes..."

My squirrel tears my opponent apart. Giving up the center and counterattacking is one of my specialties.

I'm just as good at counterattacking as I am at aggressive moves. My defense might be lacking, but fortunately, chess favors offense over defense.

After easily finishing the first round of the main tournament, I sat comfortably in the waiting room. I'll probably get the white pieces in round 2.

I should play a straightforward King's Pawn Opening. An opening that starts with e4 is true chess. Even Napoleon would nod in approval from his grave.

"Right. For the second game, I'll use the Napoleon Attack."

It's an opening I can only use if my opponent accepts an Open Game, but I'll manage somehow. If they don't accept it, that can't be helped.

A few minutes later, the second round began. I immediately advanced my king's pawn two squares and looked at my opponent.

"They look normal. Probably an Open Game or Sicilian Defense. Could also be Modern or Pirc Defense."

According to my chess-physiognomy, a face like that is likely to play an Open Game. They've probably never played the French Defense in their life.

...However, my opponent shattered my expectations by advancing their queen's pawn two squares.

The Scandinavian Defense. Suspiciously popular among amateurs. Its advantage? It's easy. And you can bring out your queen quickly.

The disadvantages? Everything else. It's somewhat solid, but almost an inferior version of the Caro-Kann. People use it because it's easy to learn, but I think it's better to study a bit more and use a better opening.

"Is my chess-physiognomy wrong?"

I looked at my opponent's face. A student with neatly cut short hair. Wearing glasses with a slight turtle neck posture.

Each feature looks fine individually, but the balance seems off. The space between the eyebrows is a bit wide, and the distance between the nose and mouth is long. At first glance, they seem handsome? It's ambiguous. They look like someone who would play an Open Game well.

Tilting my head, I glanced at their name tag.

[Park Han-byeol (Female/17)]

"What?"

My hands trembled. I can't believe that's a woman. If she's female, she might play the Scandinavian.

"Wow... that's interesting."

My opponent went for the Scandinavian Defense variation where the queen is placed on a5. As soon as I saw that move, I immediately advanced my b-pawn two squares.

This move is called the Leonhardt Gambit. I'm using it just because the name sounds cool. Leonhardt. It feels like "lion's heart." I'm not sure about its actual etymology.

My opponent accepted my gambit. I could set a trap here, but I simply developed my rook in a straightforward manner.

The Leonhardt Gambit isn't a good gambit. You don't gain enough compensation for sacrificing a pawn.

However, it's enough to confuse the opponent. They can't use their usual opening the same way. That alone is enough to throw people off.

I easily won the second game as well. In the third game, I'll be playing with the black pieces.

Third game. My opponent's first move was advancing the king's pawn two squares. I responded by advancing my queen's pawn one square.

The Pirc Defense. Named after the Yugoslavian Grandmaster, Pirc. Everyone pronounces it differently.

I followed the main line of the Pirc Defense for a while, then on the third move, I developed my knight to d7. The Lion Defense.

Its notable feature is that it has a cool name. Other than that, I don't know much about it either.

I just wanted to use unique openings today. Not the Ruy Lopez or Sicilian Najdorf that I use every day, but unusual openings that nobody uses.

I studied these because I wanted to beat the Champion. He was famous for using diverse openings, so I felt compelled to use even more than him.

I worked hard to become someone better than the Champion in at least one aspect, using strange openings that would make commentators tilt their heads and ask for their names.

"I was very young back then. After experiencing my first overwhelming defeat, I struggled a lot."

I closed my eyes briefly to calm myself. I'm playing chess now. The game isn't over yet. I can leave past memories for the future.

I seem to have become more emotional. The thought of meeting him soon makes my heart feel strange.

My greatest enemy and rival. Someone who might have been a friend.

And perhaps, someone who might have been a father.

...
..
.

An old man steps off the airplane. Though not yet 60, his sunken eyes and hollow cheeks make him look elderly.

Regardless of his actual age, he was an old man. He had already retired mentally and was no different from an elderly person trying to kill time.

The old man put down his cane and stood on both feet. Though his body required a cane due to poor health, he never used it.

He never did anything that might make him appear weak, not just avoiding the cane. Even if it meant pushing his body to its limits, that's how he behaved.

"It's been a while since I've been to Korea..."

Taking his coat from his secretary, the old man draped it over his shoulders and walked. With his dignified white beard, slicked-back hair, and thin frame, he cut quite an impressive figure.

"I'd like a larger hat today."

"Yes."

His secretary handed him a large hat. If he had held a pipe in his hand and worn a monocle, he would have looked like the perfect gentleman.

"I'll walk alone."

"Yes."

The old man walks slowly. With his back straight, he crosses the airport expressionlessly. He looks empty.

He doesn't pay attention to his surroundings, moving straight ahead as if lost in his own gaze. His gait is slow but imposing.

"Hey, isn't that old man... the Chess Champion?"
"Champion? Talk sense."
"But the simul is coming up soon. He might have arrived early."
"Soon? Today is the first day of the main tournament. He's famous for arriving exactly on time. There's no way he'd come early and wait."
"I guess you're right. He did look too thin."

The old man passed by the two people expressionlessly. It wasn't that he couldn't understand Korean.

A fact known only to him and his secretary was that he actually knew Korean. He had secretly learned it to tease a cocky kid.

He had a small wish to tease him in fluent Korean, saying "chess-incompetent kiddo." After he lost the ability to say those words, he deliberately pretended not to know Korean.

The old man walked looking only forward.

Not glancing left or right, only forward.

Just like his life had been.

"Child. You always saw the world this way."

And it was also like Yeon's past life.

A child who ran madly with the sole determination to achieve his goal. A child who only briefly came alive when taking a step closer to that goal.

"What a boring life."

The old man found that sight pitiful. It looked too painful to see a young child running madly forward.

So he threw a sweet lie for his sake. Telling him to rest now, to meet friends, to live like others his age.

That doing so would help him win.

He threw a sweet yet terrible lie.

The old man knows. The fact that the child can never defeat him. No matter how many times he changes, no matter how much his calculation ability improves, that child cannot beat him.

"Trapped in a narrow world, looking only at small things, how could you ever beat me?"

The old man sighed.

No one has reached his level. If he played seriously, he could win any number of consecutive games. He's only hiding his strength because he doesn't want to break the record of the child who was like a son to him.

He was the ultimate Champion.

Ch.88 - Champion (6)
The bell rang, signaling the start of Round 4—the last match of the day. Today we had four games scheduled, but tomorrow would be six. The organizers seemed to have arranged it this way for people traveling from far away. Today's four games were after lunch, while tomorrow would have two in the morning and four after lunch.

In total, we'd play 10 games, followed by an additional 16 games next Saturday, Sunday, and Monday. Monday was included in the tournament schedule because it was Memorial Day. Last year's tournament had only 20 games, so this year was a bit unusual.

I stretched my neck as I took my seat. Since I had Black in Round 1, I'd have White in even-numbered rounds, including this fourth round.

*I'll use an irregular opening again.*

Today's concept was to be someone who uses unique openings. Wouldn't it be cool to maintain a winning streak using openings nobody else plays?

"Helloooo. Wow, you have 3 points. I have 3 points too. One of us is about to fall off the winning streak, huh?"

"Ah, yes."

My opponent was a talkative boy. I seemed to be meeting a lot of chatty people today. Maybe it was because of my good looks.

In this tournament, pairings were completely random, so players with the same score might not face each other. While the random pairings could be problematic, with so many rounds and a high cutoff at 27th place, it apparently wasn't an issue.

I pressed my fingers firmly. Before, they used to make cracking sounds, but since my body changed, they no longer did.

"Unfortunately, you'll have to be satisfied with 3 points."

"Huh? Really?"

"Yes. Because I'm going to win."

"Huh."

I didn't bother responding further. Let's finish this quickly. You're not my real opponent anyway.

A few minutes later, the bell rang to start the round. Until then, I had just been responding with "huh" to everything he said.

With White, I had the first move. It's no secret that I use the King's Pawn Opening in important games. I immediately advance the pawn in front of my king when facing a decent opponent.

But this time, I didn't advance that pawn. This wasn't an important game, and my opponent clearly wasn't very good.

I'm not the Champion. I've never stood at the top. But I've threatened that position.

Only I could face him. And he was the only one who could decisively beat me.

Many people have beaten me, but no one has a winning record against me. The mature player I am now doesn't lose in games like this.

To beat me, you'd need to bring someone like the Champion. And even the Champion would need to play seriously to win against me. That's one of my points of pride—that the Champion needs to play seriously to beat me.

*The Champion... I wonder if he's arrived in Korea by now? He said he'd arrive exactly on time? No way. He's the type who arrives early just to be exactly on time.*

Only a few people know the truth. Many think the Champion is someone who arrives exactly on time, but that's not true.

He's a madman who arrives early, considering all variables, just to be exactly on time. If you set an appointment for 12, he'll arrive in the area at 11 and spend an hour watching the clock before entering at exactly 12.

When I asked him why he does this, he wouldn't answer. If there's nowhere to wait, he'll sit in a bathroom for an hour.

So if it's the Champion I know, he's probably already arrived in Korea. Probably putting on airs like he's some British gentleman. Scottish country boy, more like.

I chuckled. Those old memories briefly surfaced. They annoyed me back then, but thinking about them now, they were kind of fun.

I once asked if Scottish men wear skirts, and the next day he actually showed up wearing one, which surprised me. And the day after that, I had to wear a skirt too.

*Oh right, the chess game started.*

I suddenly remembered the match had begun. I'd momentarily forgotten. Reminiscing about old memories put me in a strange mood.

I advanced my f-pawn two squares. Bird's Opening. Sometimes people see this and call it the "Bird Opening" thinking it's named after the animal, but that's just people who don't know openings.

It's named after a person—Bird. Named after Henry Bird, a 19th-century English chess player. The spelling is the same as the animal, which causes confusion.

It's certainly not a good opening. Moving the f-pawn creates a diagonal vulnerability for the king after kingside castling.

This means a bishop or queen could deliver check. Because of this, you might lose to tactics later.

That's why beginners are advised not to touch the f, g, and h pawns if possible. They can make you vulnerable after kingside castling.

But it's not an unusable opening. You can quickly open the f-file and attack with a rook, or completely change to a side game.

After advancing my f-pawn, I fianchettoed my queenside bishop. I chose a somewhat unusual development, and my opponent lost a pawn by mistake.

I didn't make any gambling moves. I just pressured my opponent with a one-pawn advantage, and under pressure, he dropped another pawn.

A few moves later, he blundered a rook and resigned.

*Too easy. Unsatisfying. There's only one person who can be my real opponent.*

The Champion.

I wonder if he's watching me now. I hope he is.

...
..
.

"Master. We've arrived."

"Yes... thank you."

An old man weakly exits the car. Until he stepped out, he looked like an ordinary middle-aged Westerner with a hunched back and no energy.

But after leaving the car, he transformed back into an old man. His body formed a straight line, and his dignified beard and attire concealed his age.

Nevertheless, he still appeared elderly. His lifeless eyes and hollow gait gave it away.

The old man stood before a large auditorium. His face was printed large on the front.

*If that boy saw this, he'd jump right up. Then he'd be calling everywhere saying he wanted to do something like this too. That idiot would probably call the opera house first.*

Life briefly flickered in the old man's eyes. But soon, an even darker emptiness took its place.

*Stupid boy. Foolish boy... Why couldn't he have asked me for help, just once?*

With a deep sigh, the old man slowly walked toward the auditorium. The fact that he had arrived in Korea now was a secret. Only a few officials knew—it was top secret.

The old man entered through a side door of the auditorium. It connected to the staff room.

Step by step, he approached the tournament hall. He stood at the door where the tournament was being held, closed his eyes, and listened.
Though he heard nothing, he could feel the passion.

The Champion's eyes came alive. His expression remained emotionless, but his eyes were those of a living person.

He was no longer an old man.

He was the Champion, one who had reached the heavens in the game of chess.

"Champion. The management room is this way."

An official spoke in fluent English. More fluent than the Champion himself. His English carried a Scottish accent that, no matter how kindly one might put it, sounded provincial.

Nodding slowly, the Champion followed the official into the management room. Dozens of chess games were displayed simultaneously on a large monitor.

The Champion slumped down in front of a computer. Then, the official approached him, bowed his head, and offered a piece of paper.

"May I ask for your autograph?"

"A notation sheet?"

"Yes, that's right. There are a few impressive players, so I've collected signatures in advance. I'm certain this player will be part of the simul."

It was a paper with several signatures, including Yeon's. He had collected signatures from various promising players on the back of the notation sheet from Yeon's first game.

So far, he had collected 11 signatures. These were the players he was certain would be part of the simul. Of all the players, these 11 were definite in his mind.

"Very well... an autograph is no trouble."

The Champion took out his fountain pen and signed at the top of the paper. He couldn't sign in the center because someone else's name was already there.

*Buyeo Yeon?*

The Champion, who could read Korean, read the name written in the center.

*The handwriting is very similar to the kiddo's. No, it's practically identical. How unpleasant.*

The Champion almost erased the signature with his fountain pen but stopped himself. The kiddo wouldn't have minded at all. He was a child who enjoyed being admired by others.

"Ah, that player is the owner of this notation sheet. Hers was the first signature I collected."

"May I take a look?"

"Of course."

The Champion flipped the paper and scanned the notation. As he slowly read through it, he gradually frowned. This wasn't chess.

*Someone without fundamentals is playing chess. Could be entertaining.*

The Champion skimmed through it dismissively. They could be part of the simul. No fundamentals, but they seemed to have skill.

"Are you interested? I have a few more copies here."

The official handed over some papers. They only had Yeon's signature. He couldn't ask everyone for multiple signatures, so only the first sheet had all the signatures.

The Champion wasn't particularly interested but accepted them anyway. He was curious to see how far this fundamentally flawed player's luck would carry them.

He casually flipped through the notation sheets. The player seemed to have some design in their play, but ultimately relied on the opponent's mistakes—a strategy full of holes.

While reading the notation, he checked the signature on the back. That signature so unpleasantly similar to the kiddo's.

And among the signatures, there was something strange.

It was a paper where Yeon had accidentally written her name from her past life.

"Buyeo, Yeon..."

The Champion clenched his fist. This was extremely unpleasant. Imitating a signature style could be forgiven. But perfectly copying the signature of someone deceased was unacceptable.

This showed no respect for the dead.

The Champion's eyes blazed with life. He was angry. He felt he needed to completely crush this person to feel better.

*I'll have to play seriously for the first time in a while.*

The Champion decided to bring out his true strength.

He would teach this impertinent Buyeo Yeon exactly what chess is.

Ch.89 - Champion (7)
The match today went smoothly. My score is, of course, 4.0. I proudly achieved four consecutive wins using only unusual openings.

"Ugh..."

My feelings after four consecutive wins? I'm tired. I want to rest. With familiar openings, I can play the strongest moves even in a half-asleep state, but with unfamiliar ones, it's impossible.

I've studied them before in the past. I know them roughly but not precisely, so I have to think carefully about my moves. Starting from the opening phase, I've been overworking my brain, and I feel my stamina draining.

*Is it because I'm a woman? Women naturally have less stamina than men.*

But blaming gender doesn't make sense since my past life self also had terrible stamina. Perhaps because I didn't eat well growing up, I was small in both height and build.

My stamina might actually be better now. It's probably an environmental issue. Back then, I had almost no rest or stability.

Win at chess, win tournaments. Then what? It typically goes three ways.
First, go back to the lodging, review the games, and check openings.
Second, take transportation to the next tournament. Review games and check openings while traveling.

Third, occasionally The Champion would ask me to do unnecessary things with him. He'd take me to restaurants because he didn't want to eat alone, or drag me to strange places because he was bored by himself.

That's how I used to live. With The Champion as a vague goal, I just kept moving forward.

Not looking left or right, just forward.

Mindlessly, toward the goal.

If I had won that match before I died, what would have happened? Would I have been truly happy with endless honor and praise?

I don't know. The person I was then would probably have set another strange goal and stupidly chased after it.
Something like not giving up until winning every match against the next challenger, or maintaining a 200-point rating gap with the second-ranked player.

I'm not sure what my goal would have been, but it would probably have been useless and foolish. That's how I was back then.

I smiled wryly and walked forward.

"Player Kim Geon-u, you've achieved four consecutive wins in this tournament as well. Would you like to share your thoughts?"
"Hahaha, I think that's just what I needed to do. In this tournament, I—"

I walked straight ahead, looking only forward.

"Player Bae Sang-jun, congratulations on becoming the youngest player with four consecutive wins. Would you like to become part of the simul—"

Without looking around, only forward.

"Player Buyeo Yeon, may we have an interview!"

I didn't turn my eyes. Instead, I quickened my pace toward the exit.

The me from my past life and the current me are different people.

Moving only forward is not my life.

*Creeeeak—*

I opened the heavy door and ran forward.

"Yeon-a, four wins?"

"Of course!"

The reason I move forward is for a better future. For the person who made me dream of my future, and to live that future.

I didn't look ahead. I looked up. Si-woo is taller than me, so I have to look up to see his face.

Chess has become a means, not a goal. I play chess because I want to stand proudly before Si-woo, because I want to be an impressive person to him.

I hugged Si-woo.

"Phew, I'm tired."

"Want me to carry you?"

"Yes."

I moved forward on Si-woo's back. The reason I move forward is because Si-woo walks forward.

"Want to eat dinner over there?"

"Ramen? Sure. Sounds delicious."

This time we moved a bit sideways. There's no need to only move forward. Direction isn't important.

This moment, walking together with you, is what truly matters.

*I realized this simple truth too late.*

I buried my face in the back of Si-woo's neck and smiled. Although I realized it too late, it's still okay. At least I realized it.

Maybe I can help someone who hasn't realized it yet.

"Yeon-a, we're here. You need to get down."

"Okay."

I hopped off Si-woo's back. We held hands and entered the ramen shop.

-Here, taste the flavor of your homeland.
-Homeland? What nonsense. I'm Korean.
-What? Oh, damn.

I smiled slightly as I recalled that old conversation. It's not that I dislike Korean food, but I don't eat it abroad. The seasoning is different, so it doesn't taste good.

When The Champion said he'd buy me food from my homeland, I boldly asked for Japanese food. I was hoping for high-end sushi or sashimi, but unfortunately, it was ramen.

*Should I have asked for Chinese food? But it would be a stretch to claim I'm Chinese.*

It's an amusing memory. Why did he bother asking me when he could have just checked the website? There's a good chance he knew and just played along.

*That cheerful person... became almost half-witted.*

It's bitter. I didn't know what was important and only realized it now, while he knew but forgot.

He probably forgot after I died.

*Since he forgot because of me, I should help him remember, right?*

I looked at Si-woo and smiled.

"Have you decided?"

"Yes."

"What are you going to eat?"

"Whatever you want to buy me."

"...Is that your choice?"

"Yes."

Even such meaningless daily life is surprisingly happy. I plan to help The Champion who has forgotten this simple truth.

First, I'll crush him at chess, then tease him by calling him a loser. It'll be like volunteering at a nursing home.

*He's not that old, but he seemed like an old man even in his late twenties. By now, he must be completely like a grandfather.*

Si-woo ordered two ramens. Just ordinary tonkotsu ramen. I took a sip of the miso soup. It tastes bad. Why is it so salty?

I scooped up some miso soup with my spoon and held it out toward Si-woo's mouth.

"Aaah~"

Si-woo accepts it with a very pleased expression. He's smiling as he eats, but his eyes aren't smiling.

"Is it good?"

"Uh... yeah, it's good."

"I thought it tasted bad. You think that's good? My goodness."

I laughed and drank some water. How did they season it to make it so salty? The ramen probably won't taste good either. I have a bad feeling about this.

"Aish, I need water too."

I poured water into a cup, pretended to give it to Si-woo, but drank it all myself. Then I gave the empty cup to Si-woo.

"Nyah."

I stuck out my tongue while smiling. I was clearly teasing him, but Si-woo likes it. He looks at me with his eyes crinkling in a smile.

"What, why are you happy? Are you a pervert?"

"Huh? Wasn't that aegyo?"

"No? I was teasing you? I pretended to pour you water but drank it all myself? That was teasing. You were being teased."

"Ah... you were so cute I thought you were doing aegyo."

I bowed my head and poured him water. There are people eating dinner after the tournament, so the restaurant is crowded. He keeps calling me cute in front of others.

*Do I really look that cute to Si-woo? I was trying to be pretty and cool... but if he keeps saying I'm cute, I guess I can't help it.*

Not long after, our ramen arrived. Two tonkotsu ramens. After the intense saltiness of the miso soup, I was afraid to drink the broth.

I picked up my spoon and stirred the ramen. I'll watch Si-woo's reaction before trying it.

Si-woo took a spoonful of the broth.

"How is it?"

"Not bad. It's okay?"

I followed Si-woo and took a sip. It's salty. It seems like the restaurant generally uses strong seasoning. Do they have some dark connection with a bottled water company?

"You think this is okay?"

"No, it's salty."

We looked at each other and laughed. We'd each gotten the other once. In the end, we had to leave the restaurant after eating only about half. It feels like we filled our stomachs with water.

After leaving the ramen shop, we headed to a nearby convenience store. Half a bowl wasn't enough to fill our stomachs.

We walked arm in arm. The weather is gradually getting warmer. When it gets hot, we won't be able to walk so closely attached like this. But that's okay.

Summer is the season when people expose more skin due to the heat. Since Si-woo is a man, he'll probably coolly take off his top.

If he doesn't, I'll have to undress him myself.

"Hey now, Yeon-a. Don't have strange thoughts in public."

"Huh? How did you know?"

"You're fidgeting with your hands. When you move your hands like you're about to grope something, it means you're having inappropriate thoughts."

"Hmm..."

I'll have to be careful from now on.

While walking arm in arm with Si-woo, I spotted a strange person. An old man wearing an odd hat and dressed in a formal suit.

His sharp gaze and lifeless face were striking. He was so pale that if zombies existed, they might look like him.

"Si-woo, doesn't that old man seem a bit creepy?"

"Yeah... he does. Are those people next to him bodyguards? It is a bit scary seeing someone walk around like that. Like a mafia boss?"

"Right. That's exactly the feeling. Like a mafia boss hiding from snipers."

After briefly seeing his face, it was cleverly concealed and I couldn't see it anymore. He might not be a mafia boss, but he was clearly someone important.

Walking around with so many bodyguards. If I had known he was someone important, I would have tried to get a better look at his face.

The day was gradually darkening, so I couldn't see his face clearly. I only caught glimpses of the shadows on his cheeks, his vacant gaze, and skin that seemed to lack elasticity.

*Who could it be...? I feel like I've seen him before. Does he work for the chess association?*

I tilted my head in confusion. I don't know who he is. Well, probably not someone important.

We went into the convenience store and filled our stomachs. This was tastier than the ramen. It was a satisfying meal.

Ch.90 - Champion (8)
Chapter 90

The second day of the main tournament... hadn't arrived yet. We play 4 games on the first day and 6 games on the second, so I needed to sleep early and rest well, but I still couldn't fall asleep.

I really needed to go to bed early since I had two games in the morning tomorrow. With six games to play, managing my stamina was essential.

Even though I knew I needed to sleep quickly, I couldn't drift off. It wasn't very professional of me. A professional should manage themselves professionally, but right now, I wasn't managing myself at all.

"Yeon-a, you need to sleep."

It was because of Si-woo. After eating some tasteless ramen and filling our stomachs at the convenience store, Si-woo suddenly said he wanted to stay at my place.

Si-woo told me he'd already informed his parents he'd be staying at a friend's house and begged me to let him stay. How could I refuse when he asked like that?

"Mmm."

Si-woo, who suddenly came to stay at my place, was now lying next to me, stroking my hair.

He didn't have any creepy intentions. He said I'd seemed a bit anxious lately, and he wanted to be by my side.

I actually was a bit anxious, and I sometimes missed Si-woo, so I agreed to sleep together. It wasn't the first time, so I didn't feel uncomfortable about it.

"But the problem is... I wasn't mentally prepared."

When he came before, I was perfectly mentally prepared so I could sleep comfortably, but this time he visited suddenly, and I wasn't prepared at all.
Naturally, I couldn't sleep comfortably.

That's why I couldn't fall asleep.

"Yeon-a, are you embarrassed? It's okay. I understand."

"Don't bring it up! I almost forgot about it...! It's all because of you!"

"Ah, sorry."

"Sheesh..."

Si-woo had hit a nerve. Not just any nerve, but he pressed on a particularly bad spot.

I felt embarrassed because Si-woo brought it up. It was a bit much to call it a mistake. When Si-woo suddenly said he wanted to stay at my place, I just did what I thought was the best response.

Several situations had aligned badly. Si-woo forgot to mention why he wanted to stay at my place... and I understood the situation in a somewhat wrong way.

After bringing Si-woo to my home, I asked him to excuse me and headed to a pharmacy near my house... where I made the choice to buy contraceptives.

"I mean, it was a reasonable misunderstanding, right? I'm not some pervert or anything. When someone suddenly says they want to stay over... I was just preparing for the worst-case scenario."

Unfortunately, when I went to the pharmacy, Si-woo secretly followed me. He claimed he needed to know what kind of medicine I was taking for my mental health, and I was embarrassed.

"Damn it! Seriously, you should have told me why you came first! Really!"

Logically speaking, when someone says they're staying over tonight, isn't it natural to think in that direction? We even had ramen for dinner?

Since today's ramen was pretty bad, he could have said he wanted to eat the ramen I make. "I want to eat ramen at your place" would have been perfectly reasonable in this situation.

I think it was entirely possible.

Since I'm a Chess Master and I practice calculation in daily life... I could have read the moves in that direction.

"Right. I wasn't wrong. Is it such a big mistake to prepare for the worst-case scenario? Buying a fire extinguisher doesn't mean your house is going to burn down. So buying contraceptives..."

I banged my head against the pillow repeatedly.

"Hey, Yeon-a, what's wrong?"

"It's because of you!"

"I-I think it's fine. It's right for both people to prepare for such things together."

Si-woo kept saying it was okay while patting my shoulder.

"I think it's cool. You valued your body and didn't leave it to someone else."

"Mmm..."

"It was cool. An ordinary person couldn't have done that. Only someone as prepared and forward-thinking as you could have been ready like that."

"Really...?"

"Yes. Of course."

Si-woo was desperately trying to comfort me. He said I was cool and did his best to make me feel better.
It did make me feel a bit better, but the embarrassment didn't go away.

"...If you ever tease me about today, I'll torment you all day."

"Okay. I absolutely won't. I promise."

"Sheesh..."

"I'm sorry. I should have told you my purpose first. It's all my fault."

Actually, it seemed like my fault for not asking about his purpose and just agreeing unconditionally.

But if I admitted that, my face might explode from embarrassment. Let's just say it was Si-woo's fault. It is his fault. Anyway, he told me too late.

"Right. It's Si-woo's fault."

I made all the blame Si-woo's. I felt a little better.

I closed my eyes and tried to sleep. It was already late. I'd definitely need coffee tomorrow morning.

...
..
.

"Yeon-a, you need to get up now. If you sleep more, we might be late."

"Mmm... just a moment..."

"I'll help you up. Go wash your face."

"Nnngggh..."

Si-woo lifted me up when I tried to sleep more and dragged me to the bathroom. Even as I got up and was dragged by Si-woo, my eyes remained closed.
I was tired.

"Yeon-a, you need to wash your face and brush your teeth."

"Too bothersome... you do it for me."

I hung on Si-woo's arm, nodding off. Si-woo stood me in front of the sink and washed my face with water.

The water temperature was just right. Not too cold, not too hot. I leaned against the sink and kept nodding off.

Si-woo was washing my face, wetting it with water. It felt a bit strange but comfortable, so I stayed still.

"I'll apply soap now."

"Mmm..."

After wetting my face, he applied soap and rinsed it off. After finishing washing my face, he wiped the moisture off with a towel.

I was almost fully awake now. I tried hard to stay sleepy, but it was impossible to sleep while leaning against the sink.
I could move on my own now, but I just kept pretending to be tired.

"Should I brush your teeth too?"

"Yes..."

This is actually really convenient. I just stay still and automatically become clean. It doesn't hurt or feel difficult.
It was thanks to this wonderful person who was focusing all his attention on me, worried I might be struggling.

Chika chika chika chika.

If I just open my mouth, my teeth get brushed automatically. Si-woo was looking into my mouth and brushing my teeth for me.

"You need to clean your tongue too. Stick it out."

"Aaaah..."

"Is this okay?"

He gently cleaned my tongue without hurting me. It felt a bit strange. Not just a bit, but very strange. Is this right?

"But it's comfortable..."

I just stayed still. After cleaning my tongue, he put water in my mouth.

"Don't swallow."

"Gurgle gurgle... ptooey."

"One more time."

"Gurgle gurgle... ptooey."

"Done?"

"One more time..."

"Okay."

"Gurgle gurgle... bleh..."

I finished brushing comfortably. I was completely awake now. I never knew waking up could be so comfortable and clean. I want to bring a Si-woo home and keep him.

"What if this becomes trendy? Should I apply for exclusive rights?"

Thinking of this silly joke, I hugged Si-woo.

"I washed up comfortably. Thank you."

"I had fun too. It felt like playing a game."

"I'll take care of the rest myself."

"Okay. The rest is DLC then."

It would probably be R-rated DLC. After Si-woo left, I sat on the toilet and checked my body. I had taken one of the contraceptives I bought yesterday before sleeping.

Just in case he might do something while I was asleep. Unfortunately, there were no traces of anything. Maybe Si-woo is actually impotent.

With various thoughts, I finished getting ready. Time was tight, so I ran quickly.

While running, I saw someone through a small side door of the venue. I couldn't see their face clearly, but it looked like that zombie-like old man I saw yesterday evening.

Even from a distance, he had an "I'm crazy" vibe. It was definitely that old man I saw yesterday.

"Was he an administrator? As expected, he's someone related to the chess association."

If I ever have to do something with the association later, I should absolutely avoid working with that old man. According to chess-physiognomy, a face like that belongs to a true chess master.

But he's highly likely to be stubborn and ill-tempered. The type who would furrow his brow and ask for a rematch if I won.

I turned off my interest in the old man. If you pay too much attention to someone, you end up meeting them later. There's no evidence for this, but it generally seems to be the case.

We arrived at the venue shortly after. I gave my registration number and received a lanyard.

"Si-ba. It means Si-woo bye."

"That sounds weird... I'll come pick you up when it's over today too."

"Okay."

After saying goodbye to Si-woo, I entered the venue. I arrived a bit late, so today's first round started without time for me to catch my breath.

Today I again played Black in the first round. My opponent moved the pawn in front of the King two squares forward, entering the King's Pawn Opening, and I responded with the Nimzowitsch Defense.

Of course, this opening isn't a good one either. It's an opening that responds to White's King's pawn advance with a Queen's Knight development, but the Knight development isn't particularly meaningful.

Even Aron Nimzowitsch himself, who created this opening, evaluated it as not good. I just used it anyway. I revived my old study experience, quickly and accurately.

As the moves were played one by one, I felt something strange.

"Today... my mind feels really clear?"

I don't know why, but I felt really good. The moves flowed without obstruction, and I could read more moves ahead than usual.

I was worried because I slept late and woke up early, but I seemed to have better abilities than usual. I don't know what's going on.

One thing for sure is that my good fortune was a great misfortune for my opponent.

"Thank you for the game."

"Thank you for the game."

I dominated my opponent from beginning to end and secured victory. There were no difficulties in the process. Everything was perfect.

My condition is at its best.

Ch.91 - Champion (9)
Chapter 91

Sometimes there are days like that. Days when you play chess feeling normal, but moves far better than usual just keep coming out.

No one knows why such days exist. But occasionally, there are days when your condition is miraculously good. Days when the sun shines brightly in your head, and every move you read is excellent and perfect.

It's not because you slept well, nor is it because of good luck. The reason is completely unfathomable. Those days just suddenly appear.

Today was such a day.

After easily dominating the first round, I felt quite confident going into the second round. Normally, my chances of losing at this level are already minimal, but today I was certain I wouldn't lose.

The opening I chose was the Bongcloud. For the first move, I pushed the pawn in front of the King, and for the second move, I advanced the King one square forward.

It's a buff opening where the commander bravely moves forward, giving all pieces +3 attack power and +3 morale.

Of course, that's a lie—it's just an opening to tease opponents. There is some opening theory behind it, but it's meaningless.

Moving the King prevents castling and compromises the King's safety. It's taking on a much bigger risk than simply wasting a move.

Using the Bongcloud Opening immediately puts you at a disadvantage equivalent to losing about two pawns. In a position with equal material, this kind of disadvantage means your position is considerably unfavorable.

On a day when my condition wasn't good, I would have played defensively in the opening stage and only attempted a comeback in the middle game.

But today was different. My form was insanely good, and I executed brilliant tactics in the opening stage.

Everything was clean. The development of pieces flowed like water, attacks were sharp, and defenses were solid.
If I could play this well every day, I could quickly claim the Champion's seat.

*Today's me. I felt like I was perfection molded into human form.*

I walked with light, bouncy steps. Today was Sunday, a day when I play two games in the morning and four in the afternoon. Having finished the second round, it was time for lunch.

After leaving the competition hall, I looked around for Si-woo. I just needed to find a tall, handsome person. My friend who stands out even from a distance.

"Hmm...?"

But Si-woo wasn't visible. I stood still for three seconds, then quickly turned around. There was a possibility that Si-woo might be hiding to surprise me.

*He's not here...*

Confused, I took out my phone and called Si-woo. Ring, ring, ring. After three rings, Si-woo answered.

"Si-woo, where are you?"

[Huh?]

"We need to eat lunch..."

[Ah, right! I'm sorry. I forgot. Today we need to eat lunch...]

"Come quickly."

[Okay.]

I dropped my head. I felt a little upset. No, very upset. Extremely upset. I had been excited to brag about today's game, but my mood instantly cooled.

I'm usually emotionally volatile. My good mood can suddenly turn cold, and my bad mood can suddenly improve.

Right now, it was a case of my good mood suddenly turning cold. I felt sad and anxious. My breathing quickened. I covered my nose and mouth with my hand to prevent hyperventilation. Having experienced this before, I could handle it calmly.

"Yeon-a!"

But then, Si-woo appeared behind me and hugged me tightly.

"Haa, hoo... How could I forget about you?"

In Si-woo's hand was a beautiful rose. A flower shop... there shouldn't be one around here.

"I wanted to surprise you... so I bought flowers. I'm sorry, I wanted to arrive just as you came out."

Si-woo gently held my face and caressed it.

"This is a gift. A flower not as pretty as you."

"Hmph. Of course, right? My, my friend wouldn't forget about me! That's obvious. I believed it! I even turned around suddenly thinking you were trying to surprise me."

I rubbed my eyes, smiled, and looked at Si-woo. Going from sad to happy in an instant is my strength.
It's a bit ambiguous to call it a strength, but it generally works in my favor.

Si-woo gently knelt on one knee and handed me the flower.

"Oh, wow... what's with this atmosphere?"

"I just suddenly wanted to do it. On special days, you should do something more special. The flower is just a gift."

I took the flower Si-woo handed me and smelled it. I like flowers, but I'm not sure about the smell. Actually, I don't really like floral scents.

I held Si-woo's hand and buried my face in his palm. This is better. I like Si-woo who bought the flower much more than the flower itself.

"Si-woo. If we remove the thorns, couldn't I wear this in my ear?"

"Um... shall we try?"

"Yes. I'll wear it on my ear."

I seductively tucked my hair behind my ear. It's one of the top 10 actions that make a woman look sexy. Casually brushing back your hair.

*Hmm... did it work? It doesn't seem much different from usual.*

Perhaps you can't entice someone who's already fallen for you? I felt a bit disappointed.

Si-woo took one rose from the bouquet and trimmed it appropriately. After it was the right length, he gently placed it on my ear.

"Am I pretty?"

"Of course."

"Hmm... but it's uncomfortable. It's getting caught in my hair. Si-woo, you should wear it. It'll be fine for you since your hair is short."

I took the rose from my ear and put it on Si-woo's ear. It looked quite pretty. Si-woo is prettier than the flower.

I thought his strong features wouldn't suit a pretty look, but surprisingly, he might look good in women's clothing.

*Maybe I should make him cross-dress later. Isn't the school festival next month? I'll make Si-woo cross-dress.*

My heart fluttered. I stroked the rose on Si-woo's ear.

"Let's eat like this."

"L-like this?"

"Yes. It's okay. You're much prettier than the flower, so no one will notice it."

"...Did you say I'm pretty?"

"What's with that tone? Are you the female lead in a romance fantasy novel?"

"That's the first time I've heard that. That I'm pretty."

Si-woo laughs in disbelief. It makes sense. No one would call a 188cm tall man with broad shoulders "pretty."

*But his tone really does sound like a romance fantasy female lead.*

I laughed out loud. If Si-woo calls me cute, I'll get revenge by calling him pretty.

...
..
.

"Phew..."

The Champion rubbed his eyes and got up from his seat. Looking at the large monitor continuously had made his eyes quite tired.

"Champion, did anyone catch your eye?"

The administrator who had received Yeon's signature asked in fluent English. He was secretly hopeful. Someone who caught the Champion's eye could be considered a future Grandmaster.

An amateur-era signature of a Grandmaster could be of great value in the future. Even if not sold for money, it would be meaningful to keep.

*Could it be someone I found?*

He looked at the Champion with expectant eyes.

"Someone who caught my eye..."

The Champion spoke in a voice that sounded like he was scraping his vocal cords. It was a deep, heavy voice.

Suddenly, the Champion's eyes flashed. He pointed his finger at a board on the large monitor.

"That's how a Grandmaster on drugs would play."

"Oh, ohh...!"

The administrator clenched his fist. The owner of that board was the first person he had requested a signature from. From the first game he watched, there was a strange attraction.

He had guessed they were good, but they were good enough to be acknowledged by the Champion!

"Champion, that person is this person. The first one I got a signature from."

"Tsk!"

"W-why are you reacting like that?"

"It's nothing but the mischief of a youngster who knows nothing about chess. Didn't I say? That's how a Grandmaster on drugs would play. It's just a crazy person forcing calculations!"

The Champion spoke excitedly. He was someone who didn't speak much in private settings.
A person who rarely got excited or angry suddenly became excited and angry.

The secretary supported the Champion.

"Please calm down."

"Yes, yes... I apologize. I got a bit excited."

The Champion waved his hand. It was truly a chess style he found terribly displeasing. The peculiar style reminiscent of his son, overlaid with play that seemed to mock chess.

The signature form was irritating, and the accumulation of victories was dissatisfying.

The Champion stood up, pushing away from the desk. He then sighed deeply and left the management room.

*I got excited. It's been a while... Since the kid left, nothing has made me angry.*

A very unpleasant feeling stimulated him. If it had been intentionally imitated, it would have been obvious. But there was no such fabricated feeling in that player's play.

Looking at just the notation, it would be indistinguishable from his son. It was too similar to that kid who met a terrible death 20 years ago.

"...Cigarette."

"Here it is."

The Champion received a cigarette from his secretary and headed to the second floor, accessible only to administrators. After going up to the second floor, he opened a window and lit the cigarette.

After taking a drag, the Champion exhaled smoke with a sigh.

"Phew..."

The Champion blew smoke outside while looking out. Perhaps because he was in his son's hometown, he felt quite uncomfortable. Even after 20 years, he still couldn't forget the kid's death.

*It's as good as me killing him. My greed killed that child. If I hadn't indulged him from the beginning... that child would still be alive.*

The Champion took one last deep drag, then slowly exhaled. He received an ashtray from his secretary and stubbed out the cigarette.

After finishing his cigarette, he was about to return to the management room. At that moment, an interesting scene caught his eye through the window.

It was a handsome male student kneeling in front of a pretty female student, handing her a rose.

The Champion just lightly passed over the scene. It was interesting but didn't capture his attention much. He thought it had nothing to do with him.

Ch.92 - Champion (10)
Chapter 92

I had a hamburger for lunch. I'm not usually a big eater, but I do enjoy hamburgers. They're so delicious that I can eat a lot of them.

Taking a big bite and washing it down with cola is really satisfying. I finished all my fries too. Si-woo praised me for eating everything so neatly.

I'm not sure if that's something worth praising, but since he complimented me, I just smiled and accepted it. It felt like... I was being treated like a kindergartener.

We took a short walk around the area before parting ways in front of the venue. Four matches left now. If I win rounds 3, 4, 5, and 6, that'll be an impressive 10-win streak.

I entered the venue with a light heart. Today's version of me is much stronger than usual, so I should be able to win these matches easily.

I sat quietly in my seat and took deep breaths. Slowly inhaling, slowly exhaling. I calmed my mind while feeling the flow of air.

My heartbeat gradually slowed. With a composed mind, I would only make the moves I needed to make. Simple but difficult.

A few minutes later, the third round began. My opponent hadn't arrived yet. If ten minutes passed like this, I'd win by default.

Unlike official tournaments, this competition doesn't give late arrivals much leeway. After ten minutes, I just need to raise my hand and speak up, and the victory is mine.

*Hmm... having to wait ten minutes is boring.*

It was tedious. I'd just gotten myself in the right mindset, but my opponent was nowhere to be seen. I don't usually mind winning by default, but today it bothered me.

This isn't even a rated tournament, and my opponent isn't a Grandmaster. Having to waste ten minutes in such a simple competition is quite annoying.

"Yaaawn..."

I stretched and leaned back comfortably in my chair. I'm in perfect condition today, and they're late. I nodded off while watching the clock.

Only three minutes had passed. Seven more minutes to wait.

I waited, bored. My opponent came running in at around 9 minutes and 30 seconds and quickly pushed the pawn in front of the Queen two squares. Since they arrived before the ten-minute mark, they weren't disqualified.

*Ugh, how annoying.*

In my past life, I've waited much longer than this. In tournaments with 1 hour and 30 minutes on the clock, there were strange people who would wait for an hour without making any moves.

But that person was a Grandmaster, while this one is just an amateur.

It's not even psychological warfare—they're probably just lazy and that's why they're late. I was irritated. Until now, I'd been using unusual openings and playing uniquely, but now I wanted to play properly.

*If you're late, you should bow your head in apology and move the pawn in front of the King, not just move the Queen's pawn as soon as you arrive. This person lacks basic manners.*

I pushed my Queen's pawn forward two squares. My opponent glanced at the clock and entered the Queen's Gambit. Queen's Gambit is the most common opening in closed games.

When White advances the Queen's pawn, and Black does the same, they usually enter this opening. White could play the London System too, but... that's not really a good opening.

I pushed the pawn in front of my King one square.

Queen's Gambit Declined, known as QGD. One of my specialties. When facing Queen's Pawn openings in important matches, I've always used Queen's Gambit Declined.

In the early days of my career, I used King's Indian Defense, but after getting crushed by the Champion, I developed this new weapon.

And I handle this weapon extremely well.

*After it became known that I prefer open games, many people tried to counter me with Queen's Pawn openings.*

Of course, it didn't work. Just because I prefer open games doesn't mean I'm bad at closed games.

It's literally a matter of preference. If you asked me what I'd like to play against, I'd choose open games, but that doesn't mean I have a weakness in closed games.

Many Masters tried to catch me by advancing their Queen's pawn, and through those battles, I gained even more solid skills.

I wasn't weak to begin with, but after the Masters trained me, my theory became so solid that it worked even against the Champion.

It's an opening I use so well that I even played it several times in the Championship.

*Ah, using this makes it less fun.*

I already felt like I'd won the game. And indeed, I was easily dominating my opponent.

Openings aren't just about memorization. You need to understand the principles behind each move and apply them to truly master an opening.

I've already far surpassed the level of mere understanding. I can see what moves my opponent wants to make and which moves would make them hesitate.

Today is a day when my condition is better than usual, and this opening is my specialty.

There's absolutely no reason for me to lose.

*Usually when I say things like this, I end up losing. But the skill gap here is just too big.*

The discourteous person who was late, didn't apologize, and just pushed the Queen's pawn—easily defeated.

"Haah..."

My opponent sighed and offered a handshake. They just extended their hand without saying "good game." I shook hands without saying anything either.

If you're annoyed, you should have arrived earlier. You made me angry enough to break my concept.

*What if I play so well that I'm suspected of cheating? Hehe.*

I was angry when they arrived late and pushed the Queen's pawn, but after winning, my mood immediately improved. I raised my hand to call someone over and reported that my opponent had resigned.

I returned to the waiting room to prepare for the next round. Since my concept was already broken, I should play properly from the next round.

Actually, it might be good to use only my specialty openings. Ruy Lopez, Sicilian Najdorf, Queen's Gambit Declined. The openings I use best.

I have other openings I could call specialties, but those three are generally considered my main weapons since the others appear relatively less often.

I closed my eyes briefly and visualized the openings in my head. Main lines and side lines all flashed through my mind.

*For the remaining three games today, should I aim for over 95% accuracy?*

I rotated my neck and loosened my wrists. Getting suspected of cheating because I play too well—that might actually be fun.

...
..
.

Round 4, I have the White pieces. Without any hesitation, I pushed the pawn in front of my King, and my opponent also pushed the pawn in front of their King without hesitation.

An open game. I smiled happily as I developed my Kingside Knight. My opponent developed their Queenside Knight.

A setup that makes me feel at ease just by looking at it. Not strange openings like the French, Caro-Kann, or Scandinavian, but a friendly opening where we both occupy the center and develop Knights.

*A well-mannered person, but... my concept is already broken.*

I picked up my Bishop and pushed it out. From the intuitive position attacking the center, I moved one square further to a position that pressured the opponent's Knight.

The Ruy Lopez. Since Ruy López was Spanish, it's also called the Spanish Opening. But calling it the Ruy Lopez sounds cooler.

*It makes me feel at ease. Like coming home...*

An opening I might have used over a thousand times. I used it a lot in the Championship too. I drew all those games, but it's still an opening I use well.

My opponent entered the Berlin Defense, one of the Ruy Lopez variations. The Berlin Defense isn't my favorite defense. Too many draws come from it.

I had roughly two choices here: enter the Anti-Berlin line or accept the Berlin Defense.

I chose to accept the Berlin Defense. I've always handled it well. It's also fun to win in an opening that often leads to draws.

*Berlin Defense, no need to enter the forced draw line. Let's go with the Berlin Wall.*

My opponent seemed to want a draw, but that made me push even harder. I used my advanced pawns to pressure them.

Advancing pawns is essentially threatening the opponent. It's saying that if they respond passively or make a mistake, I'll turn this pawn into a Queen.

Even though we entered an opening that often results in draws, I pressured my opponent with aggressive play. The Queens were exchanged, but the Rooks remained.

After quickly bringing out my Rook, I strongly pressured my opponent's weaknesses. Winning this game was a given.

I dominated my opponent from beginning to end. It's a drawing opening, but the skill difference was too great.

*It's working particularly well today. At this rate, winning the simul is almost guaranteed.*

I clenched my fist. My play in round 4 was even better than in round 3.

Someone in the management room must be watching my play. I don't know if they're good at chess, but they should be able to tell.

That I'm someone different. Unlike the amateurs scattered around here, they'll recognize that I'm a Grandmaster with overwhelming skill.

*I hope someone with a discerning eye is watching my games.*

I smiled gently as I reported the game result. Then I entered the waiting room and rested comfortably. There was no need to review the game.

Even if I reviewed it again, I'm confident that what I played was optimal. If there were better moves than what I played, they would be beyond what a human brain could conceive.

*What if fans come looking for me again? Maybe I'll give them autographs. I haven't accomplished enough to act expensive yet. Yeah, after I win the simul, I'll act a bit more exclusive. I won't give out autographs so easily.*

I indulged in happy fantasies. Winning the simul was already a certainty. If I maintain this form, I'll definitely win.

*It would have been nice if the Champion had seen that last game. Though he's stingy with praise, he would have acknowledged that level of skill.*

I scratched my head. I couldn't think of a natural way to show this game to the Champion. A bit disappointing.

Ch.93 - Champion
The Champion's Shadow

Round 5. It's my turn to play Black. My opponent advances the pawn in front of the King by two squares, and I immediately respond with the Sicilian Defense.

The Sicilian Defense ranks among the top three openings in chess in terms of theoretical complexity. There's an enormous amount to study, and if you don't prepare properly, there are many lines where you'll be at a disadvantage.

But that doesn't mean much to me. In my past life, I had one thing in abundance: time.

While others attended classes at school, I spent my time alone in the corner of the library studying chess.

Aside from the bare minimum needed for survival, I lived and breathed chess. I even cut corners on survival necessities.

I ate just enough not to die, and only slept when I was exhausted enough to fall asleep within a minute of closing my eyes. That's how I lived for years.

Having a lot to study meant I could escape from reality for longer. During the hours I spent memorizing and studying every line of the Sicilian Defense, I could avoid my bleak future and terrible present.

Actually, all the openings I use as my main weapons were studied during that period. The Ruy Lopez, Sicilian Najdorf, Queen's Gambit Declined—all of them.

Until I reached the lower ranks of Grandmaster, I used the King's Indian Defense instead of the Queen's Gambit Declined, but that was also an opening I studied during that time.

*Memories... I suppose that's what they are. Not particularly good ones though. I hated reality, so I escaped into chess, and I chose theory-heavy openings because I wanted to escape for as long as possible.*

I smiled wryly as I made my move. My opponent entered the Open Sicilian. Since they've gone for the Open Sicilian, I can use my specialty opening.

The Sicilian Najdorf. An opening named after Polish-Argentine Grandmaster Miguel Najdorf.

He wasn't the first to use it, but it bears his name because he researched and developed it.

It's an opening where Black advances the pawn in front of the Rook by one square on the fifth move. When you first see this move, you might think, "Why make such a pointless move?"

It doesn't develop a piece, nor does it seem to help with development. It doesn't appear to help with King safety either. It's the epitome of a non-intuitive move.

But this single pawn advance creates a foundation for attack.

*Sicilian Defense: Open, Najdorf, English Attack*

The a-pawn, which seemed meaningless at first, prevents the opponent's Knight from occupying a good position. It also enables the advance of the b-pawn later.

My opponent seems to have studied the Sicilian Najdorf quite thoroughly. The lines in the Sicilian Najdorf, English Attack are quite long.

You need to know everything from developing all your pieces, castling in opposite directions, to advancing pawns for an attack. Without study, it's impossible to follow along like this.

*Is it just memorization? Let me slip into a side line and see...*

I played a move that deviated from the main line. If my opponent understands the position beyond mere memorization, they'll respond appropriately. If it's just memorization, this is where they'll falter.

Black's tenth move. The main line is to develop the Knight on the Queen's side to d7. But I pushed the a-pawn instead.

It's not the best move, but if my opponent plays mindlessly, I could gain an advantage.

*Success.*

I smiled slightly. My opponent's move was to push the g-pawn two squares. Just as I expected. That move belongs to the main line.

If I had just developed my Knight, that move would be correct. But I pushed my pawn instead. Now that move is wrong.

*That's what happens when you just memorize. Slip into a side line and they lose their bearings.*

I pushed the a-pawn one more square and watched my opponent's reaction. They reached out to move their attacked Knight. Then, their hand froze in mid-air.

There's only one square to escape to: a1. The corner. If it were a Bishop, that might be okay, but a Knight trapped in the corner is quite miserable.

If it were in the center, it could control eight squares, but cornered like this, it only controls two.
It would take several moves to return to the center.

*Why did you enter the Najdorf if you don't know it well? You should have played an Anti-Sicilian.*

My opponent's Queen's side collapsed. All because of one pawn. I secured my King's side and then concentrated my attack on the Queen's side.

The cornered Knight never made it out until the end of the game. What a tragic life. Trapped in a corner because of a bad owner, living meaninglessly until the end.

*Was I being a bit villainous just now? I'm the one who trapped it in the corner.*

My opponent extended their hand.

"Good game."

"Good game."

Round 5, victory.

I raised my hand to signal my win and headed to the waiting room. The Sicilian Najdorf really feels good to play. The Sicilian Defense itself is a satisfying opening, but the Najdorf is exceptional among them.

*Sigh... why don't I use this excellent opening more often?*

It was also incredibly fun facing the Champion with the Najdorf. I mostly drew, occasionally lost, but sometimes—very rarely—I won.

In fact, I only won twice with the Najdorf. Out of more than 50 games including Rapid, I won twice. I drew about 35 times, won twice, and lost the rest.

*Still... winning twice against the Champion as Black is quite an achievement!*

For a moment, the thought "only twice" crossed my mind, but I shook it off. It's "winning twice," not "only winning twice."

It's because it's me that I won twice.

"Hmm..."

I felt a bit pathetic. I maintained my position as the overwhelming second-best player, but the gap with first place was too large. We were supposed to be rivals, but I won too few games.

With White, I won occasionally, and with Black, I won very, very rarely.

*I won't lose in the simul, right? No way. It's a simul after all. Ra-hee unnie is also quite good, though not as good as me, and the others will help distract the Champion's attention.*

Thinking about my record against him made me depressed. I win quite often in Blitz, but in Standard and Rapid, I only win occasionally.
I can barely win when I have White and am in good condition.

Should I be relieved by the fact that I mostly draw? A draw is like half a win...

"Hmm..."

I covered my face with both hands.

I want to win. Really, I don't care if it's against the Champion or whoever, I just want to win. I don't even like drawing. I intensely desire victory.

*Let's wait a little longer. Just a little longer, and he'll be right in front of me.*

I closed my eyes and imagined the simul situation. Me, one of 30 people, and the Champion facing all 30 simultaneously.

The venue is a spacious auditorium. There will be reporters, and Si-woo will be cheering for me from a distance. I'll probably have the White King in front of me because I'm lucky.

I continued to imagine scenarios of competing with the Champion. The winning scene doesn't come easily to mind. It feels like the death I experienced in my past life is still clinging to me.

No matter how many times I tell myself I can win, the winning scene doesn't materialize clearly. I can easily imagine not being the most brilliant among the 30 players, just being an ordinary player who loses easily.

The dormant inferiority within me torments me. The thought that I can't beat him irritates me.

*Damn it. What's the use of scenarios? You have to try it yourself to know.*

I got up from my seat and headed to the bathroom. Splashing cool water on my face might make me feel better.

"Sigh..."

I let out a big sigh and headed to the bathroom. But the bathroom was packed with people. I could force my way in, but I don't want to.

Girls much uglier than me are applying red lipstick in front of the bathroom. I turned away. It would take a while to wait.

*Where was the other bathroom? Ah, I can use the staff bathroom.*

It was marked as "Staff Only," but I walked in confidently. If I get caught, I'll apologize; if not, no problem.

After checking that no one was around, I slipped into the women's bathroom. I washed my hands and face with cool water. I pulled out some tissue to dry off and tossed it in the trash.

The coolness made me feel a bit better.

As I came out of the women's bathroom, I immediately looked around. No one was there. But then, the door to the men's bathroom began to open.

An elderly man slowly opened the door and came out. He was well-dressed in a suit with a hat pulled low over his face.
The hat obscured his face.

The old man stood still, looking at me.

*There's something... familiar about him.*

I stared blankly at the old man. Looking closely, he wasn't that old. He didn't look that old, maybe mid-50s. But he had an elderly aura.

"This is..."

Fluent Korean flowed from the old man's mouth. Since he looked Western, I was momentarily taken aback.

But he was equally surprised. The old man's expression contorted for a moment, then his lips trembled in disbelief.

The old man held his face in both hands in despair.

"A-are you okay?"

Something about him seemed familiar, so I instinctively moved to support him.

"...Yes."

"Why suddenly..."

"No, I'm fine. Go."

The old man pulled his hat down low and tried to leave. I grabbed his arm. And, risking rudeness, I removed his hat.
I felt like I had to do it.

When I removed the hat, the old man's face was revealed.

Sunken eyes, hollow cheeks, cracked lips, unkempt beard. But an all too familiar face.

"...Champion."

I stood rooted to the spot, staring at him. Tears welled up without me realizing. They streamed down my face.

"Yes, that's me. Tsk... crying now. Student, don't take off other people's hats without permission."

He handed me a handkerchief. I laughed through my tears.

Student, he called me student.

"I'm not a kiddo anymore."

Ch.94 - Champion, Perhaps a Father (1)
The Champion stared at me without saying a word. His pupils began to tremble. He reached out toward me with a bewildered expression.

His hand rose as if about to touch my face, then stopped midway.

"...What do you mean?"

The Champion spoke while his hand remained suspended in the air. I wiped my tears with the handkerchief he had given me. A familiar handkerchief.

"This handkerchief. It's been a while. I think it was the same one you gave me when I was sitting in a chair crying after losing at that quiz show long ago."

"I asked what you meant...!!"

The Champion snarled through gritted teeth. His face was red. I chuckled and placed the handkerchief back in his hand.

"This time I only wiped my tears. Sorry for blowing my nose in your handkerchief before. Oh, maybe that was too long ago. It's been about 25 years."

The Champion's mouth opened and closed like a goldfish. Gaping repeatedly. With his reddened face, he really did look like a goldfish. I laughed out loud and waved my hand.

"Hahaha. Well, see you next time."

Usually I was the one being teased, but this time I was doing the teasing. It was quite fun meeting him after so long. Before entering the arena, I looked at the Champion one last time and said:

"Your Korean is good. Much better than that Scottish-accented English of yours."

He stood frozen like a stone in the middle of the hallway. With a face rigid as if he'd seen a ghost, his hands trembling. He seemed to have no understanding of the situation.

*I'll see you at the simul.*

One game of chess would make him understand everything. As it always had.

...
..
.

Round 6, my turn to play White. Though I was surprised by the sudden reunion with the Champion, my heart remained largely unchanged.

From his perspective, we were meeting after 20 years, but from mine, it hadn't even been six months. Since we'd met so recently, I didn't have much to say.

If anything, I felt relieved. Though he looked quite ill, he didn't look deathly ill. Those fiercely burning eyes weren't the eyes of someone preparing for death.

I confirmed in person the atmosphere and gaze that couldn't be captured in photos or videos. He hadn't given up chess yet. Rather, he seemed more devoted to chess than ever.

*They called it his second prime? Well, he seems even stronger than the Champion of those days.*

My heart raced. My competitive spirit was burning. The Champion who defeated me when my form was at its peak. And the current Champion who had become even stronger than that Champion.

Just exchanging moves with him would be fun, wouldn't it?

No, winning would be more fun. Me, defeating the current Champion who is stronger than the Champion from 20 years ago. Just thinking about it makes my heart race.

I want to win. I don't want to draw. I definitely don't want to lose. I really want to defeat the Champion who has been studying chess continuously for 20 years.

*Is it possible? No, it has to be possible.*

I clenched my fist. I felt my heart pounding. I think I met the Champion too early. Having to wait several weeks in this state is terrible.

"Phew..."

I took a deep breath to calm my excited mind. It wasn't easy to settle down. While I was taking several more deep breaths, Round 6 began.

My mind wasn't completely calm yet. But I deliberately didn't try to calm it. I planned to play chess flamboyantly with this excited feeling.

*Champion... you're watching from somewhere, aren't you?*

I planned to play in the style I used from the early days of my career through my lower-tier Grandmaster days. That emotional style where my performance fluctuated wildly depending on my mood.

The Champion would recognize it. After all, he was the one who guided me during those days.

The game smoothly progressed from an Open Game into a Scotch Gambit. Sacrificing one pawn to gain an advantage in development speed. That's what a gambit is.

Most gambits are considered to give up more than they gain, so they aren't used at the professional level. The Scotch Gambit is no exception.

*But today I feel like using the Scotch Gambit. If I were the emotional and impulsive me from early in my career, I would have used whatever opening I wanted.*

I smiled and leaned back against the chair. I crossed my legs and rested my arms. I often sat improperly when playing chess until the Champion scolded me.

He told me I needed to sit up straight with proper posture to play chess well, and I immediately corrected it. But since I'm imitating my early career self now, I just sat with poor posture.

*It feels a bit uncomfortable sitting like this after so long.*

I think I used to sit cross-legged on the chair back then. I was short, so sitting normally on the chair made the height a bit awkward. If the chair was too high, my feet wouldn't reach the floor...

I played freely on the board. Sometimes I made moves I wanted to without calculating. If a move seemed fun or impressive, I made it without hesitation.

I played freely across the chess board. Though not overwhelming, the game had tilted significantly in my favor.

The material was equal, but my position was overwhelmingly good. If the right situation developed, I could create a checkmate with a sacrifice.

When I see a checkmate angle, I go for it. Winning by resignation is boring. Whenever possible, I win by checkmate.

The Champion evaluated this style of chess as "lacking fundamentals and strange," but it's actually quite fun. Playing in my old style after so long is enjoyable.

It's a different style from what I played in the preliminaries. That was dominated by a concept, while this time I'm bringing out my unrefined nature.

A few moves later, a situation where checkmate was certain developed. My opponent sighed and fidgeted with his hand as if about to resign.

"Um, could we finish with a checkmate?"

It was difficult to speak to a stranger, but... I used to do this often in the past. I would often ask my opponents to let me complete a checkmate so it would look nice in the notation.

"Yes, sure..."

My opponent and I quickly made our moves. It was a checkmate pattern that's easy to find if you know there's a solution. Thanks to my opponent's cooperation, I successfully created a checkmate.

"Thank you for the game. I appreciate you playing along. I personally like checkmates."

"Ah, that's understandable. I like checkmates too. Good game. You play well."

I raised my hand to signal my victory and left my seat. At that moment, the person I had defeated spoke to me.

"Um, since we've met like this, could I have your number?"

I chuckled. I never expected to be hit on. Since Si-woo was always by my side, no one had ever tried to get my number before.

"Sorry. I have a boyfriend!"

"What?"

"Ahem. I have a boyfriend, so I can't give you my number."

"Ah, I see... I apologize."

Not yet, but... still, he's a male and a friend, so I can call him my boyfriend.

We made a contract a long time ago. If a man approached me, Si-woo would pretend to be my boyfriend, and if a woman approached Si-woo, I would pretend to be his girlfriend.

*Since we're always together anyway, it wasn't a very meaningful contract, but I'm using it now. I had almost forgotten about it.*

I ran out of the tournament hall with quick steps. I had a lot to brag about to Si-woo. Winning all my games today was expected, so that wasn't worth bragging about.

I would brag about meeting the Champion and about someone trying to get my number. It might be nice to subtly make Si-woo jealous.

I ran out after opening the door to the hall. I looked around but couldn't see Si-woo. Without panicking, I counted to three in my head.

Then I quickly turned around.

Si-woo, who had been sneaking up behind me, stopped with a surprised expression.

"Hmph. Too predictable?"

"That's a shame. I was going to lift you up from behind."

"Oh, Si-woo. I have so much to brag about today."

"What is it? Did you win all your games?"

"That's a given. First..."

Just as I was about to start bragging with a bright smile, a man approached us. A familiar face.

*The secretary? Oh... is he still working as a secretary?*

As far as I knew, this person was the Champion's hometown friend. A hometown friend who didn't have any particular skills, so the Champion hired him as a secretary.

I remember him being an extremely diligent person. He's much younger than the Champion, but I think he was introduced simply as a friend.

"Excuse me, would you come this way for a moment?"

"Who are you to approach us so suddenly?"

Si-woo blocked my path and spoke. That was kind of cool just now. My heart beat a little faster than usual. He was so dependable and cool.

"Si-woo, it's okay. He's someone I know."

"Oh... really? I apologize."

The secretary tilted his head and guided us. I held Si-woo's hand tightly and started bragging.

"Oh, right. Someone asked for my number today. Isn't that something?"

"S-so what did you say?"

"I said I have a boyfriend so I couldn't give it to him. Hmph. I did well, right?"

"You did extremely well."

Si-woo patted my head with a pleased expression. I nodded happily. I thought he would like that.

We followed the secretary while catching up. Since we were meeting after a while, we had a lot to talk about.

"This way..."

Where the secretary guided us, there was a car parked. An expensive-looking car. I could immediately guess who the owner was.

Si-woo opened the door first and checked inside. After briefly checking, he let go of my hand, maintained a safe distance, and got in the car.

I just got in. The Champion must have called for us.

"Hello."

As I expected, the Champion was in the car. I naturally sat on Si-woo's lap. The car was spacious enough that sitting like this was fine.

Si-woo naturally wrapped his arms around me, creating a makeshift seatbelt. I laughed and stroked his arm.

"W, What the......"

The Champion looked at me with a shocked expression.

Oh...

Come to think of it, I've never introduced Si-woo to him.

"This is my husband," I declared proudly.

Well, it could be true someday.

Ch.95 - Champion, Perhaps a Father (2)
The Champion, the one who reached the pinnacle in chess. Whether you're a professional chess player, a hobbyist, or someone who has merely heard of the game, everyone knows he is the Champion.

He has maintained his position at the top of the chess world for over thirty years, breaking most records that have ever existed.

And unlike Yeon, he is truly rational and logical. Yeon is only rational in words. She gets swept up in emotions, and her chess skills fluctuate greatly depending on her mood.

But the Champion has none of that. Anytime, anywhere, in any condition, he makes mechanical and perfect moves. This means he's always in peak condition.

He never gets excited or flustered no matter what happens. He maintains his composure by looking at what happens to him as if from a third-person perspective.

Now approaching 60, he's even more so. Though he occasionally cries when emotions overwhelm him, it never lasts long.

He has always been someone who views the world in a cold and rational way.

"Oppa, are you uncomfortable? Should we leave?"

"Um... Oppa?"

"What's wrong? Should I call you by your name? Si-woo Oppa."

But at present, the chess Champion was just a middle-aged man. Yeon looked at him with smiling eyes. Without needing to think deeply, that was clearly teasing.

*That's definitely the kid. It can't be anyone else. That behavior that makes me want to smack them—no one else would act like that toward me.*

Setting aside the fact that he was the Champion, he was visibly an older man. No normal person would tease a middle-aged man like that.

The Champion was certain. This woman was that kid who died twenty years ago. He had guessed somewhat from her speech and behavior, but now he was sure.

"Sigh..."

What on earth happened for her to come back to life? He wanted to ask but couldn't. He and the kid weren't the only ones here.
His secretary would leave if ordered, but it seemed quite difficult to chase away that male student.

*My mistake. I was wrong to think the kid wouldn't have friends. I should have asked to bring only the female student.*

He didn't believe the nonsense about a husband. He thought it was just one of the absurd things she used to say from time to time.

He sighed and shook his head. It had been a long time since he'd seen his son. Though there was no legal relationship, the kid was his son.

*Well... I'm glad you seem to be doing well.*

He was still silly and deserving of a flick on the forehead, but he seemed to be living a more stable life than twenty years ago.

The Champion smiled kindly and addressed Yeon. Since he didn't want the male student to eavesdrop, he spoke in Russian.

He didn't speak English because that impudent kid would mock his accent, and the male student might overhear.
Yeon knew some Russian too. Countries from the former Soviet Union were generally good at chess.

"Son, what's your name?"

Yeon blinked and then wrapped Si-woo's arm around her body. She whispered in Si-woo's ear.

"That's Russian. He just asked, 'Son, what's your name?'"

Her voice was loud enough for the Champion to hear. Si-woo frowned and held Yeon tightly. He discreetly checked the position of the car door handle and assessed the strength of the windows.

He was thinking of breaking the window and throwing Yeon outside if something happened.

The Champion spoke in Russian again.

"Damn it, I'm doing this because I want to talk to just you. Why are you translating?"

Yeon smiled with her eyes. Her tongue peeked out slightly between her red lips. With an expression that made one want to tap her on the head with a fist, she whispered in Si-woo's ear.

"He says he wants to talk to just me. He's asking why I'm translating?"

Si-woo looked at the Champion with a shocked expression. He clenched his fist, ready to break the window at any moment, and held Yeon's body tightly.

Si-woo whispered in Yeon's ear. Since he was genuinely whispering and not trying to tease, the Champion couldn't hear him.

"Who on earth is this person?"

"Hmm... He's an old man with whom I have deep bad blood. He'd ask me to eat with him because he didn't want to eat alone, try to take me to amusement parks, and even made me wear a skirt once."

Yeon spoke slowly in Korean. Her intention to let the Champion hear was clear. She spoke deliberately slowly so he wouldn't miss anything.

Everything Yeon said was true. She just didn't mention it was in her past life. And the skirt was just a traditional Scottish outfit.

Everyone's expression hardened except for Yeon's. She was the only one smiling.

"W-what did you say?"

"Oh, and he tells me to call him daddy. He said he'd give me money if I called him daddy."

To be precise, it wasn't about giving money but canceling a bet. But to Yeon, it was the same thing.

Recovering money she almost lost was the same as receiving money. Si-woo gritted his teeth and clenched his fists.

This time, he wasn't looking at the window. He was looking at the middle-aged man who had done bad things to Yeon. Though it was a tight space, he thought he could knock out his front teeth with one proper punch.

The Champion spoke urgently. This time in Korean. The male student's demeanor seemed very off. Fearing he might get hit, he hastily explained.

"Why, why are you talking like that!"

"Eh? But it's true. I think I was about... middle school age then..."

Yeon instantly made the chess Champion look like trash. The Champion sincerely wanted to flick Yeon on the forehead. If not for the male student holding Yeon tightly with a clenched fist, he might have actually done it.

"You're making it sound like something it's not! I only helped because you looked so lonely. Don't you know how anxious you looked back then!"

"...So, you're saying it's my fault?"

Yeon spoke with a trembling voice. She was smiling broadly but her voice trembled slightly. If you closed your eyes and just listened, she sounded genuinely wronged.

Of course, her face was smiling. Yeon found this situation very amusing. She was having fun teasing the two people she had deep connections with.

Those two were burning up inside, but Yeon was just having fun.

The Champion spoke in Russian again.

"If you keep this up, I'll reveal that you were a man."

Yeon replied in Russian.

"I'm just joking, daddy. Why are you taking it so seriously..."

"You crazy... That joke went too far."

"My name is Buyeo Yeon. Buyeo is my family name and Yeon is my given name. Call me Yeon."

"Alright, Yeon. Nice to see you again. If you're also glad to see me, would you calm down that male student? At this rate, I think I might get hit."

Yeon considered playing one more joke but decided against it. She was quite happy to see him after a long time, and he was like a benefactor to her.

He was both her rival and enemy, but also her guardian. Without him, Yeon would have broken down before the championship.

Yeon took Si-woo's hand to calm him down.

"Si-woo, it's a joke. This person is... you could say he's my chess teacher."

"Chess... teacher?"

"You probably know him too? Look closely. Don't you recognize him?"

Si-woo squinted and examined his face carefully. Then he exclaimed in surprise.

"The Champion? The, the world chess Champion?"

"Yes. The person who's temporarily holding my position."

"You... learned chess from him?"

"I was mostly self-taught, but I did learn from him. Anyway, he's the one who helped me overcome my limits."

"And he didn't demand anything in return?"

"Not at all. I'm not that naive about the world, you know?"

Both men had similar reactions to Yeon's words. In short, it was "You?" Si-woo knew what kind of person Yeon was, and so did the Champion.

Yeon was the last person who would know how the world works.

"Then Yeon, what were all those things you said? About eating together, going to the amusement park, and making you wear a skirt."

"The skirt was a traditional Scottish outfit. The meals were just him treating me, and at the amusement park, I mostly rode alone. He got me an all-day pass while he just bought an entrance ticket."

Si-woo pressed his chin against the top of Yeon's head.

"You said all that on purpose, didn't you?"

"Eeeh... Maybe I did."

"I was really worried. I thought he was some weird person."

Si-woo grabbed Yeon's cheeks and pulled them sideways. Her soft cheeks stretched out.

"Gyaaak..."

"I always wondered how you got so good at chess... so you learned from him."

"I mostly taught myself! I only learned some details from him!"

Si-woo pressed Yeon's cheeks with his hands. Yeon struggled to escape Si-woo's hands. Si-woo persisted and continued to knead Yeon's face.

It wasn't so much that he was angry about Yeon's joke; he just found it fun.

"...Still, it seems you've found a good person this time."

The Champion muttered as he watched Yeon and Si-woo. His face looked much more relaxed than before.

Yeon chuckled and extended her hand to the Champion.

"And this time, I'm going to win."

"No way. You can't beat me."

The Champion took Yeon's hand and shook it.

Yeon glared at the Champion. Her eyes were shining brightly. They contained determination and a subtle madness. Without trembling, they focused solely on one target.

"Bring your best condition. That's why I revealed myself to you."

"That's the cause of your defeat. You should have aimed for when I'm at my weakest."

"I believe I can beat you even when you're at your strongest."

"Still arrogant, I see."

"If you have the ability, it's not arrogance but confidence."

The Champion smiled leisurely. That groundless confidence—it was definitely him. He didn't know what had happened, but the kid had come back to life.

*A miracle. There's no other way to explain it. This is a miracle.*

The leisurely smiling man instantly became expressionless. A miracle had occurred. He wouldn't investigate why the miracle happened. That wasn't his job as a chess master.

A chess master has his own way. Naturally, it's solving things through chess. He had already reached the limit of what a human could achieve in chess.

*If I beat you again this time, you'll end up like that again.*

The Champion naturally decided to lose. For the past 20 years, he had lived with guilt and pain. What truly mattered wasn't the title of chess Champion but people.

Rather than winning again and plunging his son into despair, it would be better to naturally lose and save his son.

*He's dull, so he won't notice.*

He had been the chess Champion for over thirty years. He maintained a good relationship with the association's president and knew the principles of the anti-cheating programs used by the association.

It would be easy for him to lose naturally without anyone noticing.

*I'll concede. This mere Champion position.*

The Champion looked at his son. For some reason, he had become a daughter now, but he was still his son. Twenty years ago, he had played around leisurely and won in the end, but this time, he would lose in the end.

That way, his son would live happily.

"It's not dinner time yet, is it? I'll treat you."

"Well, since we've met after a long time, I'll dine with you."

The Champion smiled contentedly. In his mind, he was writing a scenario to naturally lose to Yeon.

Ch.96 - Champion, Perhaps Father (3)
"What's with the 'mister'... Why not call me dad?"

"Dad? Should we get a DNA test? I'll acknowledge it if we get paternity confirmation."

"You're my adopted daughter, so a DNA test wouldn't mean anything."

"Want me to pull my family registry to check?"

"I'm Scottish, so that wouldn't work either."

"Then we're just strangers. Just some mister I know."

I drew a clear line. He keeps asking me to call him dad, but I can't just say that out of nowhere. Maybe if he beat me in a bet, but suddenly asking makes me not want to do it.

The mister is my rival, not my father. It's just his one-sided claim. He'd need to do something worthy of my pride before I'd call him dad.

"Then pay for your own meal."

"Dad, that's not fair!"

...Come to think of it, he did say he'd treat me. Can't help it. For a fancy traditional meal like this, I should treat him like a dad during dinner.

"So... what's your name, young man?"

"I'm Jeong Si-woo. Please call me Si-woo."

"Alright, Si-woo. Let me ask you one thing."

"Yes?"

"Are you really dating Yeon? The kiddo I know isn't someone who would date anyone. She has goals, and until she achieves them, she won't do anything else. Since I'm still the Champion... that stupid kid must be dragging things out."

The mister hit the nail on the head. Si-woo rolled his eyes around. Normally, I would have quickly made excuses, but... this man isn't someone who would accept such excuses.

"Ha! I knew it. He goes around spouting nonsense about being a husband or whatever, but in reality, he hasn't done anything. That's his nature, you should understand. He has no confidence."

I frowned and glared at him. In that brief moment, he read Si-woo's hesitation and found his answer. Though he didn't explicitly say he was right, he continued speaking with confidence in his answer.

Brazenly arrogant, but because he's actually intelligent, there's nothing I can say.

"...You're more talkative than I expected."

"Personal settings and official settings are different."

"Hmm, too different. You looked much more depressed and lifeless in the media."

"Yes, I was... Student, let's not talk about that. I have my secrets too."

"Okay."

Si-woo squeezed my hand. This situation seems a bit uncomfortable for him. I covered his hand with both of mine and patted it. It meant to reassure him that I was by his side.

The mister smiled at me. It was quite a creepy smile. In Si-woo's blind spot, I raised my left hand and slightly extended my middle finger.

*I should have just pretended not to know. I wanted us to compete at our best... but seeing him act like this, I regret it.*

Dad, as if. So cringy. The mister is just my rival. I just humor him occasionally; he's definitely not my father.

I grew up without parents. No one can become my parent now. What helped me overcome the most difficult times was my own ability, not parents.

"Oh my... this disrespectful kiddo."

The mister chuckled and covered my head with his hand. It was a bit different from before. His hand had aged since then, and I had grown taller.

"I have a good idea. Si-woo, whenever this kid acts up, I'll tell you some information about her. What you do with that information is up to you. Wouldn't that be fun?"

"What?"

"She just acted up once, so I'll tell you one thing. She's weak to requests. Even if she grumbles and refuses, keep asking. If it's someone she considers close, she'll do anything for them."

"Like I'd do that? That's ridiculous!"

"And when she gets angry, buying her an ice cream will make her feel better."

I laughed in disbelief. Anyone listening would think I was a three-year-old. Granting requests when asked, and calming down with ice cream when angry.

*Dad, as if. He doesn't know anything about me. I'm such a complex person. Tsk tsk tsk.*

I liked ice cream when I was young. I don't like it that much now. I'll eat it if someone buys it for me, but I won't spend my own money on it.

"...She does tend to grant requests well."

"Yes. She'll grant anything as long as it's not related to chess. She might not like things that affect chess, but she'll probably still grant them."

"Yeon-a, is that true?"

Si-woo turned to me and asked. I shook my head. I have my own likes and dislikes. I won't grant requests for things I dislike.

And it's natural to grant earnest requests. Unless it's something I absolutely can't do, isn't it better to grant them?

"She says it's not true."

"She's always had trouble with self-awareness. If you have something you want later, ask her earnestly."

"Okay..."

Si-woo tilted his head. After that, the conversation between Si-woo and the mister continued. The mister kept prodding Si-woo with seemingly kind words.

He seemed to be trying to figure out what kind of person Si-woo was. I didn't particularly stop him. The mister had a good eye for people. After a few conversations, he could immediately tell what kind of person someone was.

*Anyway, they're both important to me... it would be nice if they got along.*

Soon after, the food arrived. There was a lot, but there wasn't much I could eat. I eliminated them one by one.

I eliminated the seasoned greens, fried foods with unknown fillings, and things I couldn't tell whether they were dried squid or bellflower root. Deodeok? No way I could eat that. I also eliminated what appeared to be cold jellyfish salad. I neatly eliminated eggplant, mushrooms, and pumpkin too.
I also eliminated various other things that didn't taste good.

*Meat, fish, and rolled eggs. This seems enough!*

I smiled brightly and reached for the food with my chopsticks. However, at that moment, Si-woo held out a piece of fried eggplant to me.

"Yeon-a, eat this."

"No."

"Can't you eat it for me...? I want you to eat a balanced diet. Please?"

"N-no..."

"Just one bite. You don't eat vegetables well usually. This is an expensive restaurant, so even these dishes will taste good."

"I don't want to..."

"Aah~"

"Aah..."

I reluctantly opened my mouth. I didn't want to eat it, but when Si-woo asked so earnestly, I had no choice but to comply.

He wasn't doing this to tease me but ultimately for my health, and his logic was perfect, so this was the only action I could take.

"How is it?"

"It doesn't taste good..."

"Then try this."

Si-woo held out a mushroom to me. I firmly closed my mouth and shook my head. Disgusting mushrooms are not food. They're outcasts that belong to neither the animal nor plant kingdom.

I don't recognize disgusting mushrooms as food. They're just spore masses belonging to fungi.

"Just try one bite. It might taste good."

"Ugh..."

But I ended up eating it anyway. This one was somewhat okay, but the texture was quite terrible. I firmly held Si-woo's right hand.

Si-woo's eyes were looking at the grilled deodeok. I could eat it for the gochujang flavor, but I couldn't tolerate the unique scent of deodeok.

"Okay. But you'll eat this, right?"

Si-woo tore off some fish and placed it on top of my rice. He should have done this from the start. The bones were neatly removed, making it easy to eat.

Once someone experiences convenience, they can't go back. Simply put, I became too lazy to remove fish bones myself.

"I don't like bones."

"...Can't you remove fish bones by yourself?"

"No way."

In the end, I didn't remove a single fish bone throughout my entire meal. It was quite annoying to see the mister chuckling and watching, but anyway, I finished my meal comfortably.

"Mister, thank you for the meal."

"You say that right after I pay? That's harsh."

"Do you still have business with me? Now that we've eaten, we're enemies again."

"Yes, yes. It's good to see you being consistent."

"...Yes. Then, goodbye."

I didn't quite like the mister's attitude. I don't want to play house with him. He is my enemy and rival.

He's someone I need to defeat someday, someone who's temporarily holding the position I need to obtain. I can understand that his fighting spirit has diminished with age.

But today, he seemed... as if he had given up on competition. He wasn't like that 20 years ago. He was someone who craved victory more than I did.

Someone who didn't want to lose even in a single word was unusually compliant today. Doesn't he seem like someone about to retire?

*It's strange that we met today too. The him from 20 years ago only took me around when he won. When we tied or he lost, he kept me at a distance.*

Anxiety swept over me. If it were him from 20 years ago, he would have bought me something after the simul, after beating me, as if to cheer me up.

*No, that can't be it. He's probably just happy to see me after 20 years.*

I held Si-woo's hand tightly. It must be my imagination. He is the strongest player I acknowledge. He's someone with a professional mindset who always acts professionally.

After 20 years, some minor habits might have changed. I was a bit anxious, but I thought it couldn't be true.

Because there's no way that person would be like that.
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Chapter 97

After meeting that man, my goals became clearer.

My goal is to become the Champion, but honestly, that's still far in the future. No matter how good I am, it will take at least a few years to reach that position.

Until today's meeting, the simultaneous exhibition was also a rather abstract goal. The Champion I remember is from twenty years ago.

It wasn't easy to fuel my competitive spirit based on a twenty-year-old image. But today, seeing him in person and witnessing the fierce determination in his eyes made it real.

He was still my rival. Seeing him in person confirmed it. He had the skill and determination worthy of sitting on the throne.

It might sound strange to say this after such a brief meeting, but you can always recognize the strongest players just by looking at them. He was also looking forward to our match.

After all, I was the only one who ever threatened his throne. That's my little point of pride.

I headed back to the dormitory with a bright smile. Si-woo was there to see me off again today.

"Yeon-a, you look happy. Was it nice seeing that person after so long?"

"It's not so much happiness as anticipation. He's my only worthy opponent."

"I'll be cheering for you."

"Thanks. But you don't need to give me flowers to celebrate my victory. I prefer feelings over material things!"

"Are you sure you won't get sulky if there's no gift?"

"No way. I'm someone whose words and actions perfectly align. Really, gifts are unnecessary. I feel bad always being on the receiving end."

I waved my hand in refusal. I meant it. The old me would have said, "I'm definitely going to win, so prepare a congratulatory gift in advance," but this time I couldn't.

I believe I'll win, but I know it will be difficult in reality. If I hadn't met him in person, I might have maintained my baseless confidence...

"Whew, I'm nervous."

"It's okay. You'll win."

"You really think so? Do you think I can win?"

"Yes. You'll win. You'll definitely win."

"Hmm. Thank you."

I pulled Si-woo's hand. He stopped in the middle of the path. I hesitantly opened my mouth.

"...Si-woo. Would you be disappointed if I lose?"

Si-woo took a step toward me, patted me gently, and said:

"Of course not. You might lose. I won't be disappointed if you do. I'm not as good at chess as you are, but you're not disappointed in me for that, right?"

"Mmm."

"It's the same for me. Even if you're not great at chess, I won't be disappointed. So don't worry."

I nodded. It felt a bit uncomfortable, like I was preparing for defeat, but I really wanted to hear those words.

Even if I lose, Si-woo will remain my friend. It's okay to lose once. So I should play with a calm mind, not pushing myself too hard, just showing my usual skills.

I clenched my fist. I want to win.

Lately, I seem to be saying "I want to win" a lot. Clearly, deep down, I think I might lose.

After saying goodbye to Si-woo, I returned to the dormitory. My demerit points are still high. One more late morning will get me kicked out of this place.

*I want to study late, but... I might really get expelled at this rate.*

I washed up and went straight to bed. I had a strange dream. After losing badly to the Champion, I suffered aftereffects that prevented me from ever playing chess again, and Si-woo took care of me for the rest of my life.

Chess isn't even an intense physical sport, so why would aftereffects prevent me from playing? I don't know.

Thinking about it after waking up, it wasn't really a nightmare. It was a dream where I could never play chess again, but I didn't feel bad about it.

It was strange. Chess has been my life, but I wasn't that heartbroken about losing it. Chess was my life, but it seems it was also my ordeal.

Perhaps I've unconsciously been thinking that people are more important than chess. If I had to choose between chess and Si-woo, I think I'd choose Si-woo.

...
..
.

All week I studied like someone obsessed with chess. I mainly focused on reviewing openings and analyzing the Champion's game records.

I've always analyzed game records regularly, but this time I went much deeper because I was also preparing openings.

I analyzed his psychology by considering what intentions and thoughts went into each move. Si-woo was surprisingly helpful.

He served as my chair and backrest, and even gave me full-body massages. I was also really grateful that he organized and categorized the openings for me.

During the five weekdays, my average sleep was about six hours. Aside from essential tasks, I thought only about chess.

The match with the Champion is worth such intense preparation. He's the best player in the world, and someone I respect.

I would be ashamed to face him without showing my sincere effort. I revealed my identity because I wanted to see the Champion giving his best. Naturally, I must do the same.

*I can do this. This time I'll win. Definitely.*

The third day of the main tournament dawned. Only a few days left. After winning the main tournament with a perfect score, I'll proudly claim victory in the simultaneous exhibition.

In the first match of the third day, I had White. Last week I always started with Black, but today I started with White.

This time I played a slightly different move than usual. King's Knight development, the Réti Opening. It's the fourth most commonly played move by percentage.

My opponent also developed their King's Knight. Black could take the center pawn, but many choose to develop the Knight and wait a move like this.

I rested my chin on my hand and thought for a moment. The characteristic of the Réti Opening is its flexibility. There's a high possibility it could transform into another opening midway.

That's true now too. If I push the pawn in front of my Queen, and my opponent does the same, we could smoothly transition into a Queen's Gambit.

*But... I just played the Réti after a long time, so it would be a shame to switch to Queen's Gambit.*

I pushed my g-pawn one square. The intention is to push the g-pawn and develop the Bishop there to secure a good position. It might look like a tempo loss in the short term, but if played well, it can bring significant advantages.

The opening I chose was the King's Indian Attack.

It's not the best opening, but it has sufficient potential. Since the center pawns haven't moved yet, there's strategic flexibility, and the Bishop controlling the long diagonal has considerable potential.

Today wasn't a day of perfect condition like last time, but it was quite good.
My opponent wanted to close the center and made a forced move, and I persisted to the end to secure victory. It was clean.

...
..
.

*Her skill remains the same. Or perhaps I should say it's merely the same.*

The Champion sat in the management room watching Yeon's match. She was setting up decent strategies and pressuring her opponent with excellent tactics.

Her piece redeployment and pawn structure still looked immature. She was at Grandmaster level, but compared to experienced top Grandmasters, many flaws were visible.

This was Yeon's chronic weakness. She tries to win through attack whenever possible, and even when switching to defense, she soon looks for ways to attack again.

Others might find it quite impressive, but to him as the Champion, it still looked very immature.

*At this level... giving her a pawn handicap would be fair.*

He lightly assessed Yeon's skill. It's not just a difference of one pawn. It's as much as a whole pawn difference. At the top level, a one-pawn difference determines victory or defeat.

He thought he could definitely beat Yeon.

She still looked too young. Her weaknesses were visible, and ways to beat her seemed too obvious. It felt like he could win every match against her if he wanted to.

*Is she still trapped in a narrow world? Not to realize even after one death.*

The Champion let out a small sigh. It seemed like she could be perfect with just a little more improvement, but that little bit was missing. Yeon eventually won, but it was too clumsy a victory.

He thought she could never beat him playing like that.

"...Excuse me."

The Champion spoke to the administrator.

"Yes!"

"I called you because I have a favor to ask."

"What is it?"

"This isn't something I should do, but..."

The Champion muttered in a low voice.

"I need you to find someone. A male student named Jeong Si-woo. You should still have the list of people who applied for the preliminaries. Please find his phone number and let me know."

"B-but that's personal information that shouldn't be disclosed..."

"Please. I'm not planning anything bad. It's... necessary for the development of the chess industry."

His solution was this troublesome boy. A boy who appeared from somewhere and seduced his foolish son. He wanted to scold him, but his son-turned-daughter liked that student too much for him to do so.

*This is the only way to improve the kid's skills.*

The Champion smiled slightly. His son had always been dissatisfied with his chess skills. That kid who hated even draws wanted to win every game.

The Champion thought the greatest gift he could give his son was to improve his chess skills. For his son, chess was like life itself. If his chess skills improved, he would smile happily.

But direct teaching is useless. There are limits to what teaching can accomplish. One must realize the true principles on their own.

*This child has devoted their life to chess. A brief love affair in youth... would mean nothing.*

He thought his son would be grateful. For his son, chess is life. Love must certainly be less important than life.

"Here... is Jeong Si-woo's phone number."

"Thank you. You've saved the chess industry."

With this method, his son could defeat him fair and square.

Since ancient times, awakening has always been accompanied by pain.
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Round 2. It was my turn to play Black, and we proceeded with the Ruy Lopez Marshall Attack. The Marshall Attack, named after Grandmaster Frank Marshall from the early 20th century, is sometimes called the Marshall Gambit. The most distinctive feature of this opening is "if you don't know it, you'll suffer."

If you're unfamiliar with it, checkmate follows quickly. White's queenside pieces aren't developed at all, while Black's two bishops and queen target the kingside.

It's a sharp opening where a moment's carelessness can lead to immediate checkmate. That's why almost everyone who plays the Ruy Lopez studies it extensively.

Knowing this, I went for a less common line. On the eleventh move, advancing the c-pawn one square to protect the knight is considered better, but I played Knight to f6 instead.

My opponent couldn't counter me, and the game ended right there. The game finished in just twenty moves. Even though it was a sideline, it's still a fairly common opening—I was surprised they couldn't defend against it properly.

After a short break, Round 3 began. It was my turn to play White. I advanced my b-pawn one square, using the Nimzo-Larsen Attack.

My opponent's response was surprisingly weak. My bishop, developed to b2, captured their rook at h8.

It wasn't even a tactical combination. They just made a mistake. I gained a five-point advantage in the opening, then captured their queen in the middlegame to secure the win.

The victory was so easy it was almost boring. I like winning, but not in such a mindless way. It was amazing that such an opponent had made it to the main tournament.

Round 4. The final round of the day. The game proceeded as a Nimzo-Indian Defense. My opponent went for the Sämisch Variation, and I responded with standard theory.

The game ended... anticlimactically. My opponent missed a one-move checkmate, and that was it. It was a strangely hollow victory.

I won, but I didn't feel particularly good about it. I felt a little pleased, but couldn't fully enjoy it. It wasn't even something I could brag about.

Anyone sitting in my place would have achieved similar results. Overall, my opponents today seemed to be in poor form.

*Maybe it's because of the random matching... I think I only faced people who barely qualified for the main tournament.*

I scratched my head as I walked outside. It took only 10 minutes to win Round 4. I was amazed that a game could end in 10 minutes when it wasn't even a blitz match.

I sat absentmindedly on a bench outside the venue. It would be a while before Si-woo arrived. I had told him to come about 30 minutes after the start of the final round to avoid waiting too long.

I had said that because it would be difficult to finish even the fastest game within 30 minutes, but today I finished in just 10 minutes.

*I'll have to wait at least 20 minutes...*

I sighed. Suddenly I had all this free time. I took out my phone and quickly reviewed today's games.
They were all such easy matches that it took less than 5 minutes.

I stood up to stretch a bit and jumped around to loosen up. Then suddenly, I remembered what phones are actually for.

Instead of waiting 20 minutes, I could just call him and tell him to come now!

A phone is ultimately for making calls. I could have just called him instead of waiting. I chuckled at my own foolishness.

I immediately called Si-woo.

[Ring— Ring— The customer is currently on another call—]

However, Si-woo was talking to someone else for some reason. I took a deep breath and called again. If we both called each other at the same time, it would say the line is busy.

There's no reason for Si-woo to call me right now, but there's always that small possibility.

I called again. But the sound I heard was the same as before. The dry mechanical voice saying the customer is on another call. It meant Si-woo couldn't take my call.

*It's okay. Si-woo has other people he knows too. He probably didn't expect me to finish early. It could be his parents calling.*

I felt a little anxious, but I was still fine. It's my fault for finishing early. Si-woo didn't do anything wrong. This round just ended quickly because my opponent was surprisingly bad.

With nothing else to do, I kept calling Si-woo. Again and again, I called.
The "customer is on another call" message buzzed in my head. But I kept calling.

Who could be talking to Si-woo for so long? I decided I would definitely ask him when he arrived.

I checked the time. Thirty minutes had passed since the start of Round 4. It was time for Si-woo to arrive. But looking into the distance, I couldn't see him.

*It's okay. He might be running late. I can wait about 10 minutes. Si-woo waited for me every day. I should wait for him sometimes too.*

My breathing started to quicken, so I deliberately slowed it down. I set a timer and breathed in for 3 seconds, then out for 3 seconds.

After regulating my breathing for about a minute, I called Si-woo again.

[The customer is—]

"Whyyy..."

It's okay. Si-woo has his own life. He might have someone he needs to talk to for over 20 minutes.

*Si-woo's parents are busy people... can they talk to their son for that long? No, no. It might not be his parents. It could be a friend he hasn't seen in a while. That friend would definitely be a guy. But do guys talk on the phone for over 20 minutes? No, no.*

I looked at the clock on my phone. Time was moving slowly. I clenched my fist and thumped my chest. This isn't right. Excessive attachment will only ruin us both.

I shouldn't be suspicious or possessive.

I need to always be the perfect friend. He shouldn't feel tired when spending time with me. Our time together should always be enjoyable. We should be able to look at each other's faces and smile.

I shouldn't whine. He would surely dislike me then. Si-woo can't dislike me. I don't want to be abandoned.

I have to endure this alone.

I called again. And again I heard that the line was busy. As I heard the busy signal, rain started falling on my phone screen.

Knowing this wasn't right, I pressed my palms against my eyes and bit my left arm. If there was a mark, my clothes would cover it.

"Ugh, it hurts..."

I must have bitten too hard, as a small wound appeared on my arm. I wiped it roughly with my hand and called Si-woo again.
This time he answered. I started to feel better.

"Si-woo!"

[Yeon-a, are you done?]

"Yes, yes! I'm finished!"

[I didn't make you wait long, did I? Sorry. You... called a lot.]

"It's fine! I can wait this much. I'm not a child—you think I can't wait 30 minutes?"

[That's a relief. I'll be right there.]

"Okay!"

I turned on my phone's selfie mode and looked at my face. My eyes were slightly red, but not noticeably so. I pressed my eyes firmly to wipe away any moisture.

The small wound on my arm was... not so small after all. Though small in size, it was deep and bleeding a lot. The brief pressure I applied wasn't enough to stop the bleeding. I wiped it roughly and covered it with my sleeve.

*It's not visible. This should be fine.*

I returned to being the cool, dependable friend. Always confident, self-loving, and good at chess. That's who I am.

A few minutes later, I saw Si-woo running toward me from a distance. I waved my hand enthusiastically in greeting. Fortunately, my mood had improved quickly.

Smiling broadly and waving my arms, I ran and jumped toward him. Si-woo was momentarily surprised but managed to catch me successfully.

"Si-woo! It's been so long!"

"Yeah. It has been."

"Let's go eat dinner! I'll treat you today."

"Oh, really? Thanks."

"Hmm."

I stayed in Si-woo's arms for a moment. My heart melted softly. I felt secure. All the difficult feelings dissolved instantly.

I pulled my left sleeve to cover the wound. No need to worry Si-woo unnecessarily.

As we walked hand in hand toward the restaurant, I carefully asked Si-woo:

"So... who were you talking to on the phone for so long?"

"Uh... The Champion. He suddenly called and said he'd do all sorts of things for me? I was going to hang up, but since he's connected to you, I didn't want to be rude."

"That guy?"

"Yeah. Oh, he told me not to tell you. Keep it a secret, okay?"

"Okay."

Si-woo suddenly embraced me from behind. Then he rolled up my left sleeve. A bit of red blood had flowed down and was slightly visible below my sleeve.

"Yeon-a, you were really anxious, weren't you?"

"N-no... this isn't that, I just got caught on the bench and got hurt."

"It's okay, it's okay. I'm sorry I was late. I should have ignored him and come right away. I'm fine, so don't try to hide it."

"Uu... uuu..."

"It's okay. You can cry. I won't dislike you for crying. Don't hold it in—tell me when you're struggling."

Tears streamed down my face. Si-woo held me tightly. "It's okay, it's okay," he kept whispering in my ear.

"Let's go to the pharmacy and get a bandage. I'll put it on for you."

Si-woo gently picked me up and headed toward the pharmacy.

"Want to know what the call was about? That guy said he'd send me abroad to study. He said you'd be happy if I played chess with you, and that he'd take me on as his direct disciple."

I listened to Si-woo's voice while sniffling.

"But when he said I couldn't go with you, I just said no. How could I leave you behind?"

"Mm-hmm. You did well. Really well."

"So don't worry."

"Okay."

We bought bandages and ointment from the pharmacy. Even inside the pharmacy, I stayed in Si-woo's arms. It was embarrassing, but the comfort outweighed the embarrassment.

Si-woo carefully applied ointment to my arm. He also put on the bandage neatly.

"Si-woo."

I spoke in a small voice as I watched him.

"Do you... want to kiss?"

Just... today, Si-woo seemed even more handsome than usual.
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The ice cream bandage on my left arm was a reminder as I waited for his answer. This wasn't an impulsive request—I wanted to create a deeper connection with Si-woo, to bind him to me.

He probably had never done it before. If we did it now, I could be his first. Firsts are hard to forget. If I took Si-woo's first, he would never forget me for the rest of his life.

"Yes...?"

I looked up at Si-woo slightly. He smiled and gently brushed my bangs to the side.

"No. I won't do it."

"Huh? What?"

"We shouldn't kiss before we're even dating, right?"

"No... that's..."

"You're not ready to date me yet."

I nodded slightly. It wasn't that I didn't want to—I just wasn't fully prepared. I was still too fragile, and my fragility made me overly dependent.

Right now, I was trying my best not to show Si-woo how dependent I was, but things might change after we started dating. I might become much more obsessive.

*If I become too obsessive... it would be hard on Si-woo too. I know what I'm capable of. I'm not normal yet.*

I took a slow, deep breath. Yes, it wasn't time yet. I needed to wait a little longer.

"Sigh, Si-woo. I think you're right. It's not time yet. Can you wait a little longer?"

"Yes. I can wait."

"I feel bad about this... Honestly, am I uncomfortable for you? I must be really uncomfortable and annoying. You don't have to answer. It's just what I think."

I scratched at the bandage on my left arm. What kind of crazy person would bite their arm and hurt themselves just because someone was a few minutes late? I might start hating myself.

"...Still, I'm trying."

Si-woo pressed down on my head.

"You can rely on me a little more."

I chuckled and shook my head.

"Let's just eat dinner. I'm fine. I lived well on my own when you weren't around. So don't worry."

"Okay."

We had dinner at a nearby restaurant. It was delicious.

Before parting, I told Si-woo:

"Si-woo, I'm fine, so take your time tomorrow. After waiting today, I realized waiting isn't easy. You don't have to come for lunch at all."

"Will you be okay?"

"Yes. I was just in a bad mood today. Everyone I played chess with was weird. I wouldn't normally act like that. I'm really fine! It'll be okay if you don't come tomorrow."

"Alright. I'll come more leisurely tomorrow."

"You can come very leisurely. No, tomorrow I'll be the one waiting. Come out when I call you."

"Okay."

I spoke with determination. Though I sometimes do stupid things, I'm not stupid enough to fall for the same trick twice.

I'm one of the most intelligent people in the world. If I experience Si-woo being late a second time, I'll know exactly how to handle it.

Si-woo looked at me anxiously. I put strength into my eyes to show confidence. This was meant to express overflowing confidence.

"Okay, okay, stop being cute. I'm starting to regret refusing that kiss."

"C-cute? What! I was showing confidence by putting strength in my eyes!"

"Oh... really? I thought you were trying to persuade me with those sparkling eyes."

"Anyway, by overcoming these things one by one, I can become a perfect person. I don't fall for the same trick twice."

"Alright. Tomorrow I'll come when you call."

"Don't run, walk leisurely. Oh, and it would be nice if you brought ice cream on your way."

With time to buy ice cream, it should be enough of a trial of waiting for me. If I can overcome it properly just once, I won't fall for it again.

At least... I won't hurt myself again.

...
..
.

Sunday. A day with Round 2 in the morning and Round 4 in the afternoon. After finishing today's matches, a total of 20 rounds will have been completed.

I can check my current score and ranking on the official website. When I checked, my current ranking was 6th.

I'm the lowest ranked among those who have won all their games. It's because of the unique tiebreaker system... I don't understand it well.

Apparently, they break ties based on the scores of the people I've defeated. I lost some points because the four people I met yesterday played terribly.

*Sigh... I might not get first place despite winning all my games. I hope I meet the people ranked above me.*

I quickly checked the names of those above me. The chances of meeting them are small, but if I do, I plan to do my best to win.

I left home alone. It felt a little lonely with no one beside me. I was already starting to regret it. Maybe I should have just relied on Si-woo instead of trying to be tough.

I walked while staring blankly into space. The sky was blue. The sky is blue because of light scattering. Shorter wavelengths like violet and blue scatter more than longer wavelengths. It looks blue because our eyes are weak to violet...

All sorts of thoughts come to mind when I'm spacing out. It feels like it's been a long time since I've headed somewhere alone like this. It's strange. I used to always walk alone. Walking alone and only imagining chess.

*It wasn't that long ago, but I've already changed a lot. Hehe, since I've changed so much, I should be able to play chess well now. They said I could beat the Champion after changing by making friends.*

My mood improved. As I was walking with light steps, my phone rang.

It was an unknown number. I answered, ready to hang up immediately if it was insurance or a survey.

"Yes."

[Kiddo, you should say 'hello' when answering the phone.]

"I never gave you my number."

[There are ways to find out everything.]

"Why are you calling? If there's no business, I'm hanging up."

[Ah, don't hang up, let's talk a little more. It's been a while since I called, isn't it too cold?]

Should I really hang up? To my chess-mode self, this person is just my enemy. With tremendous patience, I decided to humor him a little longer.

"So why did you call? To show off your Korean skills? Wow, impressive. Can you speak about 8 languages now?"

[Of course not. I called to ask for some of your time after the tournament today. I have something to tell you. Is that okay now?]

"Eh... time? How much do you need?"

[Just a moment. But today, I want to meet just the two of us.]

"Hmm.... Well, fine. You're not buying me dinner, are you? I already have dinner plans."

[I'll buy you ice cream.]

"Deal. I'll hang out with you until I finish eating it."

[Good... Do your best in today's matches too.]

I hung up. Didn't he say we'd meet at the board next time? Why does he want to meet in person? If I'd known this would happen, I should have left him alone.

I helped him because I wanted to beat the Champion at his best, but he keeps bothering me. He's just my rival. I don't want any relationship beyond being colleagues in the same field.

After entering the venue, I played Round 1. I started with White again today. The opening went from King's Pawn Opening to French Defense.

I responded with the French Defense Tarrasch Variation, and my opponent went into the Closed Tarrasch. My opponent had solid opening theory.

It's quite difficult not to be at a disadvantage against me in the opening stage, but my opponent managed it. The match was decided in the middlegame.

My opponent tried too hard to avoid exchanges because they didn't want doubled pawns, and I exploited a small gap to gain a positional advantage.

When the opportunity came, I boldly pushed my f, g, and h pawns to destroy my opponent's kingside. My opponent reached a position where they had to either get checkmated or give up their queen, so they immediately resigned.

Round 2, my turn to play Black. I used the Caro-Kann Defense. There was no special reason for it.

I was going to use the Sicilian Defense, but I was too lazy to push the pawn two squares, so I only pushed it one. I don't particularly like the pawn structure of the Caro-Kann, but I know how to use it.

After easily winning the first two rounds, I ate lunch alone. I used to always eat like this in the past. I always ate alone unless the Champion asked to eat together.

*It feels lonely eating alone after so long. I didn't think much of it before. I really have changed a bit.*

I managed well without Si-woo and finished my meal. I was able to endure successfully because I had prepared myself for Si-woo's absence.

It's proof that while I may not be normal, I'm not completely abnormal either. I can endure if I prepare myself. I'm just weak to unexpected situations.

After finishing my meal, I won the remaining four games one by one. Round 3 with White—I had to win with White, so I did.

Round 4 with Black—even with Black, I could win in important rounds, so I did. Round 5 took a little longer, but I won anyway. Round 6, I won easily.

Nothing special. The skill gap between us is too large. It's not even a warm-up before facing the Champion. I could win even if I gave up my queen.

After finishing all rounds, I left the venue. As soon as I got outside, I was about to call Si-woo, but unfortunately, I saw the secretary.

He's called a secretary, but he's basically the Champion's subordinate.

"Ice cream is prepared in the car."

"Ah, yes..."

Does he think I'll follow him just because he offers ice cream? I did follow, but not because of the ice cream. I'm just keeping the appointment we made over the phone.

"We filled an entire ice box."

"I don't like ice cream that much."

Following the secretary, there was indeed a lot of ice cream. Various types were in the ice box, so I picked one and put it straight in my mouth.

The Champion was next to the ice cream, but the ice cream seemed more important.
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I do like ice cream, but not to an obsessive degree. I just enjoy it because it tastes good.

It's easy to buy at convenience stores or supermarkets, and it's a food that lets you experience cultures from around the world, so I just eat it occasionally. The claim that I'll follow anyone who offers to buy me ice cream is nothing but slander.

"—So, kiddo. I mean, Yeon-a. Yeon-a? Are you listening?"

It tastes good, but not enough to be excited about. I just like it moderately.

*This one is pretty tasty though. The flavor is very consistent.*

I crunched on the chocolate part. It's sweet and cool, which makes it pretty nice. When there was just a little left, I popped it into my mouth all at once. Cold.

*Is there another one? There is! This is pretty good. They didn't have this before.*

I unwrapped it and started eating again.

"Are you listening?"

"Huh? Yes... I was listening. Interesting story."

"Just how many are you going to eat? Don't fill up on snacks, have a proper meal. Haven't I repeatedly told you that consuming such unbalanced nutrition will decrease your stamina?"

"Did I buy these? You bought them for me."

"Tsk tsk tsk. Your puberty came late."

"If you're done talking, I'll be going now. I'll give my answer to the number that called today. Is that okay?"

I spoke a bit curtly. These meetings were becoming uncomfortable. We only met privately when there weren't any major tournaments.

Besides briefly meeting for some sightseeing and meals between tournaments, we hadn't really met otherwise. As much as I had a strong competitive spirit, so did he, and we viewed each other as rivals.

I wouldn't mind meeting after we've clearly competed to see who's better. But I don't like meeting when that's still undetermined.

He is both my enemy and my rival. He's the biggest target I need to defeat. I'd rather remain rivals than become friendly.

"Mister, treat me like you used to. Let's play a game of chess, naturally set up dinner plans while reviewing games and resting. You may be my benefactor, but you're also my enemy."

I left those final words before departing.

I probably didn't need to be this prickly, but I was anyway. The way he treated me was like someone about to retire.

While I do aim to make him retire, the feeling was different. I plan to make him retire by defeating him completely.

I want to make him step down from the Champion's position, make him finish second in every tournament, and force him to retire in disgrace.
I want him to be called a has-been, to hear that he's lost his touch, even to be told that he's an ugly old man.

When he's suffering from all those cruel words and crying on a bench, I want to confidently approach him and offer a handkerchief.
As the new Champion, I want to show mercy by taking the "washed-up former Champion" around with me.

I want to teach him how to beat "me who's fucking good at chess," and flaunt my winner's composure. That's what I truly want.

My current self avenging what my past self suffered. Isn't that perfect?

For that, two things are absolutely necessary. Skills far superior to the Champion's, and the Champion's will to continue. If he retires after losing to me once, that becomes an honorable retirement.

He absolutely cannot be the good old man who gracefully passes the torch to the next generation. I want to see him desperately clinging to his position until he's disgraced, coming to tournaments reluctantly, and then crying after being crushed by me, the prospect.

I want to see him sobbing while paparazzi take photos that make BBC headlines, and then watch his mental state crumble even more.

Then I'll comfort him generously. First, I'll call him "dad" and subtly manipulate him by saying, "Dad, you used to be as good as me once. Well, not quite as good."

*Wait, is that a bit creepy? But this is how it has to be for justice!*

For this to happen, the Champion needs to keep seeing me as a rival. I need to act somewhat rudely to make him want to crush me at chess.

He must never think about retirement if I'm to achieve my true goal.

*This much is necessary. Having perfect skills, holding the Champion title for over 30 years, then losing to a prospect and dedicating himself to teaching the next generation? I can't allow something that cool!*

He can't be cooler than me. That's my goal. I don't plan to lose to any prospect, and I'll cleanly step down from the Champion position at exactly 40 years old.

After that, I'll establish a chess academy in a quiet countryside and nurture the next generation. When people with cameras occasionally visit, I'll serve them tea, give interviews, and be respected by everyone.

Volunteer work and donations would make it perfect. Even people who don't play chess will know my name, and millions will want to send me to parliament.

Just thinking about it is cool. I should be the one doing such cool things. The Champion should retire in a pathetic way.

*So the Champion needs to remain my rival. He needs to be a sacrifice for my wonderful life.*

If I become such a cool person... Si-woo would respect me too. He'd see me as a cool friend, not someone who's always needy and needs looking after.

No, by then, I'll be a wonderful wife.

"Haaah..."

My face flushed hot. Is there anything better than Si-woo looking at me with eyes full of respect?

My heart is pounding. After achieving my "true goal," happiness will overflow. I took out my phone and sent a one-line text to the Champion.

[Loser]

It was my own way of provocation. If we had a serious war of words, I'd lose anyway. The Champion is better with words than I am. So I have to go with childish tactics.

I win with childish talk. It's hard to respond seriously to childish language, and if he becomes childish too, I win because I'm younger.

Sure enough, the Champion read my message but couldn't reply for a long time. The "typing..." notification kept appearing, but no message came through.

My victory.

*I need to win one step at a time like this.*

I called Si-woo. He answered right away and arrived shortly after.

"Si-wooooo."

"Hey. You look happy today. Did something good happen?"

"Something good? Hmm... Mister bought me ice cream."

The real reason was the pleasant fantasy I had, but I didn't say that. The content of my pleasant fantasy was a bit too creepy.

*But I'm not just teasing him forever. I'll tease him and then later call him dad and acknowledge him. I'm justified.*

I felt justified but didn't tell Si-woo. It would be hard to explain.

"...What kind of ice cream did he buy you that made you this happy?"

"Ah, no, that's not it..."

"How many ice creams did you eat?"

"I didn't eat that many! Just... two...?"

I gently held up two fingers. Si-woo shook his head. I quietly added another finger.

"...Actually, three...?"

"Is that really all?"

"...I thought it was, but actually it was four...?"

"Knowing you, you probably had one of each flavor, and an extra of the ones you liked."

I quietly raised my other hand too. One hand fully extended, and the other with just the thumb folded.

"Good grief. Yeon-a, who eats ice cream like that!"

"They, they were small ones! The actual amount wasn't that much. Volume-wise, it's probably similar to three big ones."

"Yeon-a, even three is a lot. You don't snack on anything else but eat so much ice cream. Are you this happy because you ate nine ice creams?"

"No! There's no way eating a lot of ice cream would make me this happy!"

"Then why are you in such a good mood?"

"It's, it's a secret."

I kept my mouth shut and didn't say anything. My "true goal" must remain secret. I can talk about my surface goal of becoming Champion, but my true goal must be hidden.

"Can't you tell me?"

"No."

"I'm just curious. I promise I won't judge no matter what you say, so please tell me."

"No..."

"Won't you tell me?"

Since Si-woo kept asking, I reluctantly shared the fantasy I had. I did tone it down a bit. But I told him everything about what I had imagined.

"...You really do everything I ask, don't you."

"Huh? What did you say?"

"Nothing. Um... I didn't know you had such desires. Let's, let's just focus on the goal you mentioned at the end."

"The one at the end?"

"Yes. The part where you said, 'By then, I'll be a wonderful wife.'"

"Ah, no... You said it would be okay!"

"That part was the best. The other parts... let's think about those later."

"Mmm. Then let's go eat now."

I pulled Si-woo's hand. But he didn't budge.

"If you ate nine ice creams, you should digest them first before having dinner."

"But they were small ones..."

"No. No matter how delicious they are, you should only eat one or two. How could you eat so many?"

"I only ate one or two! Of each type."

My desperate excuse didn't work. Si-woo made me exercise until my food was digested, refusing to have dinner until then.

I didn't want to, but he kept asking so I had no choice. I exercised for my digestion, and because occasional exercise is necessary.

The claim that I always give in when someone keeps asking is just slander.

Anyway, I had dinner with Si-woo and we parted with smiles. Now I just need to get through tomorrow's tournament. Then my hundred-year plan to turn the Champion into an old has-been will begin.
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The next day, on Monday, I won all my matches in the tournament. It was only natural. After all, I'm a Grandmaster and the winner of the Candidates Tournament—how could I lose at this level?

If anything, I should be embarrassed if a match isn't decided before the endgame. I could beat an ordinary person without a title even if I gave up my Queen and played blindfolded.

I achieved victory as naturally as breathing. At the closing ceremony, I maintained a proud and arrogant expression.

My ranking was first place. I won every match, including those against some fairly strong players. Only three people achieved perfect scores, and among them, I was number one.

*This is expected, but it still feels good!*

I sat in the front row of the closing ceremony with a cool, dignified expression, watching the Champion's congratulatory video. The content was basically congratulating the winners and encouraging everyone to enjoy the game.

Honestly, it was a bit ridiculous. The reason given for sending a video message was "because I'm abroad and can't meet you all in person." This was nonsense to me, since I knew he was in Korea.

And his forced British English was cringeworthy. The Champion normally speaks with a Scottish accent so thick that people used to American English can barely understand him.

When he makes an effort, he can produce proper British pronunciation, but normally he just uses Scottish English.

At least his face looked decent. His once skeletal face had filled out somewhat to a more presentable level.

While I didn't appreciate him sending a video message just to show off, or speaking in British English, seeing his healthier face made me feel a bit better.

A healthy body houses a healthy mind, and a healthy mind fosters excellent chess skills. If someone is to be my rival, they should have both a healthy mind and chess skills.

*As for chess skills... being slightly below mine but able to beat everyone else would be sufficient.*

As I sat there absentmindedly imagining a match with the Champion, the video message was coming to an end. The Champion gave a benevolent smile and offered his blessings.

[Would all thirty challengers please come up to the stage.]

Today there were thirty participants because everyone from the simul was gathered. Players with titles were exempt from the tournament.

If titled players entered tournaments, they'd just win everything anyway, so they're simply exempted.

"Yeon-a, long time no see~"

Ra-hee slipped up beside me. With a peculiar gleam in her eyes, she scanned our surroundings before linking arms with me.

"Yes, it's been a while."

"Yeon-a. You should smile. The photos taken today will last forever, you know? They'll be used until you retire. I'll help you find the camera angles—just flip your hair naturally and smile."

Ra-hee whispered to me casually. Her gaze and behavior were a bit intimidating. She was even more overwhelming up close.

"Ten o'clock direction, one o'clock, two o'clock. Especially the short person at two o'clock. Their photo will be the main one used. Just walk naturally without worrying."

"Is all this really necessary...?"

"Of course it is."

Ra-hee gently tugged at my top to smooth out the wrinkles. Then, with wide eyes and a confident expression, she said to me:

"I'm going to beat the Champion this time. Wouldn't it be nice if the photos they use after my victory are pretty?"

"Couldn't they just take new photos then?"

"It's different. I need to prepare from now if I want to become an issue later. I'm going to be like that person from twenty years ago."

I understood. Ra-hee is ambitious. She aims to be like me from twenty years ago, when I threatened the Champion's position.

It seems she's genuinely determined to win this simul. I'm not sure exactly what she's thinking, but she appears to want to defeat the Champion and become the second challenger.

*It feels strange that her goal is my past self. Hmm.*

Anyway, it's not a bad thing for me. Ra-hee is a good person, and we communicate well. It wouldn't be bad to be associated with her.

We showed off our friendship as we slowly ascended the stage. Back straight, head slightly raised, with a subtle smile on my face.

I struck a naturally beautiful pose while appearing not to pay attention to the cameras.

Even on stage, I maintained my posture while engaging in quiet conversation.

"Good. Yeon-a, perfect."

"I'm pretty even when I don't pay attention to cameras. When I do, I look even prettier."

"So confident. Try channeling that confidence toward chess. With the mindset that you'll definitely beat the Champion. Got it?"

"I've never once thought I would lose."

"Good. We're definitely going to win."

Ra-hee grabbed my shoulder as she spoke. Her fingertips trembled slightly. She was trying hard to appear confident.

Despite lacking confidence, she kept insisting we could win. It seemed like she was hypnotizing herself to build up her confidence.

*Right. Now I need to act like her too. I will definitely win. I'll defeat the Champion at his best condition, showing off his insane skills.*

Her demeanor inspired me. Though she's not as good as I am, her fighting spirit rivals mine.

Among the thirty people here, how many truly dream of victory? Probably not many. Most likely, most participants joined the simul just to meet the chess industry's superstar.

The Champion—someone who has reached the limits of human capability in chess. Only the two of us can sincerely talk about victory against such a person.

"We can do it!"

"That's right, Yeon-a. That's it! Whew, good. Good. Let's get in line now. They're handing out certificates."

"Certificates... are you getting one too?"

"No. I didn't participate in the main tournament. It's fine, I got one about six or seven years ago."

Six or seven years ago would make her an elementary school student then. Though not quite at my level, she seems good enough to represent Korea.

She'd probably do reasonably well internationally. But not shockingly good enough to beat the Champion.

*Still, she's good enough to join forces with me.*

I went to where they were distributing certificates and stood at the very front. Not cutting in line—I was first because I ranked first.

Someone with a strange title read out the certificate contents. When they requested a handshake, I obliged, received my certificate, and headed toward the corner.

"Y-you can't leave yet. Please stay in position."

"Ugh..."

Apparently, the three people who won all their matches needed to take a separate photo. Though it was annoying, I remembered Ra-hee's words and smiled appropriately for the photo.

As soon as the photo was taken, I immediately headed for the corner. I planned to strategize with Ra-hee.

"Please maintain your position...!"

"Ughhh..."

But an official called me back from across the room, so I had no choice but to return. People around me snickered.

Even the journalists with cameras covered their mouths and laughed.

"Please stand here. We'll be conducting an interview, so please stay in position."

"Fine."

The official positioned me in the center. With a microphone in front of me and cameras ready to film, I prepared for the interview. This kind of interview should happen after an impressive victory in a tournament.

"Hello."

"Yes, hello. My name is Buyeo Yeon. I'm a first-year at En Passant High School. My hobby is chess, and my favorite openings are the Ruy Lopez and Sicilian Najdorf. I like both open and closed variations of the Ruy Lopez, but I don't particularly like the Berlin Defense."

I confidently fired off a preemptive response. I figured they'd ask each question individually, so I just answered quickly.

Normally I would have responded diligently, but I'm different now. Ra-hee awakened the fighting spirit dormant within me. I must win at all costs, and I need to prepare to win.

I can't waste time on interviews when I should be discussing openings with Ra-hee. That's unacceptable.

"...I see. Then, which opening would you like to use in this tournament?"

"No comment on that. I don't want to reveal my strategies."

A brief silence followed. Then the interviewer continued.

"Indeed, that's confidence befitting a tournament winner! Let's wrap up this interview with a statement about your aspirations for the simul."

"Aspirations..."

I glanced back slightly. Ra-hee nodded and clenched her fist. Reading her lips, she seemed to be saying "Fighting!"

"I'm going to win. Without fail. I entered this tournament to win. I will defeat the Champion and become the next Champion."

I stared straight ahead and spoke deliberately. I meant every word. I didn't enter the tournament to meet the Champion, but to defeat him.

I stepped down from my position. Though no one had declared the interview over, I felt it would be cooler to end it there.

The official who had stopped me from leaving before didn't stop me this time. I strode purposefully toward Ra-hee and extended my fist.

She smiled and returned my fist bump.

"It would have been funny if they called you back again."

"No way..."

"Still, your confidence was impressive. The interview style was... a bit lacking though."

"Interviews should happen after winning matches. I won the tournament, but this isn't the end."

"That's right."

I took a slow, deep breath. Soon I'll be playing chess against the Champion. This will be my first match against him in this life. The Champion has the handicap of playing a simul, but let's consider that compensation for those twenty years.

I'm genuinely looking forward to this match. To make this confrontation perfect, I took the risk of revealing myself to the Champion.

This isn't just a simple match.

It's a validation of my life. The me from my past life who dedicated everything to chess, and the current me who has stepped back from chess. This is our joint attack.

The Champion taught me how to defeat him, and I've diligently followed his method. He's not someone who lies about such things.

He always approaches matches sincerely and never deceives his opponents. If I've lived my life as the Champion advised—making friends and living fully—then I should truly be able to win.

*If I can't win this simul... it would mean my current life is wrong. It would mean I haven't truly stepped back from chess.*

This is more than just a simul; it's a match for my life.

I will defeat the Champion.

Ch.102 - Tournament Preparation (1) + Explanation Side Story
Buyeo Yeon and I were working on openings before the simul with the Champion. Middlegame and endgame skills develop gradually with consistent practice, but openings are different—they're fundamentally about memorization. Though it's memorization based on understanding, cramming good moves can actually work for openings, potentially giving a significant advantage.

*The Champion probably won't fall for it... but I need to prepare something.*

I wasn't hoping for a major advantage in the opening—that would be an impossible wish. I was studying to avoid being at a disadvantage.

Ra-hee and I sat in a café researching openings. She prefers advancing the pawn in front of her King and is an aggressive player with tactical strengths.

She wanted to use the Italian Game, Knight Attack against the Champion. It seemed promising.

Looking at the Champion's games from the past five years, he often enters the Open Game against the King's Pawn Opening, especially in friendly matches and exhibition events. He'll likely use Open Games in this simul too.

If we can get into an Open Game, the Knight Attack becomes possible. For that, Black needs to play the Two Knights Defense, which the Champion has frequently used.

*So it could work if he plays it. But the Knight Attack makes me a bit nervous.*

The Knight Attack isn't that strong of an opening. Moving the same piece multiple times in the opening phase isn't good practice.

During the opening, you should develop pieces quickly and secure your King through castling. Premature attacks without proper development don't work and leave you vulnerable to counterattacks.

*It would definitely create early complications... but I don't see how it leads to victory for Ra-hee.*

I wanted to discourage her but held back. Ra-hee is a Grandmaster with the highest chess title possible.

It would be disrespectful to lecture such a player about openings. I could offer advice but not demands. I could help, but nothing more.

"...Alright. So you'll use the Knight Attack. It might work well. In a simul, having one player draw the Champion's focus early isn't a bad strategy."

"Yeah. Since I'm a Grandmaster, he'll be somewhat cautious. Even though our rating difference is about 500..."

"No, your rating is undervalued. Your actual skill is higher. You're not even at your rating plateau yet."

"Then how much difference do you think there is?"

"About... 400?"

Ra-hee gave a bitter smile. Chess ratings are based on win rates.

Chess uses the Elo rating system, which can predict expected win rates. As far as I know, a 400-point rating difference means scoring points with a 1/11 probability.

Of course, chess has draws, so it's slightly different. 1/11 means scoring 1 point in 11 games.

Optimistically, that's winning 1 game and losing 10, but pessimistically, it's losing 9 and drawing 2. Given the Champion's preference for remaining undefeated rather than winning every game, it would likely be 9 losses and 2 draws.

"But the winning probability is still over 1%, right? I'm lucky, so I can beat those 1% odds!"

"Hmm, that would be nice. I really hope you win. Both of us winning would make a better story. Ahem."

Statistically, Ra-hee's chances of winning were slim, but numbers are just numbers. We shouldn't be bound by them.

According to the Elo system, a 1200-point rating difference means a 1/1001 chance of winning. When Si-woo and I play, it's like me winning 1000 games and losing just one.

But that doesn't happen in reality. Even in 10,000 games, Si-woo could win. No matter how sophisticated the system, it's still just a numbers game.

*Right. No need to fixate on ratings. They might be accurate for small differences, but for large gaps, they might not mean much.*

I decided to think positively. By rating difference, my own chances against the Champion were quite low. My rating in my past life was around 2800, while the Champion now exceeds 3000.

It seems like rating inflation, but numerically there's a 200-point gap. With that difference, my winning probability would be 24%.

By the numbers, neither of us had much chance. What we needed wasn't rational analysis but emotional confidence. The absolute belief that we could win!

"I can do it!"

I suddenly shouted, drawing stares from everyone in the café.

"I'm sorry..."

I apologized, feeling embarrassed. It did snap me back to reality, but embarrassment was better than being buried in pessimistic calculations.

What I needed was confidence! I stared intently at Ra-hee.

"I-I'm not doing that. Unlike you, I'm somewhat famous. If I shout, it could become controversial."

"I didn't say anything... Oh, right. Sure."

Of course, if she hadn't refused, I would have made her do it. Since I did it in the café, she should have done it in the middle of the street.

After boosting our confidence, we refined our opening preparation. We decided to focus on quality over quantity. There wasn't enough time to deeply prepare multiple openings. Targeting one specific line made more sense.

Since chess involves two players, our predictions could be wrong. In that case, there's nothing to be done. Our approach wasn't the orthodox path anyway. If it didn't work, so be it.

We boldly predicted seven moves: King's Pawn Opening → Open Game → Italian Game → Two Knights Defense → Two Knights Attack → Polerio Defense.

Assuming this smooth progression into the opening, we studied what would follow.

"Once we reach the Two Knights Defense, the rest is almost certain. I've never seen him use the Traxler Counterattack."

"Yeah. His old games show the same pattern. He almost always plays the Polerio Defense. There are only two games where he used something different against the Knight Attack. How do you pronounce this?"

"Ulvestad Variation."

"Wow, your pronunciation is good. But he wouldn't suddenly use that in a simul, right?"

"I don't know... Let's just assume he'll play the Polerio?"

"Let's do that. Once we go down this rabbit hole, there's no end. Let's just play the first seven moves! After the fifth move with Knight to a5, the rest is almost certain."

I nodded. The Champion was unlikely to bring out sidelines in an exhibition event. He would most likely follow the main line methodically.

Ra-hee and I continued our deep discussion about openings. Since I regularly study openings, I could help her significantly.

After talking for a while, a question suddenly occurred to me.

"Ra-hee. But doesn't this plan require you to play White?"

"Oh, didn't I tell you? The colors aren't random. The three pre-selected players get White-Black-White in rating order, and the tournament winners get their colors in sequence."

"So I'll play White too?"

"No, you'll be Black. The three pre-selected players get White-Black-White. Then the tournament winners get Black-White-Black-White-Black-White. That way Black and White alternate. You get your color based on your seating order in the simul."

"Ah, no..."

"You didn't know? I guess I didn't tell you. If you had placed second, you would have had White."

I was first in the tournament but fourth in the simul. With three titled masters ahead of me, I was fourth despite winning the tournament. And according to the order... I had to play Black.

Against the Champion, I would move second.

"No... this isn't right. Could they change it if I complain? Can I say I want to be second?"

"They've already taken photos, so it's too late."

"Oh no..."

I scratched my head. All the openings I had prepared assumed I would play White. I hadn't prepared anything for Black.

*I'm doomed. I can barely remember winning as Black.*

Ra-hee patted my shoulder. It felt like the touch of a deceiver who had secured White, making me feel bitter.

"If you're that worried, go outside and shout 'I can do it!'"

"No, it's fine. I'm a bit anxious, but I can still win! There's no rule saying you must lose when playing Black."

"That's a good mindset. So... what opening will you use?"

"Well, against me, the Champion will probably start with the Queen's Pawn Opening."

"Then, Queen's Gambit? QGD? Or Slav or Semi-Slav?"

"No."

I sighed softly. Using the Queen's Gambit would reduce my winning chances to zero. At best, I might draw. The Champion had always been a master of the Queen's Gambit.

"Then?"

To beat the Champion, I needed something sharper.

"Grünfeld Defence."

The Grünfeld Defense. My joker card.

————————

Ch.103 - Tournament Preparation (2) + Explanation Side Story
The Grünfeld Defense. One of black's weapons against the Queen's Pawn Opening. It's an opening where black concedes the center to white and then counterattacks.

With its extensive theory and complexity, it's quite difficult for beginners to use. However, it's perfect for me to use right now.

"Hmm, the Grünfeld Defense... Here it is. Quite extensive. I've used it as black before, and faced it as white too."

"Of course. The Grünfeld is frequently used even at the Master level. It's less stable than the Queen's Gambit line, but isn't it good for decisive battles?"

"Good for decisive battles...? Hmm."

Ra-hee tilts her head questioningly. Her confusion is understandable. I've previously told her that my main opening is the Queen's Gambit Declined, and that I'm also proficient with the King's Indian Defense.

I've never mentioned the Grünfeld Defense. In reality, it's not my main weapon. I know how to use it and have played it before, but I've never used it at critical moments.

I've only played it a few times against opponents with much lower ratings than mine.

*Actually, that's exactly why I'm using the Grünfeld. The Champion can't predict I'll use this opening. In important moments, I have specific openings I always use.*

If it's the Champion, he's probably expecting the Queen's Gambit Declined or the King's Indian Defense. Those are the openings I use—or used to use—as my main weapons.

If he thinks a bit further, he might predict the Semi-Slav Defense too.

If I play a straightforward opening preparation battle, I'll definitely lose. He has more experience than me and has significantly influenced my value system.

He can vaguely read my thoughts. At every important moment, he's always predicted and prepared for my openings. It was always like that in the Championship.

*My middlegame skill is similar or slightly better than his. My endgame skill is weaker. To beat the Champion, I need to gain equality or advantage in the opening.*

This time, the Champion carries the penalty of playing a simul. If I can add just one more advantage, my victory will be certain.

"Unnie. I'm going to use the Grünfeld Defense this time. It won't help if you try to stop me."

"Well, if that's what you want, I can't stop you. It's certainly a better opening than the Knight Attack."

Ra-hee nods as she speaks. She understands that I need a variable. If we compete purely on skill, I can never win.

He's someone who's held the number one position for over 30 years. I need to utilize factors other than pure skill. I absolutely must create variables.

"But are you sure the Champion will play d4? His ratio of e4 to d4 is pretty similar. He's an all-rounder who occasionally uses the English or Réti too."

"I'm certain. It will definitely be d4."

"What about the London System?"

"No chance. The Champion would never use the London. He despises the London System."

"Really? I've never heard that before."

"It's insider information. Look at the Champion's game records. He only used it a few times when his first place was already secured."

I actually heard this while he was drunk, but I glossed over it because explaining my relationship with the Champion would be complicated. The Champion respects most openings, but he hates the London System.

I don't know why. I was quite young then and not good at English conversation. I couldn't understand his drunken English ramblings.

"If you're that confident, I have nothing more to say. So you'll prepare with the Grünfeld Defense?"

"Yes. Only the Grünfeld can catch the Champion off guard."

The Champion has to face 30 people. I don't think he'll pay attention to all 30. If he pays a lot of attention, it might be to four people; at minimum, two.

Probably the three Masters and me, or just Ra-hee and me. He's the type who would consider it a waste of time to worry about others.

He's probably trying to read my mind right now. Predicting what opening I'll use, what I'm thinking, what moves I'll make, so he can counter them.

My job is to avoid those predictions. I need to think one step ahead of the Champion.

"Sigh, Unnie. I'll go get another drink."

"Okay."

My mouth was dry. One of the reasons I couldn't beat the Champion was that I always lost in the opening. I would recover from small opening disadvantages in the middlegame, enter an equal endgame, and then lose due to skill difference. It was a common scenario.

After buying another drink, I returned to my seat. I placed my hands on my knees and closed my eyes. Slowly, I immersed myself.
This is the venue for the simul. I'm sitting in the fourth seat, facing the Champion.

The Champion quickly makes his move and slowly approaches me. As he approaches, he pushes the pawn in front of his Queen two squares and smirks.
He knows I dislike the Queen's Pawn Opening. He will definitely advance the pawn in front of his Queen.

I respond with the Indian Defense and catch my breath.

The Champion shares moves with 30 people and returns to my turn. Seeing my move, he'll smile confidently. Then he'll push his c-pawn. I immediately push my g-pawn one square.

*I need to gain an advantage here. I need to pretend like I'm using the King's Indian Defense.*

The Champion will see my move and move to the next table. As he does, he'll think, "So the kiddo is using the King's Indian Defense! This will be an easy win."

And after the Champion makes his third move, I'll bring out the Grünfeld Defense.

The Grünfeld Defense and the King's Indian Defense are identical up to the second move. On the third move, if you develop the bishop, it's the King's Indian; if you push the d-pawn, it's the Grünfeld.

The Champion probably won't predict the Grünfeld. When his prediction fails, he'll be greatly confused. And while he's confused, Ra-hee will reveal her hidden dagger to threaten him.

After getting my drink, I studied openings with Unnie. We examined the Champion's game records, ran engine analyses, and practiced playing ourselves.

Since staying too long at the cafe seemed inconsiderate, we continued our research sitting on a park bench.

After studying so hard, I really felt like I could win.

...
..
.

Tomorrow is already the day of the simul. Since the end of the main tournament, I've been refining openings with Ra-hee every day.

I don't know how helpful this study will be. The Champion might play e4 and shatter my predictions. But this was the best I could do. To achieve the best results in limited time, I focused on researching the most likely scenario.

I've done my best, and if I lose this time, it means my skill was lacking. Opening preparation is also part of a chess player's job. If I fail in my predictions, it's not about luck but about skill.

"Phew..."

"Nervous?"

Si-woo asks as he brushes my bangs back.

"Yeah. A little nervous."

"Want me to buy you ice cream?"

"Of course I'll eat it if you buy it. Not because I like ice cream, but because it's free. I'd eat snacks too if you offered."

"I didn't say anything. I'll buy you ice cream, let's go."

Si-woo takes my hand and heads to the convenience store. Friday, after school hours. While all students were heading to their destinations, we were wandering aimlessly.

After buying ice cream at the convenience store, we started eating while walking mindlessly. We didn't have a destination. I was just stretching my legs to walk aimlessly with Si-woo.

"Sigh..."

I let out a small sigh. Si-woo gently brushes my bangs back.

"...Why do you keep brushing my hair?"

"I'm debating right now. Whether to kiss your forehead or not. Would you dislike it, or would it help you relax?"

Si-woo gently strokes the middle of my forehead.

"It seems like a good time to use the suspension bridge effect. If I create a romantic atmosphere now, wouldn't you like it?"

"My heart is pounding from nervousness... so the suspension bridge effect might work."

"So can I kiss your forehead?"

"Ah, no."

I hesitantly shook my head. Then I popped the remaining ice cream into my mouth at once. My teeth are sensitive. I can taste the sweetness of the ice cream.

"Now I can..."

Si-woo gently presses his lips to my forehead. My face flushes hot. I can't tell if my heart is racing from nervousness or because of Si-woo.

I can't taste the ice cream anymore. Something sweeter was felt through my skin. More precisely, through my forehead.

"Still nervous?"

I pulled Si-woo's hand. I bit into the ice cream I was holding and put it all in my mouth, then slightly lifted my top and placed Si-woo's hand inside.

I placed Si-woo's hand on my solar plexus. It felt cold against my bare skin.

Thump-thump-thump.

"My heart is racing, but I don't think it's from nervousness."

"...It must be cold."

"Your hands are warm, so it's fine!"

"Mmm."

Si-woo's hand twitches. I held Si-woo's hand tighter. I placed his hand on my solar plexus to show off my heartbeat in a cool way, but it was a mistake.

Si-woo's hand was bigger than I expected. I held it tightly because it felt like it would touch something if it moved just a little.

*But I can't grab his wrist pulse instead. And grabbing his neck would be even stranger.*

I thought letting someone hear your heartbeat was a romantic scene, but from the participant's perspective, it went a bit beyond romantic.

"Yeon-a. I'll carefully remove my hand. Don't worry so much."

"Ah, no, that's not it, I'm just a bit flustered! Your hand is bigger than I expected... When I practiced with my own hand, it was just right."

"You practice such things?"

"For romantic scenes..."

Si-woo chuckles and fixes my clothes.

"Still, you seem less nervous now. Do your best at tomorrow's competition."

"Yeah."

As Si-woo said, my tension had eased. I took Si-woo's hand and headed toward my house. We weren't wandering aimlessly anymore; we were walking with a destination in mind.

—————

Queen's Pawn Opening. An opening where the pawn in front of the Queen is pushed two squares.
In notation: 1. d4

Indian Defense. Black develops the Knight to f6 to prevent White's King's pawn from advancing two squares. When Black pushes the pawn in front of the Queen two squares like White, it's called a Closed Game.
In notation: 1. d4 Nf6

White advances the c-pawn two squares on the second move. This is the most common move. If the Bishop is developed to f4 on the second move, it becomes the London System.

Black pushes the g-pawn one square. This clears the way to develop the Bishop to g7.

Grünfeld Defense. Black pushes the d-pawn on the third move to quickly contest the center.
In notation: 1. d4 Nf6 2. c4 g6 3. Nc3 d5

King's Indian Defense. The Bishop is developed on the third move. Yeon's past main weapon. Identical to the Grünfeld up to the second move.
In notation: 1. d4 Nf6 2. c4 g6 3. Nc3 Bg7

Ch.104 - Confrontation with the Champion (1)
"Players, please move this way! Come in one by one in order... Jin Ra-hee! Please come forward!"

On the day of the simul against the Champion, staff members are running around guiding people. Ra-hee was the most notable person in this match.

Her growth trajectory suggesting she could perform well in world competitions, plus her young age, made Ra-hee stand out.

*I'll let her have the spotlight today. From tomorrow, everyone will be focusing on me.*

I lightly brushed my bangs back. Si-woo keeps pushing my hair back, and I think it's becoming a habit for me too.

"Buyeo Yeon, you're at table 4. Please move this way. And please wear this outfit."

The clothes handed to me by the staff member were a white dress shirt and a black suit-like outfit. The size fit my body perfectly. For a moment, I wondered, "How did they know my size?"

But thinking about it, I probably provided my clothing size during the main tournament. I don't remember clearly because I just filled out whatever they asked and clicked agree without paying much attention.

"Okay."

I went to the changing room, tossed my clothes into spot number 4, and put on the provided outfit. The shoulders fit well, but it was a bit tight around the chest. The shirt buttons seemed to be struggling a bit. I felt pleased about that.

After getting dressed, I looked in the mirror. I look pretty good. With a satisfied smile, I left the changing room. Ra-hee had already changed and was in the middle of an interview.

While Ra-hee was being interviewed in the corner, the other players took their seats one by one. The seating arrangement was in a fan shape.

They probably chose this setup to fit all the players in one photo. It was a bit unusual. And there was a camera installed on each table.

*Pretty serious setup... I underestimated it because it wasn't organized by the chess association, but I guess a Champion is still a Champion.*

I thought as I gently pushed the camera aside. If it filmed me too closely, my head would look big.

This match will be broadcast live on various media, including internet broadcasts. You can go to the official website, pay, and choose which table and camera you want to watch.

It costs about 15,000 won to view all 30 tables and cameras.

I adjusted the height of my chair. Not too high, not too low—just right. I'm not usually someone who pays attention to such small details, but today I was concerned.

I don't want to make excuses about losing because of trivial things. It would be quite frustrating to draw or lose because I was distracted by something minor.

I want to enjoy today's match in the best condition possible.

"Phew..."

I exhaled softly and moistened my lips with water. It's okay to go to the bathroom during the match, but it breaks the flow. Some players go to the bathroom for a breather, but I prefer not to if possible.

To avoid feeling the need to go to the bathroom, I just drank enough water to keep my lips moist.

I looked at the seat where Ra-hee would sit. She sits in the most prominent central position. The table arrangement still seems a bit strange to me.

The 30 players are split exactly in half, with odd-numbered tables on the right and even-numbered tables on the left.
The order is 30, 28, 26... 8, 6, 4, 2, 1, 3, 5, 7, 9... 27, 29.

Even-numbered tables play black and wear black tops. Odd-numbered tables play white and wear white tops.

I'm at table 4. I sit on the second seat from the left of the center, wearing a black top. I thought it was a strange arrangement, but after putting on the matching clothes, it looked quite stylish.

*People starting with white wear white suits. Seeing this, I think black is better. I have a pale face, so a white suit wouldn't suit me.*

Ra-hee finishes her interview and returns to her seat. Her four-hundred-eye seems to shine more fiercely than usual today.

Before sitting down, she stands in front of me and looks down at me.

"You can do it."

She didn't ask if I could do it; she stated it as a fact. She taps the chessboard with her fingertips.

"Here, you're the strongest."

She taps the ground twice with her toe.

"And here too, you're the strongest."

She's saying that among the 30 people here, I'm the best. Maybe even including the Champion, making it 31.

"You know what to do, right? I believe in you."

She extends her hand to me. I take it and shake it lightly. She only threw a few short sentences at me, but she gave me considerable confidence.

*That was pretty cool of her. I should try that sometime.*

Especially the part where she tapped the board with her fingertips. I'll have to try that when I get the chance.

And a few minutes later, the Champion appeared.

Security guards open the doors, and he walks slowly from the center, leaning on his cane. The sound of his cane hitting the floor echoes.

As that sound spreads, silence begins to fall. The reporters who were filming us turn around. And in the quiet space, only the sound of camera shutters begins to ring out.

The Champion approaches slowly and stops in the middle. Simultaneously, blinds are drawn over the windows and the lights suddenly go out. Then a spotlight shines on the Champion.

He was dressed in an elegant suit, walking slowly with a heavy cane. He wore a monocle on one eye.

*That's so stylish...!!*

The Champion came with the three sacred treasures: monocle, suit, and cane. He seemed determined to show off. It was clearly intentional behavior, but it was cool.

There was no naturalness to it at all, but it felt like watching a play. If it had just been the monocle, suit, and cane, it might have been funny, but with the blinds drawn and the spotlight shining, it was actually cool.

Once it became clear that it was a concept, it felt stylish, like watching a theater performance.

*He's crazy. But it's cool! I want to do something like that too!*

Thump, thump, thump.

The Champion makes thumping sounds as he walks slowly. I know that sound. The Champion told me about it before. He wears shoes with metal plates on the soles because he wants to make that thumping sound.

The Champion slowly approaches and takes his place at the center of the arc. Standing in a position where he can see all of us at once, he bows like a nobleman with one arm folded.

"Pfft!"

The concept is too much. He could have just deepened his voice and given a welcome speech in sophisticated British English, but why bow like a nobleman?

I couldn't hold back my laughter and giggled.

"Puhehe... the concept is really..."

The Champion glares at me. I felt a little sorry, but it's his fault for making it so funny. How could he act like that knowing I would be here?

People who haven't met him in private might look at the Champion with reverence, but from my perspective, he's just a mister. A mister who's temporarily holding the position that I will eventually take.

There's a limit to how cool a mister can look when he's trying too hard to be stylish.

"Ahem, ahem!"

The Champion clears his throat and begins his speech. The content was roughly about being glad to meet us and enjoying the game. It could be summarized in one line, but he added all sorts of flowery language and made it as obscure as poetry.

*He used to like that kind of thing before... but it's gotten worse. I couldn't understand everything. How many metaphors did he use in a single sentence?*

It probably looks cool to people who don't know him.

Laughing before the game started seems to have relieved some tension. I think I'll be able to play more easily now. I don't think I'll be too nervous to calculate moves.

Everything is going perfectly.

I like my outfit, and the temperature and humidity are good. The desk and chair height are appropriate, and I don't think there will be any bathroom issues.
With the tension gone, I can't even imagine losing.

*I think I'll win! No, I will win!*

The Champion's speech ended. The person next to me started clapping, so I followed suit. After the applause ended, the lights came on.

The Champion handed his cane and coat to his secretary and rolled up his sleeves. The Champion walks slowly. Soon he stands in front of Ra-hee and extends his hand.

After the handshake, she moved the pawn in front of her king forward two squares. The Champion also moved the pawn in front of his king forward two squares without much thought.

*Great! My prediction was right. Ra-hee entered an open game. If the Two Knights Defense comes next, all my predictions will be correct.*

The Champion walks slowly, making his moves. He circles the white tables once and then comes to our side to face the black tables.

And finally, he reaches me.

He looks at me with an expressionless face and extends his hand. I accepted the handshake. Then his hand moves over the board.

The Champion's hand slowly sweeps from the a-pawn. After sweeping from a to h, he comes back again. His hand stops over the pawn in front of the king.

After stopping over the pawn in front of the king, he remained still for three seconds. The Champion glanced at me and slightly moved his hand to push the pawn in front of the queen forward two squares.

*I'm saved...!*

I'm not sure if my prediction was accurate or if the Champion showed a bit of mercy. I didn't worry about it too much. Anyway, he pushed the pawn in front of the queen.

Without hesitation, I developed my knight. The Champion saw my move and smirked.

*You can only smile now.*

I clenched my fist and glared at the Champion.

I will prove that this life is not wrong. I will do my best to achieve victory.

This time, I will win.

Ch.105 - Confrontation with the Champion (2)
# Chapter 105

The Champion can play all openings at a master level. It's nearly impossible to predict exactly which opening he'll use. Patterns are hard to read, and analyzing his game records is no easy task.

The Champion is the kind of person who confidently pulls out an opening he's never used before at the critical moment of a major tournament. Someone who's never used that opening in an official match, yet still plays it with masterful skill.

He's perfect in every way—not just chess skills, but courage, psychological warfare, and star quality. That's the Champion. Even I acknowledge this. If the Champion were to appear in a game, he'd deserve 100 points in every stat.

No matter what, he'd draw a perfect hexagon filled to the brim. He's held the Champion title for over 30 years. It's only right to assume he has that level of ability.

So is my defeat already determined?

*Tap!*

I pressed the chess clock with a crisp sound. And answered my own question.

No.

That's not true. It would be nice if everything were perfect. But when something is perfect, there are also things you can't see. He has always beaten me. My openings were always figured out, and my record against him was utterly demolished.

*So this will definitely work.*

Third move. I entered the Grünfeld Defense. If I know the Champion—that arrogant yet capable Champion—he won't predict my opening.

He's someone who has always beaten me. If he were someone who could read my mind, he would have guessed what opening I'd use.

*Until now, I've always used my main openings at important moments. Plus, the Grünfeld is an opening I've barely used. The Champion definitely won't predict it.*

He wouldn't have predicted that I'd use the Grünfeld Defense. I'm not the type to play a risky opening at crucial moments.


(White: Champion / Black: Buyeo Yeon)

After making my third move, I took a sip of water. I must be quite nervous. My lips are completely dry. The Champion is making his moves with slow steps.

*I haven't shown what move I made yet. When he comes to my board next, I should observe his reaction.*

A few minutes later, the Champion stood before me. After quickly scanning the board, he nodded with a relaxed smile.

*That's just bluffing. There's no way he predicted my opening. I rarely use the Grünfeld.*

Even the Champion couldn't have predicted this. He's a master of psychological warfare. He's clearly putting on a show to shake my confidence.

But then, the Champion leaned in slightly and whispered in a voice only I could hear.

"Kiddo, the Grünfeld Defense has many variations. Don't be so sure I'll enter the Exchange Variation."

My heart sank. Fortunately, I managed to maintain my poker face. The psychological blow was quite significant.

*He's guessing. He's just taking a shot. He probably thinks I only studied the Exchange Variation since it's the main line.*

For a moment, anxiety swept over me, but I quickly shook it off. This is also psychological warfare. He can say anything—if he's right, he gains the upper hand; if he's wrong, he can make me let my guard down.

This must be his attempt to gain the upper hand.

The Champion entered the Grünfeld Defense: Exchange Variation with a relaxed smile. It was indeed a bluff. If he had really predicted it, he would have gone with a different variation.


(Grünfeld Defence: Exchange Variation)

After making my fourth move, I drank water again. I don't usually drink water often during chess, but today my lips keep drying up. This time I drank a bit more, not just wetting my lips.

The Champion's bluff half-worked. I wasn't greatly flustered, but an unpleasant feeling remained in my heart.

*No. It's still fine. So what if he guessed right? It's not like I've strayed from my opening repertoire. Think positively. This is actually me guessing correctly.*

I maintained a positive mindset. I came this far predicting that the Champion would predict my opening. My subconscious succeeded in prediction even if I wasn't aware of it.

My mind felt much more at ease.

It's actually fortunate to be challenged early. Once you enter the Grünfeld Defense Exchange Variation, it's easy to go up to the sixth move.

I slowly calmed my mental state, and by the time I made my sixth move, I had completely returned to my senses.



Now it's time for White's seventh move. Here, I made a prediction that felt like a gamble. If I know the Champion, he'll deviate here.

It was quite predictable that he'd enter the Exchange Variation. It's the most commonly played move. The Champion prefers to follow the main line and then deviate in the middle.

*So he'll deviate now. He'll try to surprise me with a move that's neither Classical nor Modern.*

The Champion approaches. The greatest giant in the chess world approaches with heavy footsteps.

With eyes that seem endlessly deep, he quickly scans the chessboard and calculates. The vast opening knowledge accumulated in that head will produce the best result.

He stood in front of me for a moment, silent. Leaning on the table, he moves his fingers slightly as he reads the moves. Moving his fingers while reading moves is the Champion's habit. A habit he shows whenever he does deep calculations at important junctures.

The fact that he's showing that habit now—does it mean we've already reached a critical position?

I felt a chill. When Ra-hee and I put our heads together to create an opening, this was the point we studied the longest.

Because we thought the Champion would definitely enter a side line on White's seventh move.

*He did guess correctly... but I didn't expect him to think so hard at the opening stage. I thought he would make his move casually and leave.*

He tilted his head slightly, then picked up his bishop. And, as I expected, he made an uncommon move.



Bishop to b5 check. It's a possible move, but not one that's played often. As I expected, he deviated to a side line on the seventh move.

*It wasn't a difficult move to predict. He likes to follow the main line and then deviate in the middle. If he was going to deviate, I thought it would be on the seventh move.*

Things flowed as I expected, but I didn't feel entirely good about it. Was it because the Champion moved his fingers while calculating? I felt a bit uncomfortable.

It was even more uncomfortable because it was the most memorable sight I saw before my death in my past life. The moment when I belatedly realized my move wasn't the best, and I hoped the Champion would make a mistake. At that time, the Champion moved his hands while calculating.

Perhaps because of the intense memory associated with my past life's death, a sense of defeat gradually began to grip me.

Even though I was the one who succeeded in prediction, I felt quite uncomfortable.

I gritted my teeth and pushed a pawn one square to block the bishop's path. Chess isn't over yet. The game is still equal. I shouldn't lose heart already.

Two more moves were made after that. Attacking the bishop with a pawn and the bishop retreating were repeated.



I gave up the center and received a wide queenside area. In truth, neither Black nor White has a solid territory. I could immediately push the c-pawn to attempt a center counter.

*But there's no need to counter just yet. White's light-squared bishop attacking the f7 square is uncomfortable. I should push that away first, finish castling, and then break the center.*



While I pushed the a-pawn twice, White developed his knight. We both castled kingside. The queenside area looks quite wide, but because the center belongs to White, it's difficult to utilize easily.

I'd like to actively exchange pawns, then develop queenside pieces and go into a tactical battle. But if I do that, I'll definitely lose.

I might win if we enter a tactical battle, but I'll lose before we even get there. If I try to force exchanges recklessly, I'll suffer small losses, and those small losses will accumulate into big ones. That's certain.

The Champion and I have exchanged moves countless times. Such predictions aren't difficult.

*Let's go as planned. I've thought it all through.*

I made the moves I had planned without being reckless. The opening repertoire is gradually coming to an end. No matter how hard you memorize and research, the human brain has its limits.

As each move increases, the number of possibilities increases exponentially, making memorization impossible.

Moves are made one by one. The pace of moves gradually quickened. We're only at the fifteenth move, but already someone has lost.

*Did the material difference exceed 3 points? With that kind of score difference against the Champion, one could resign.*

I was a bit disappointed that more people had been eliminated than I expected. It would have been helpful if they could have drawn even 1% of the Champion's attention.

Putting aside my regret, I made my sixteenth move. The Champion was also slowly making his rounds, making moves on the boards. The unexpected happened when the eighteenth move was made.



The Champion moved his bishop to d3. According to my calculations, that move isn't good.

*Wait, wait. Let me think again.*

I closed my eyes and visualized the board in my head. Even recalculating, I could win a pawn. Does White have an advantage worth one pawn? It doesn't seem so.

*The Champion made a mistake.*

A mistake. This was clearly a mistake. No need to calculate further. It's not a big mistake, but it's definitely a mistake. My calculation isn't wrong.

White does have a small advantage, but it's certainly not significant. If I don't make a mistake, I'll definitely enter a winning position!

I made my move with confidence.

And I entered the endgame with one extra pawn.



The queenside is completely devastated. Counting the kingside pawns, I have one more. White has the bishop pair, but I don't think the bishop pair is worth more than one pawn.

I clenched my fist.

I'm winning. Even if the difference isn't huge, I've entered a slightly advantageous endgame against the Champion.

The possibility of victory is beginning to appear.

Ch.106 - Confrontation with the Champion (3)
The Champion and I continued our match. I was ahead but couldn't relax. In the endgame, a one-pawn advantage is significant, and my pawn structure looked good. With perfect play, I should win.

But my opponent is the Champion.

Twenty years ago, his endgame skills surpassed mine. Now, they must be far superior.

*I should treat this like playing against a computer, not a person. Assume perfect moves. Don't hope for mistakes. I need to win through skill alone.*

I hate praying for opponent errors. Having a game decided by mistakes is terrible—I experienced that misery in my past life.

This time, I'll win through skill alone.

I pressed the Champion with textbook moves. The pressure isn't just on me. He might feel even more burdened.

He doesn't lose with White. The Champion losing with White happens maybe once every few years. Since he cares about his record, he must be feeling considerable pressure.

"Phew..."

I took a sip of water and examined the board.

(Current position, Black to move. White: The Champion / Black: Buyeo Yeon)

Finding the absolute best move is impossible—my Rook has too many options. I need to avoid his Rook, but this isn't critical enough to calculate every variation.

I need a move that maintains tempo and avoids disadvantageous positions. Not optimal, perhaps, but one that avoids losses.

The Rook on f8 should develop slowly. Rushing would only invite the opponent's Bishop to harass it.

The Rook on c8 looks promising. The Bishop can't immediately attack and chase it away, and it maintains flexibility to move elsewhere.

A chess engine might suggest something different, but for a human, this seems best.

The Champion and I continued exchanging moves. I encouraged trades without disadvantaging myself, while he avoided exchanges.

Victory was approaching slowly. I wasn't winning by a large margin, but I was definitely ahead. Moving toward victory slowly but surely.

Time wasn't an issue. Thanks to thorough opening preparation, I had plenty left. The chance of making a time-pressure mistake seemed minimal.

On the twenty-seventh move, I finally exchanged a Rook. This improved my winning chances. Fewer pieces mean fewer variables.

The same numerical advantage feels different depending on context—the difference between 100 and 101 isn't the same as between 1 and 2. With fewer pieces and variables, small advantages become more significant.

After exchanging a Rook, I wanted to trade Bishops too. The Champion's most powerful weapon now was his Bishop pair. Bishops moving diagonally need to work together to control all 64 squares.

I wanted to exchange a Knight for a Bishop, or trade same-colored Bishops.

I encouraged exchanges while being careful not to create a threefold repetition. The Champion responded calmly to my moves, but without sharpness.

*The Champion... he's not playing as well as I expected.*

I felt a moment of relief. The Champion's Bishop pair—according to my past life memories—was more fearsome than a Rook.

Attacks that probe weaknesses, sharp moves that destroy pawn structures—there used to be a saying that giving the Champion a Bishop pair meant certain defeat.

He was a positional play master who utilized them better than anyone.

*I'm definitely pressuring him. But he's the Champion. A chess legend who defeated me. I expected him to try for a comeback with moves I couldn't anticipate...*

I tilted my head in confusion. Had age diminished his abilities? That couldn't be it. As someone who analyzed his games daily, I knew better. He had become stronger than he was twenty years ago.

Perhaps he was trying to lull me into complacency. I refocused on the board.

*Time to start pushing pawns.*

Before advancing my pawn, I calculated again. I needed to verify this was a good move. Even when comfortably ahead, one can lose everything in an instant.

He's my rival. I don't expect him to lose easily.

I played calmly, without excitement. Completely absorbed in chess, I suddenly remembered Ra-hee and looked around.

There was good news and bad news.

Good news: Ra-hee was still playing. From my angle, I couldn't see everything, but she didn't seem to be losing badly.

Bad news: Only Ra-hee and I remained. All 28 other players had lost.

*At least Ra-hee is still holding on. That will help me greatly.*

I tried to stay positive. This was roughly what I'd expected. I would have easily defeated players of this level too.

I refocused on chess. Knowing Ra-hee was still in the game was enough. In the endgame, where intuitive calculation is crucial, it would be difficult to follow two games simultaneously.

Time passed. Moves were made. The Champion pulled up a chair and sat between us. At his age, his stamina seemed to be waning.

A few moves later, I managed to exchange a Knight for a Bishop. It was the thirty-fifth move. I needed to maintain focus despite my improving position.

The Champion's Bishop pair was gone. Now there was nothing to fear.

*Have I won? It's too early to be certain, but it feels like I have.*

My mood improved. Now I just needed to centralize my King while pushing pawns. My pawn structure looked good, and my Rook was perfectly positioned.

On the forty-sixth move, I captured another pawn.

*This is it. I've practically won! A two-pawn advantage. That's two points. Unless I get checkmated suddenly, I'll win!*

My fist clenched. Anyone could see I was winning. After capturing White's pawn on the f-file, I'd be up by two pawns. Not just one, but two.

I felt the urge to flash a victory sign at the camera. The game was nearly won. Without a fatal mistake, I would definitely win.

Time was still sufficient—not abundant, but not worryingly low either.

Everything seemed to be leading me to victory.

On the forty-seventh move, the Champion subtly aimed for checkmate.

A trap that even a 1000-rated player wouldn't fall for. If I played carelessly here, Rook to h7 would be checkmate. I wouldn't fall for such an obvious trap.

*I need to avoid it... but how?*

There were three options: advance the g-pawn to create space for my King, check with my Rook, or place my Rook on c7.

I decided against checking with my Rook. A chess engine might understand the subtle differences, but I couldn't calculate them. That's beyond human capability.

*If I exchange Rooks, can I still win?*

So I considered either advancing the g-pawn or exchanging Rooks. Finding the best move here would truly secure my victory.

There weren't many variables. Even with the complexity of endgames, I didn't think I could lose from this position.

I pondered for a long time. After exchanging Rooks, we might enter a drawn position. I wanted to win. Nobody would aim for a draw in this situation.

I checked the clock periodically while calculating, visualizing multiple board positions in my head.

After about 15 minutes:

*Damn... does exchanging Rooks lead to a draw?*

An unbelievable conclusion. If I exchanged Rooks here, I'd be up two pawns. I had a dark-squared Bishop while my opponent had a light-squared one. It looked like a winning position.

But I couldn't see a path to victory.

In a 3 pawns vs. Bishop position, it seemed like a draw. No, it would definitely be a draw. But would 3 pawns and 1 Bishop vs. 1 pawn and 1 Bishop be winning?

*How am I supposed to calculate that? Unless I have a CPU in my head, I can't calculate it precisely.*

I wasn't sure. Exchanging Rooks here probably led to a draw. Later analysis might give this move two question marks.

I gritted my teeth and advanced my pawn. I thought I had nearly won, but there was still much to play. Too much. I had just made my forty-seventh move, yet so much remained...

Still, exchanging pawns here should lead to a much better position. My Rook was well-placed, so I could rely on that.

With my Rook firmly holding the third rank, the opponent's King couldn't advance past it. This seemed significant.

The Champion didn't exchange pawns. He attacked my pawn with his Bishop, launching a counterattack.

I had two options: capture the h-pawn with my g-pawn, or defend my pawn with my King. I couldn't calculate everything—I'd already spent 15 minutes earlier, and time was running short.

*Double pawns on the edge don't seem good. If I capture his pawn, he'll capture mine. Then I'd have two pawns on the h-file.*

Better to defend.

I defended my pawn with my King.

I didn't think much about this move. Time wasn't abundant, and the situation didn't seem critical. I was confident of victory and thought I just needed to play steadily to win.

Then the Champion sat before me and began contemplating, fingers twitching.

It was a long time. He seemed to be pouring all his concentration into this move, as if planning to use all his remaining time.

*Why, why...? What's happening?*

My heart sank.

Ch.107 - Confrontation with the Champion (4)
Chapter 107

Chess is a turn-based game. My opponent and I take turns making moves. You can only make meaningful changes to the board during your turn. When it's your opponent's turn, you can't touch the board.

Right now, only the Champion has the right to manage this 64-square world. Sitting across from him, all I can do is wait for my turn and think about how I'll manage the world when it comes back to me.

While my opponent is contemplating his move, I can do nothing. This is a time when I have no influence.

*Damn it... why is he thinking so hard now? What's going on?*

My fingertips trembled. Was my last move a mistake? Is that why he's contemplating so deeply? I can't tell.

It's hard to judge if it was a mistake. My head feels dizzy.

*No. He's just thinking. It's not because I made a mistake. If I had made a mistake, I would have noticed it first.*

I drank all my remaining water. Then I stared intensely at the board again. I visualized the board in my mind and began calculating.

I read the moves calmly, excluding intuition.

*Rd5, g4. What if he plays gxh4 here? That's... no need to calculate. If he wanted to capture, he shouldn't have waited. So g4 is correct.*

Capture the pawn with the bishop and avoid check. Then what? I don't know. There are too many possibilities. He'll probably redeploy his rook or bishop, but I'm not sure where would be optimal.

It's too complex to solve through calculation without the help of intuition. He'll move either the bishop or rook. That's certain. But I don't know where.

According to my calculations, this much is almost certain.

And after this, he'll move either his rook or bishop. Probably the bishop. I don't think he needs to move the rook.

*Damn. Even a 1000-rated player would know that. But where will he move it?*

My current self is smarter than my past life self. I verified that on the first day I got this body. I realized that calculation had become easier.

But in the current situation, calculation isn't very helpful. Finding the best move on a nearly empty board? Only an AI with a CPU in its head could do that.

Even if I find the best move, what if the Champion doesn't play it and chooses the second-best move instead? The difference between best and second-best? Not significant in this position.

"Hah."

I covered my face with my hands and dropped my head.

There's nothing I can do. I'm not even allowed to calculate moves. A feeling of powerlessness wraps around my body. I've worked for months to beat the Champion. I've tried so hard.

*Am I still this helpless?*

I looked to the side. Ra-hee's face was pale. From my angle, I couldn't see the board clearly... but it seemed like she was up by about one pawn.

She's winning but has that expression. What kind of move did she make?

*Ah, am I the same?*

I smiled self-deprecatingly. Right now, I'm up by two pawns, and soon I'll be up by just one. That much is easy to read.

I'm also making a desperate expression in a position where I'm essentially up by one pawn.

The Champion made his move several minutes later. He played as I predicted, and we entered the position I had anticipated.

The position I predicted. The position I thought would be difficult to calculate. Intuitively, Bishop to b1 seemed good, but what move would the Champion make?

Bishop to h7. He retreated the bishop in that direction. It's a possible move. I'm not sure if it's the best move, but it's certainly not a mistake.

Just one of several reasonably good moves.

I frowned. It seemed too ordinary for a move the Champion spent so long contemplating. I took a deep breath. I inhaled until my lungs were full, and held my breath until my chest felt tight.

*One, two, three, four...*

I held my breath for ten seconds and then exhaled deeply. The reason the Champion took so long might not be for any other purpose than to shake my mental state.

He's cunning and wise enough to exploit my psychology. The draw isn't confirmed yet. Humans make mistakes. The Champion is just human after all.

The advantage of one pawn is still alive, and in the endgame, a one-pawn advantage is quite significant. I collected myself and focused on chess again.

Thanks to my focus, I was able to find a pretty good move.

The situation doesn't seem to have changed, but this is the best move. I'll push the g-pawn, deploy the rook to c4, and then capture the opponent's pawn.

If I don't retreat the bishop to this square, the rook can't attack the opponent's pawn even if it goes to c4. I also quite like having the bishop positioned in the center. It will help when I need to redeploy it later.

*Good. This is a good change. If it were the old me, I would have made a mistake due to frustration. I've improved since then.*

And a few moves later, I captured the pawn as intended.

The h-pawn was indefensible from the start. It's on a light square, so the bishop can't protect it. To protect it, the king and rook would have to guard it, but then when would they attack?

I was satisfied with maintaining my one-pawn advantage. The position has become much simpler, and it seems like calculation can solve many things now.

*Is this a winning position? I'm not sure. But it could be a winning position.*

I frowned. My brain feels like it's about to overload. The word "draw" flickered in my mind, but I deliberately ignored it. I'm playing the best moves.

From the opening until now, the game has proceeded according to my intentions. The Champion played the moves I predicted, and I kept pushing him.

If someone asked who dominated this game, I would answer without hesitation that it was me. I wrote the scenario for this game.

It was truly a perfect game. I ended the opening with a one-pawn advantage, and I exchanged pieces appropriately to reduce variables.

The exchanges weren't disadvantageous either. I made a smooth queen exchange, and the rook exchange was clean. Even when exchanging pawns, I didn't damage the pawn structure.

I made the cleanest exchanges at the timing I wanted. The Champion also played clean moves in his own way, but he was just following my lead.

I wrote the scenario for this game. I definitely did.

*I think not capturing the pawn and defending with the king before the Champion started thinking was indeed a mistake. But apart from that, it was perfect.*

I clenched my fist and made my move. People can't always play perfect moves in chess. I think anyone could make that kind of mistake.

The Champion hasn't played perfectly in every game either. He'll make a mistake this time too. This position is quite difficult to read, and even the Champion can't play perfectly.

And then, the Champion made a strange move.

He avoided the king check. However, he avoided it in a strange direction.

*...A mistake?*

I bit my tongue hard. I need to focus. There's something odd about that move. My intuition warned me. I absolutely shouldn't let that move slide. It's a weakness I need to exploit.

I quickly visualized the board in my mind and started calculating. I don't have abundant time, but it should be enough to find the best move in this situation.

My heart beats rapidly.

Has another opportunity come?

I looked at the clock intermittently and used time until it was barely enough. I calculated until I had just one minute left.

*This is the best move.*

And the move is made. The remaining time is short. I need to move quickly. The Champion's king move was indeed a mistake. That was definitely a mistake.

I didn't have enough time to read thoroughly, but a position favorable to me should emerge.

Moves are made. To utilize my limited remaining time, I burned my brain. Hope appeared. The Champion definitely made a mistake. At the most crucial moment, the moment I wanted.

*The moment I wanted...?*

A stray thought entered my mind, but I shook it off. There's no time for other thoughts. I made my move with confidence. Everything flowed according to my intentions.

I won the opening, and I won the middlegame. In the endgame, we each made one mistake.

That was definitely the case, but...

Why did this position emerge?

Rook-bishop vs rook. A theoretically drawn position. I'm ahead by 3 points in material... but if White plays correctly, it's a drawn position.

"Good job. Let's end it as a draw."

The Champion extends his hand with a disgruntled face. A draw offer.

"Uh, uh... huh?"

For a moment, my head spun. Everything had gone according to my plan. Definitely, definitely.

I brushed aside the Champion's hand and made a move. Moves continued to be made. The rook-bishop vs rook position created at move 68.

That position remained unchanged even after the 100th move.

And it was the same at the 118th move.

"Fifty moves have passed. It's time to face reality."

"...Ah."

My whole body swayed greatly. The fifty-move rule. The rule that if no piece is captured for fifty moves, it's a draw. I looked down at the board. I'm ahead by 3 points.

But I couldn't capture the king.

"Ah, aah..."

I shook hands with the Champion. It was a draw. The game where every move proceeded according to my intentions ended in a draw.

I couldn't get up from my seat. I just stared at the empty board. Not even tears flowed.

Ch.108 - I Hate It Now (1)
The Champion sighed. Yeon's skill was sigh-worthy. Her habit of making careless moves while relying on tactical ability still hadn't been corrected.

Her inability to properly use intuition in the endgame also remained unchanged. Her calculation depth seemed improved, but that was all. Her overall skill hadn't changed at all.

*I let her play how she wanted. What's the problem?*

The Champion frowned as he looked at Yeon. Her expression seemed lifeless. Left like this, she would completely fall apart.

He hadn't intended to push her so hard from the beginning. Rather, he had planned to lose gracefully. He played d4 opening because Yeon seemed to want it, and went into a sideline when she appeared to avoid the main line.

In the middlegame, he allowed her to gain a pawn advantage because she seemed to like that. When she made mistakes, he matched them with his own mistakes.

Yet the result was a draw.

Yeon had many opportunities to win. Even in the final endgame position, she had one chance to win. And not just in the endgame—there were plenty of opportunities in the middlegame too.

*Was she always this bad? No, she wasn't this terrible.*

A whole two-pawn advantage. It wasn't an easy position to win, but any Grandmaster with a 2800 rating could have calculated it sufficiently.

He had intended to lose naturally. He tried to let her win until the very end. Before reaching the rook-bishop vs rook situation, Yeon had three opportunities to secure victory.

*Her current skill level is... around 2700. Being generous, maybe 2750. Definitely worse than 20 years ago. Terribly so.*

The Champion analyzed sharply. Grandmasters with ratings around 2750 aren't rare, but they aren't common either. Ratings experience inflation over time.

While a 2750 rating 20 years ago would be impressive, today's 2750 is merely upper-tier. Currently, about 80 players have ratings above 2750. That's the level the Champion judged Yeon to be at.

In Korea, that would be sufficient. Among women, it would be world champion level, as the current women's champion has a rating in the low 2700s.

But she's not even the top-ranked minor. There are five minors with ratings above 2750. That's exactly the level the Champion judged Yeon to be at.

*She kept singing "Champion, Champion," but is she content with being the women's champion? Well, that might suit her.*

The Champion looked at Yeon with contempt. If she had gotten angry like in the old days, he would have understood. Anger would mean she had at least recognized the situation.

But Yeon didn't get angry. She sat there blankly, as if she didn't understand what had happened at all.

She seemed unaware that the Champion had tried to let her win, and that she had made mistakes.

*I wanted to lose. I was willing to bear the risk of match-fixing to pass the torch to you.*

An icy gaze filled the Champion's eyes. Yeon's play today was beyond terrible—it was repulsive. She couldn't seize opportunities and couldn't accept a draw.

Forget being Champion, even qualifying for the Candidates Tournament would be difficult. She could represent Korea, but securing the first board wouldn't be easy.

It was so pathetic that he didn't even know where to begin fixing it. That's how disappointing Yeon's performance was today.

*What's the problem?*

The Champion frowned, pondering. He hadn't expected her skills to improve much. At best, he thought she might be slightly better than before her death.

He hadn't anticipated her skills would deteriorate so much that she couldn't seize winning opportunities. She had brilliantly captured one chance, after all.

He was angry. Angry at her skill level that fell far below his expectations.

"We should proceed with the interview soon. This has become quite the issue. A draw against an amateur—isn't that surprising?"

"...Yes. It's surprising. I suppose you could see it that way."

"I'll escort you."

"I don't think it's my turn yet. I should wait. Today's protagonist seems to be that schoolgirl. She played quite well 'for an amateur.'"

The Champion sneered. She did play well for an amateur. But for a Candidates Tournament winner, it was terribly poor.

Yeon headed to the interview area with a dazed expression. Nevertheless, she was someone who had drawn against the Champion.

*Yes, perhaps that's better for her happiness. Rather than beating me and facing enormous expectations, just lucking into a draw and receiving moderate attention.*

She could be happy that way. For the Champion, this should have been good news. The child who died painfully had returned to life and could now live happily.

It should have been good news. But the Champion couldn't acknowledge it as such.

*If she really is that child... then it would be good news. But is this schoolgirl truly the same child from 20 years ago?*

Different face, different gender. Different name and even different chess skills. Almost nothing matched his memories of 20 years ago.

Her behavior was similar, but not identical. Unlike that child who was worn down by fatigue and irritable in every action, Yeon was much more energetic and bright.

*If only the memories are the same while everything else has changed, can we consider them the same person?*

He suddenly thought of the Ship of Theseus. If all parts of an old ship are replaced, is it still the "same ship"? If only the intangible memories are the same while everything else is different, can they truly be considered the same person?

*No. She's a different person. Human existence isn't that simple. The body governs the mind.*

To him, Yeon was no longer that child from the past. She was a different person who shared the same memories. That child died 20 years ago.

If even just her chess skills had been the same, he wouldn't have treated her this way. Most of the time the Champion spent with that child revolved around chess.

If her chess skills were the same and she made moves in a similar way, despite slight personality differences, he would have treated her as the same person. Not completely identical, but he would have accepted that much.

The Champion beckoned his secretary with a flick of his hand.

"Yes?"

"When my schedule ends, guide me to that place."

"...Yes."

The secretary bowed in acknowledgment. There was only one place the Champion referred to as "that place"—the grave of the child who died 20 years ago.

The Champion's decision to visit that grave now meant he was treating Yeon as someone different from the child of 20 years ago.

The Champion looked at Yeon with an expressionless face.

...
..
.

A barrage of questions poured in. People were surprisingly interested in me. It was just a draw, yet they treated me as if I'd achieved something remarkable.

I don't remember how I answered the questions. I just blurted out whatever came to mind. I felt dizzy. I still couldn't properly process what had happened to me.

"Why did you reject the draw offer?"

Another question. The words buzzed in my head. The meaning of the words didn't register clearly, so my response was significantly delayed. I must be very fatigued.

"...I wanted to win."

Victory had been within sight. It was a game I should have won. Everything had proceeded according to my script. Only the ending was wrong.

A match that should have ended in victory became a draw.

*Why...*

I still don't understand why. I don't even have the mental capacity to find the reason. The shock of the draw was greater because I had been so certain of victory.

*Was my approach wrong? Isn't this how normal life is supposed to be? Why?*

Today's me was much weaker than the me of my past life. I had suspected as much. Back then, I was much sharper. I lived rejecting everything that didn't help my chess.

Was that approach correct? Was it right to focus solely on chess? Was it right not to attend school, not to meet other people, and to lock myself in a room studying only chess?

I didn't want to admit it. Admitting that would be like saying Si-woo was a hindrance to me. That's absolutely not true. I feel stable because Si-woo is by my side.

*I don't know. I really don't know.*

I can't breathe properly.

Seeing my face, an official hurriedly ends the interview.

"Are you okay?"

I raised my hand to indicate I was fine. I needed to ask the Champion why this happened. Did he lie to me? Or did I misunderstand what he said?

The chess match was over now. As always, he would give me answers. It might be difficult, but he would tell me the correct answer that pierces to the core of the problem.

"Huk, haak, ugh...!"

I ran with clumsy steps, then grabbed a wall and retched. Then I ran again, stretching my legs blindly toward where the Champion was.

The Champion was distributing chess boards to the simul participants. They were boards with his signature.

I approached him. He looked at me with an expressionless face. His eyes were cold.

"What is it?"

His attitude was like he was addressing a stranger. I flinched momentarily at his cold demeanor.

"...Why, why did this happen?"

The Champion tilted his head. He gestured for an interpreter. I asked again. Why did this happen? I followed your advice, so why haven't I changed?

"You must find the answer yourself."

He replied in fluent British English.

I could understand the meaning behind his words. He seemed disappointed in me. He seemed to despise the terrible play I had shown.

I don't want to imagine any deeper meaning.

"Take a chess board."

The Champion handed me a board. I received it blankly. I couldn't think of anything. I just vacantly left the building.

I wasn't sad or happy. This situation just felt like a dream. It lacked reality, like a spring dream that would disappear upon waking.

I sat down on a nearby bench and looked at the chess board the Champion had given me. I mentally placed the final position on it.

It was the point where I still had a two-pawn advantage, when I was debating whether to block with the king or capture.

Without time to physically arrange the pieces, I just stared at the board. I began to calmly review the game. My head feels hot and dizzy. It feels like my insides are burning.

The ground seems to shake as if there's an earthquake. I gripped the board and focused on it. I was still dizzy, but the board no longer shook.

I couldn't calculate properly. The world was spinning around me.

*I'm done with this.*

I pushed the board away, letting it fall under the bench. Then I called Si-woo.

"I'm at the back entrance. How did it go? Well... it was a draw. You were watching too, right? They were broadcasting it. My feelings? I'm fine. Just a bit dizzy, so come quickly."

"I'm really fine, I tell you. Draws happen. Getting reversed happens too."

I glanced at the board. It was rolling around under the bench. I didn't bother to pick it up. Someone who needs it can take it.

I don't need it anymore.

Ch.109 - I Hate It Now (2)
Jeong Si-woo runs toward me. Judging by where he's coming from, he must have been waiting near the main entrance. I came out through the back door. I skipped all the post-match events like photo sessions.

It shouldn't be a problem since this isn't an official association tournament anyway.

"Whew, Yeon-a. Are you okay?"

"Yeah. I'm fine. Was it hard running all the way here?"

"I'm fine. You must be having a harder time than me. I was watching the livestream. You were winning, you know."

"I was."

Even according to the engine analysis, I was winning. That's the advantage of internet broadcasts. They display the engine analysis results so even beginners can tell who has the advantage.

"How many points were you ahead in the endgame?"

"Negative two, if I remember correctly..." Si-woo says, carefully watching my reaction.

Zero means equal, greater than zero means white has the advantage, less than zero means black has the advantage. Negative two means black had an advantage equivalent to two pawns. Since I had two extra pawns, that makes sense.

*I guess the position was equal otherwise. That can happen.*

A pain throbs in my chest. I take Si-woo's hand and place it on my solar plexus. It helps a little.

"Hey, hey...! Yeon-a, we're outside!"

"I know, I know."

My breath catches, so I pause before continuing.

"I know, but I'm feeling suffocated right now. Let me borrow your hand. Just for a moment. Please, please."

"Okay. You don't need to beg like that."

"Mmm. Thank you."

I clutch Si-woo's hand tightly. My breathing gradually returns to normal. My heartbeat doesn't calm down, though. That's normal when I'm holding onto Si-woo.

I pull his other hand and place it on my head. The burning sensation on my head slowly subsides.

That's when I hear it.

"Buyeo Yeon! Is Buyeo Yeon here?"

I instinctively hide in Si-woo's arms. Then I quickly pull away, smiling awkwardly. The clothes I'm wearing aren't mine.

"Si-woo, I just stepped out for a moment. I need to go back in."

"Are you sure you're okay?"

"I'm fine, I'm fine. I'm fine, so..."

My breath catches again. I take Si-woo's hand and place it on my chest, then continue speaking.

"I'm fine, so wait for me right here. Stay where I can see you when I come out. If I can't find you, please come find me first and give me a hug. Please."

I hold Si-woo's hand and speak with a voice that sounds like I might cry.

"I'll use one wish coupon. This is my wish. Please."

"...Of course I'll do it. Don't worry."

"Mmm. I'll trust you. I only trust you. Please..."

My words keep breaking off. It feels like there's a massive iron ball in my lungs, making it hard to breathe. I hug Si-woo tightly. I take his hand and pound it against my chest.

"Don't abandon me."

I bow my head and cling to Si-woo. I can't meet his eyes. What if he's disgusted with me? What if he's laughing at me for losing stupidly after boasting that I would win?

He might dislike me for clinging to him so pathetically. I couldn't look Si-woo in the eyes.

*I'm scared. I don't want to know how Si-woo is looking at me.*

When I close my eyes, I see that cold gaze. The Champion's terrifyingly cold eyes looking at me. Those fiercely burning eyes are deeply etched in my mind.

"Yeon-a..."

Si-woo hugs me tightly. I breathe heavily. I touch my face with my hands. I don't want to show Si-woo my ugly side.

Fortunately, I'm not crying. My expression is stiff, but forcing a smile makes it a little better.

"Si-woo, I have one more favor. Can I ask?"

"Yes. I'll do whatever it is."

"Look at me with a smile. With your usual warm gaze. Look at me with that hot, warm gaze that makes me feel like I'm melting."

Si-woo gently cups my cheeks and lifts my face. I keep my eyes tightly shut. I don't have the courage to meet his eyes. I'm afraid. I'm afraid I'll see cold disappointment behind the fabricated warmth, so I can't open my eyes.

"It's okay, Yeon-a."

Si-woo strokes my face. His warm touch momentarily relaxes me, and I open my eyes to look at him.

Si-woo looks the same as always. Warm and gentle eyes. A soft smile that makes me feel like he's interested in everything about me.

"Ah, uh..."

That warm gaze melts my heart. Tears roll down my cheeks. The first tear induces the next, and that tear calls forth another.

Once they start flowing, the tears keep coming. They run down my cheeks, my chin, slowly falling to wet the ground.

"It's okay. Yeon-a, it's okay."

Si-woo takes out a handkerchief from his pocket and wipes my tears. I cry, letting everything out. I feel wronged, sad, and angry.

The tears flow because the result of all my hard work is so pathetic. I feel a twisting sensation throughout my body from self-loathing.

Every time that happens...

"It's okay."

I hear Si-woo's reassuring voice.

Si-woo smiles as he wipes my tears. Looking at his gentle and stable face, I really start to feel like everything is okay.

"Uuuh..."

"Don't worry."

"I... I lost. I tried so hard, I could have won, but I lost."

I speak between sobs. I'm embarrassed. I said I would win, but I lost. I was almost winning but made a mistake and lost. I could have been the cool friend who's good at chess, but I lost.

Chess was the only thing I could show to the perfect Si-woo. Being good at chess was a big advantage I could claim with Si-woo.

"I'm sorry... Si-woo, I, I lost."

"Everyone loses sometimes. It's okay."

Si-woo pats my back. I speak through my tears.

"I wanted to win, I wanted to proudly show off after winning..."

"You did?"

"Yeah. I wanted to brag after winning. Because I'm Si-woo's cool friend."

I wipe away my tears. Si-woo keeps saying it's okay, and I really start to feel okay. It's strange. Now I can breathe properly and my mind is at ease.

It wasn't just a feeling. My mind really became stable and okay. The sincerity Si-woo showed gave me peace of mind.

"Si-woo."

"Yes?"

"Tell me one of my good points. Just one, not anything else, just one."

"That's difficult. There are so many, but I have to pick just one?"

"Yes. Just one. Something you can say is the reason you became my friend. Just one."

I press my lips together and wait for Si-woo's answer. I wonder what he'll say. I think my best quality is being good at chess.

I'm world-class at chess, and I earn quite a bit of money thanks to it. I probably look sexy when I'm focused on chess.

"If I have to pick just one..."

I swallow hard and wait for Si-woo's answer. Then Si-woo holds my cheeks with both hands and says with a smile:

"Your cuteness. You're cute when you cry, cute when you're annoyed. When you make your eyes sparkle and look at me, you're really super cute."

"Huh?"

"The fact that you don't know how cute you are is also extremely cute."

"C-cute...?"

I didn't expect that answer. If he had said beautiful or cool, maybe, but cute? My face burns hot. Si-woo has called me cute many times before, but I didn't expect him to mention only that when asked for one good point.

*To say I'm cute when asked to name just one thing...!*

I quickly turn my head and cover my face. My face must look stupid now. My heart beats warmly. If he's friends with me because I'm cute, does that mean it's okay if I'm not so good at chess?

Even though I was winning by a lot and lost because of a mistake... maybe Si-woo doesn't care? He might even think making mistakes is cute.

"You're really cute. Why don't you know that?"

Si-woo lifts me up. I try to turn away, but Si-woo keeps following, so I can't avoid him.

"Everything you do is just lovable. How could anyone dislike you? How could I dislike someone so cute and pretty? I should keep you by my side for life."

"Ugh...!"

My face feels like it's going to explode. My heart pounds. He seems to be joking, but sincerity keeps peeking through. He looks into my eyes and whispers as if it's not a lie.

I couldn't speak. For a different reason than before. I couldn't open my mouth because I felt like whatever I said, he would call it cute and like it.

After thinking for a while, I said in a small voice:

"I, I prefer being pretty and cool rather than cute."

"Yes. You're pretty. You're cool."

"Stop joking...!"

"But you really are pretty and really cool! You look so pretty in that suit. Your pale face goes well with the black suit. Dressed like that, you look like someone really successful. It's cool."

"Ahem."

I suddenly feel good and smile. I flinch slightly and check Si-woo's reaction. I hope he doesn't call me cute again. I like it, but it's embarrassing to keep hearing it.

"You know I'm going to say you're cute, right?"

"Yeah."

"I can't help it. I'll have to keep you by my side for life."

Si-woo holds me tight as he speaks. He emphasizes the word "life." He seems to remember and consider my insecurities.

I feel better. I can sense consideration in each of his actions. Si-woo's sincere actions make me happy.

"Si-woo."

"Yes?"

"Let's run away."

The staff are still looking for me. Si-woo's broad body has kept me hidden so far. I can get my clothes later and just say I left early because I wasn't feeling well.

"Should we?"

"Yes. Just like this."

Si-woo hugs me tightly and runs. Our destination is my home. As soon as we arrive, I call the staff to let them know about my health deterioration.

*The clothes... I'll have to ask Si-woo.*

I take off the suit and hand it to Si-woo. He's surprised and embarrassed.

"My clothes are at seat number 4, so ask Ra-hee to bring them."

I turn Si-woo's face toward me as I speak. Si-woo is only looking at my eyes. He could look elsewhere, it would be fine.

"Oh, okay."

"But do I still look cute now?"

"...Not just cute."

I giggle. While I like being called cute, I don't want to be just cute. I like being pretty and sexy too.

As soon as Si-woo leaves, I start tidying my room. I put the chessboard from my desk into a drawer. I don't want to see it. I put away everything related to chess.

I don't want to play chess anymore.
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Chapter 110

Chess had always been a part of my life. Even in my earliest memories, I was looking at chess, and whenever I recalled past memories, chess was always there with them.

I thought something monumental would happen if chess disappeared from my life. I expected to contemplate my identity, ponder my sense of self, and engage in philosophical exploration.

But surprisingly, after giving up chess, nothing remarkable happened to me. I didn't even think about it much. Once I put all my chess-related items in a drawer, I barely thought about chess at all.

It was a strange feeling.

I had thought chess was my life, but after giving it up, nothing happened. Perhaps chess occupied a surprisingly small part of my life?

"Maybe it's because I entered this body. All my chess memories are from my past life. When I give up chess, I'm giving up my past self."

That explanation made sense. It was my past life that was obsessed with chess. The current me, living as Yeon, wasn't chess-obsessed.

My rating was still only in the high 1700s, and I hadn't won any major tournaments. At best, I'd only played at the Korean amateur level.

Even when I recalled past memories, there weren't many deeply connected to chess. The memories that left the most significant marks on my current life were those with Si-woo, not chess.

"Thinking about giving up chess doesn't feel shocking. Then, if Si-woo were to..."

I shook my head to dismiss the thought. I didn't want to think about it. There was no need to dwell on it. Rather than thinking about that, it would be better to consider how to counter an alien invasion.

"Yaaawn..."

A week had passed since I gave up chess. Strictly speaking, I'd just demoted chess from a career path to a hobby. Since I attended a chess school, completely abandoning chess was impossible.

Instead of analyzing notation and studying chess in my free time, I just relaxed. When I returned to the dormitory in the evening, I simply rested. Sometimes I watched anime, read novels, or watched baseball.

I lived like everyone else. For the past week, I wasn't a chess master but a high school student with chess as a hobby.

I lay on my dormitory bed. Perhaps because I wasn't desperately clinging to chess anymore, my life felt more structured. When I was focused on chess, I studied until dawn, but now there was no need for that.

I had enough time to do various things and still go to bed early and wake up early. I even stayed awake during classes. That was thanks to getting more sleep. Of course, I didn't actually pay attention in class. Hikari and I drew circles in our notebooks and played gomoku instead.

"I'll go to bed early today too. I feel like a good kid who goes to bed early and wakes up early."

Bedtime at 11 PM. The behavior of a well-behaved person. Maybe if I keep going to bed early and waking up early, I'll grow a bit taller.

Although I'm tall for a girl, I still look short next to Si-woo. My proportions are good so I don't appear short, but I'd still like to be taller.

Since I'm still a first-year in high school, maybe I can grow more. I hope my upper body stays the same and just my legs get longer.

I fell asleep imagining myself looking cool after growing taller. My mind was surprisingly peaceful. With chess gone, the pressure disappeared too.

Chess apparently gave me a lot of pressure. That makes sense. In high-level chess, over 70% of games can end in draws. Even for someone like me who usually tries to force a decision, most of my games ended in draws.

A draw is half a victory and half a defeat. It's a lukewarm result that postpones the decision to the next match. I always felt pressure after a draw.

I put psychological pressure on myself, obsessed with the need to win next time.

"Thinking about draws makes me feel bad again. I should stop thinking about it. That won't happen anymore. If I'm just enjoying chess as a hobby, there's no need to feel pressure."

I fell asleep with a peaceful mind.

...
..
.

A well-behaved person wakes up early and goes to school early. Now even the dorm supervisors don't question my early arrivals.

The first time I went to school early, I was falsely accused with the ridiculous question, "Are you going to school early to order chicken with your friends?"

The next day, I ordered chicken in the morning. I don't usually like greasy food in the morning, but the dorm supervisor annoyed me, so I had no choice.

If someone dislikes me at first sight because I look rebellious, the best revenge is to actually rebel. I was just following logical reasoning.

"Too bad. I was hoping they'd make another ridiculous accusation so I could get revenge by actually doing it."

Just as I greeted the dorm supervisors and left the dormitory, the head supervisor, who had just returned from morning exercises, saw me and exclaimed in surprise.

"Wow, Yeon-a. Have you finally come to your senses? Seven consecutive days of early morning attendance! That's amazing."

"Anyone would think I'm always late to school."

"Not always, but at least once a week, right?"

"That might be true."

"By the way, the reason you've been leaving early these days..."

Here we go again. I wonder what it'll be this time. Whatever accusation comes, I'll face it head-on.

"Yeon, do you have a boyfriend? Are you going early every morning to meet him? Oh my, is it true?"

"N-no, it's not like that...!"

The head supervisor bombarded me with questions like a middle-aged woman watching a morning drama. She asked if he was in the same grade, which class he was in, when we met, and how long we'd been dating.

I didn't answer any of her questions, but somehow she guessed everything correctly.

"Is he tall? Hmm, so he is tall."

"S-stop it already! That's my private life!"

"Oh, I'm sorry. Was that too much? Sorry, sorry. It was just fun watching your face answer every question. I was teasing you too much. Sorry."

I turned my head away and left without saying goodbye. I don't like any of the dorm supervisors. There's a reason I don't call them "Teacher."

They're always trying to give demerits and interfering with our private lives. Today was no exception. Saying I go early every morning to meet my boyfriend.

"Ugh...!"

What a ridiculous accusation. I'm just going to bed early and waking up early to be a well-behaved person.

"Since I've been falsely accused, I have no choice. I'll actually do it tomorrow. If I don't want to feel wronged, I have no choice."

The cool morning air, an empty classroom. Two people, a boy and a girl, in the classroom. How romantic. Tomorrow I'll call Si-woo in the morning.

Going to bed early and waking up early seems to bring many good things. Maybe I should have given up chess earlier. It's a pretty good game to enjoy as a hobby.

After arriving at the classroom, I spent time looking at my phone. It was quite different from the days when I always looked at chess during my free time.

I'm living like a typical first-year high school student.

I lay on my desk and continued watching the MMA video I was watching yesterday. The first part was fun, but the latter part wasn't great. They were just clinching without striking.

As time passed, students began entering the classroom one by one. Si-woo came in too. I immediately put down my phone and ran to him, attempting a single-leg takedown.

"Hyaap!"

Then I tried to lift him up with force. Of course, I couldn't lift him. Instead, my hand that was pulling upward from behind his knee went straight up and touched between his legs.

"Kyaak! Pervert!"

"It was an accident. These things happen."

Unfortunately, my hand stopped at his inner thigh. It would have been nice if it had gone a little higher.

Si-woo and I had become closer recently. After giving up chess, I had much healthier mental health and rarely whined to Si-woo.

Thanks to that, I could approach him more actively. While a whiny friend might be annoying, a friend who approaches actively would be more likable.

"Yeon-a. Be honest. You did that on purpose."

"It wasn't on purpose. Just let it go like a man. Why are you making a big deal out of it?"

"That's gender discrimination!"

"Then when you make a mistake, I'll let it go too."

I said proudly, sticking out my chest. Before the first period began, we continued chatting. The conversation wasn't particularly meaningful. We just enjoyed talking together.

During our conversation, I remembered what happened this morning—the head supervisor's false accusation. I explained what happened and said that if you're falsely accused of something, you should actually do it to get revenge.

"So, come early tomorrow."

"You're upset about being misunderstood as meeting a boyfriend in the morning, so you're going to meet a boyfriend in the morning? Does that make me your boyfriend?"

"Uh, huh? That's... is that how it works?"

"Yes."

Suddenly, embarrassment washed over me. Thinking about it again, that interpretation seemed correct.

"No... it's not like that."

I denied it in a small voice. Si-woo as my boyfriend? If he's my boyfriend, wouldn't we have to do things that boyfriends and girlfriends do?

Actions that friends can't do but couples can flashed through my mind.

"T-that's not possible yet!"

Embarrassment continued to overwhelm me. My face felt like it was about to explode. Si-woo smiled and tucked my hair behind my ear. He even complimented my reddened ears, saying they were pretty.

"...Then don't come tomorrow."

"No! Come. I want you to come. I'll wake up early and go to school tomorrow. In exchange, how about going here with me this weekend?"

Si-woo took out his phone and showed me a poster. It was a poster for the "Daejeon Chess Expo."

"Chess...?"

"You said you'd only enjoy chess as a hobby now. People who go to places like this are those who enjoy chess as a hobby, not those who do it professionally, right?"

"Is that so?"

"Yes. It seems like a perfect place for us to go."

I nodded. Going to a chess expo wouldn't change my mind. I nodded with a light heart.

Ch.111 - I Hate It Now (4)
The morning sun filtered through the curtains as I woke up. I've been living as a model citizen who sleeps early and rises early. But there was a major flaw in this lifestyle—while I did sleep and wake up early, I wasn't doing anything productive.

I was basically just an unemployed person with a regular schedule. I didn't study, and exercise was too much effort. All day long, I just clung to my phone, leisurely killing time.

*Hmm, I feel like I've become a poop-making machine.*

I didn't really care. Kids are supposed to play—that's their job. Even a high school freshman is still young enough. Adults might need to be productive, but high school freshmen don't.

Wasting time is my job. As the saying goes, if some people use their time wisely, others must waste it. That's the balance of the universe.

I'd been so focused on chess, packing every minute with it until now, so it was time to waste some time. For the sake of universal balance.

That's what I thought, but Si-woo didn't agree. He came to school early after hearing what I said. We were the only two in the classroom.

"Yeon-a."

"Yeah?"

"What's that?"

"This? Snacks and ice cream."

I'd stopped by the school store to buy ice cream and snacks. I bought two ice creams—one was for Si-woo. I unwrapped it and put it in his mouth.

"Delicious, right? Of course it is, since it was chosen by me, a connoisseur of good taste."

"It tastes good, but..."

Si-woo sighed while munching on the ice cream. It must be cold. Maybe next time I should blow on it to warm it up.

*If I blow on it, would the ice cream be less cold? Probably not. Then what should I do? Maybe I should melt it in my mouth first and then give it to him? Oh...*

Sharing food is something friends can do, right? Even if it's mouth-to-mouth, I think it's perfectly acceptable.

Si-woo suddenly took my hand.

"Yeon-a, don't you think you're wasting too much time these days?"

"Well... I wouldn't call it wasting. I'm not that different from most high school students."

"Still, wouldn't it be good to try other activities? Get a hobby. Something besides chess."

"Ehhh... I don't want to. I just want to laze around like this. It's comfortable and fun. I don't feel any of that tightness in my chest anymore. I can't remember when I last felt this relaxed."

I think I understand why Si-woo brought this up. When he's not around, I probably look pretty pathetic—just lying around lifelessly, staring blankly at my phone.

*But... I'm still young, so isn't it okay?*

It's only been a week. Too early to learn something new. I understand his concern, but I think it's excessive.

Si-woo brushed my bangs to the side.

"If you're comfortable, that's what matters. But if you start feeling lethargic or something similar, let me know. I can help. Badminton, tennis, bowling, table tennis, even weight training—I can do it all."

"Wow... impressive. What about playing musical instruments?"

"Instruments... well..."

"It's okay. I'm not interested in instruments either. Hmm, trying weight training might be nice. Or maybe tennis would be better."

Honestly, I'm more interested in what people wear while exercising than the exercise itself. Tennis skirts... I have mixed feelings about them. They make me uncomfortable, but I think I'd also enjoy wearing one. Same with leggings.

*I'm not going to do it right away anyway. I'll just play around for now, and if I really have nothing to do later, I'll ask him.*

Sometimes I feel like I rely on Si-woo too much. In the past, I would have been uncomfortable with such one-sided dependence, but now I just accept it. It's fine because I'm pretty.

"Oh, Si-woo. Help me pick out clothes after school today. Remember I told you I'm going to the Daejeon Chess Expo this weekend? I don't have anything to wear. I can't keep wearing the same things."

"Sure. I'll help."

"Don't just help—do it for me. I'll just stand still like a mannequin. Like those princess dress-up games, just bring clothes and dress me up."

"Hmm... I don't know much about women's fashion... Will it be okay?"

"Forget women's fashion—dress me in what you want to see me in. I'm wearing it for you anyway."

Si-woo smiled softly. He likes when I talk like this. When I casually say I only care about him, he can't help but smile.

If I left it at that, Si-woo would be happy and that would be the end of it. But I deliberately added something extra to shift the mood in my favor.

"I could even try on lingerie if you want," I whispered softly in his ear.

"Hey, hey!"

Si-woo's cheeks flushed red as he pushed me away. That reaction is exactly what I like to see. Even though I've played this kind of prank many times, he still reacts the same way.

"You... you... just wait. I'll make you pay for everything you've said."

"I've never met anyone who says 'just wait' and actually turns out to be scary. Hmph."

"I keep notes, you know."

After saying that, Si-woo took out his phone and wrote down exactly what I'd said. I peeked over to see what he was writing.

His notes were filled with things I'd said before.

*Did I really say all those things?*

For a moment, I felt dizzy. I do tend to speak without thinking much, but I didn't realize I was that bold.

*Was past me completely insane?*

Maybe. But I must have enjoyed saying those things at the time. Si-woo's reactions are always entertaining. Besides, dealing with the consequences is future me's problem. Present me can just have fun.

It was almost time for class to start, so I returned to my seat. The next class was English—my strongest subject. I probably speak English better than the English teacher.

Twenty years ago, chess was an unpopular sport in Korea, and most chess study materials were in English. Plus, I participated in tournaments abroad, so I had no choice but to become fluent in English.

*Chess has seeped into even the smallest aspects of my life. It really did influence me a lot.*

Now that I've given up chess, I won't gain anything more from it. Instead of studying something for the sake of chess, studying itself should become the goal.

It worried me a little. I had never put chess aside before, and I had never tried to acquire knowledge unrelated to chess.

Would I now have to study like a normal person?

I scratched my head. It's probably because only a week has passed. I just haven't adjusted yet. These habits were built over more than ten years. There's no way I could let go of them in just a week.

I participated actively in English class, showing off my excellent practical English skills. I also participated adequately in other classes.

Math was quite fun. Science was okay too, and while social studies wasn't interesting, the teacher's military stories were entertaining. During history class, I just sat there blankly.

After all the classes were over, it was time to go home. Si-woo and I stopped by a clothing store. We bought pretty clothes—blue jeans and a plain white T-shirt. Si-woo insisted that I had to wear sandals with this outfit.

Since I didn't have sandals at home, Si-woo bought me a pair. When he was helping me try on sandals that fit my feet, his gaze was quite suspicious.

I threatened to step on his face if he kept acting weird, but after thinking for about three seconds, he said I shouldn't do that. Very suspicious indeed.

After returning to the dormitory, I didn't have much to do. I took a quick shower and charged my phone.

"Yaaawn..."

I stared blankly at my phone. I was in a daze, as if the small screen had become my new world. If Si-woo saw me now, he would definitely nag me.

I took out the snacks I bought this morning from my bag. I searched for videos to watch while eating. I'd already watched all the interesting ones. A week is both short and long.

I played a video that wasn't particularly interesting but was just the right length to kill time. It was so boring that I felt like I was wasting my time.

*Do I even need to worry about wasting time? It's not like I have anything else to do.*

I blinked, staring into space. Right now, I really didn't need to worry about wasting time. There was nothing else for me to do.

After finishing one snack, I went to visit the senior who lived in the room next door—the one I had given relationship advice to before. It wasn't exactly next door, but I just called her my next-door senior.

Knock, knock, knock—

"Senior, I'm coming in."

"Okay."

I entered her room. She was sitting at her desk, studying hard. Not chess, but math. Her books and notes were filled with numbers, and the timer next to her book showed 6h 42m.

"...You were studying."

"Yeah. I'm a senior, so I have to. If I want to continue playing chess in college, I need to study well too. You're good at chess, so you can probably go pro right away."

She put down her pen and stopped the timer. The time on the timer must be her study hours.

"...Actually, I'm not going to become a chess professional. I'll just keep chess as a hobby."

"Really? Why?"

"Well... it's a long story. It just turned out that way."

"That must be tough... But Yeon-i, you're smart, so you'll do well. Hang in there."

"Thanks. Oh! I just remembered I have homework due tomorrow. Sorry, I think I need to go."

I said goodbye to her and left the room. The homework part was a lie. Even if I did have homework, I wouldn't do it.

I just didn't want to disturb her when she was working so hard. It wouldn't be right to ask her to play when she was studying.

"Hmm..."

I felt a bit down. Giving up chess made me feel free and comfortable. But it wasn't just comfort I gained. Quitting also became a burden in its own way.

When I played chess, I had the goal of becoming a champion, but after giving it up, my goal disappeared into thin air. I felt a little lost, not knowing what to do with my life.

*Well, I'm still young, so it should be fine.*

I quickly shook off the negative thoughts and went to sleep.

I continued my ordinary, lazy life until Saturday morning finally arrived. It was the day I was going to the Daejeon Chess Expo with Si-woo.

Ch.112 - Chess Expo (1)
The taxi ride to Daejeon was simple. All I had to do was cling to Si-woo's arm and we'd arrive before I knew it. When he said, "We need to take this now," I'd just nod along, and when he said, "It's a long trip, so sleep if you want," I'd rest my head on his shoulder.

That's how we'd get there. I didn't have to do anything. My only job was to follow along, and when I got hungry, point at a restaurant and say, "Buy me that."

But I wasn't just taking. I'd agreed to pay for the taxi from Daejeon Station to the Chess Expo.

"Si-woo, there's a taxi."

Of course, hailing the taxi was Si-woo's job. Talking to strangers is too difficult for me. Raising my hand to call a taxi? How could I do something so challenging?

If the taxi driver didn't see me, I'd just be standing there with my hand in the air. Then I might hide from embarrassment.

Someone tall and noticeable like Si-woo wouldn't have that problem. I looked at Si-woo, but he wasn't raising his hand to call a taxi.

"Oh, it's coming! How did you do that?"

Yet a taxi pulled up in front of us. I opened my eyes wide and questioned him.

"These days you call them with an app. They come quickly."

"Ohhh...!"

After getting in the taxi, I naturally sat on Si-woo's lap. Then I realized the taxi driver was there and quickly moved off. It was a bit embarrassing.

The taxi slowly made its way to the expo. It couldn't help but be slow. The road from the station to the expo venue was quite congested.

"Why is there so much traffic?"

"Hahaha, it's because of the expo."

"Ah... really? So all these people..."

"Yes. They're all going to see the Chess and Board Game Expo."

"Wow... this is a bigger event than I thought."

"Of course! This expo, if I may say, seventeen years ago—"

The taxi driver continued his explanation with pride. It was fairly interesting content.

Except for the parts about which administration started it years ago, and how that person was connected to him, it was quite informative.

Thanks to the driver's good storytelling, I could comfortably gather information. Until now, I thought it was just a chess expo, but it was actually a Chess & Board Game Expo.

Considering chess falls under the board game category, it's quite an odd name. The driver explained that it was originally a chess expo, but board games piggybacked onto it.

Major board games like Go have their own separate events, while homemade board games or less popular ones come here for promotional purposes.

Like an expo veteran, the driver also taught us how to distinguish between fun and boring board games. I made sure to memorize which companies make good board games.

"Good thing it's not just a chess expo. If I get annoyed with chess, I can switch to board games right away."

Absorbed in the driver's storytelling, even the congested road wasn't so bad. Though it took a long time objectively, it didn't feel that way.

"Thank you."

"You're welcome! Have a nice date, you two!"

"Ah, no, this isn't a date..."

The driver drove off without listening to me. It's not a date. We're just friends traveling together.

"Yeon-a, it is a date."

But Si-woo said it was a date. I tilted my head and said it wasn't. Every time I denied it, Si-woo insisted it was a date.

"Is it really a date...?"

"Yes. It's a date."

"I guess it might be."

"It's definitely a date."

"I see."

When he kept insisting, it started to seem like he was right. Come to think of it, I wouldn't have dressed up like this for a simple trip. It probably is a date.

I held Si-woo's hand and headed toward the outdoor booths. The indoor area looked too crowded and complicated. There weren't many people outside, and they were giving away prizes, so we immediately got in line.

"What is this place anyway?"

"Hmm... I'll go check."

Si-woo stepped out of line briefly to see what it was about.

"What is it?"

"Something called the Knight's Tour. Have you heard of it?"

"Ah... Knight's Tour."

More than just heard of it. As soon as I entered this body, I did a Knight's Tour to measure my visualization abilities.

"I think I could do it right now. An open tour might be easy, though a closed one would be harder."

I felt good. This was a perfect chance to show off to Si-woo. I'd proudly win the first prize and give it to him.

I waited in line with a grin. The line moved quickly. Finally, it was our turn.

"Welcome. Please come in."

"Yes."

"Have you heard of the 'Knight's Tour' before?"

"Yes. I know how to do it."

"Ah, then please come this way to practice, and when you're done, just shout 'challenge' here."

Shout challenge? I can't resist that.

"CHALLENGE!!!!"

I immediately raised my hand and shouted. When everyone's eyes turned to me, I quickly hid behind Si-woo.

"...I want to challenge. Right now. Is that okay?"

"Uh, y-yes, that's fine."

Following the booth manager's instructions, I sat at a board labeled "Challenger." This board was connected to a monitor so everyone could see my moves.

While many people were practicing, hardly anyone was challenging. For good reason. This was an 8×8 size board. Just like a chess board. Even a 5×5 size would be difficult, but this was 8×8.

You'd have to practice, memorize it, and then reproduce it here—not an easy task. No wonder few people were challenging.

"CHALLENGE!"

"Now, please set your starting position. When you press this button, the knight will move automatically."

I pressed a button resembling a chess clock. The knight moved by itself, finding its place. It seemed the magnet under the knight was influenced by the electromagnet in the board.

The knight settled on square a1. At the same time, a green light lit up on a1.

"Oh."

"Haha, this is our company's new technology."

Just as I thought, "Is that all?" the man showed me something interesting.

"Now, try moving the knight to a square it can't go to?"

"Huh? Oh, okay."

I moved the knight to a2, the adjacent square. Knights can't move there.

When I moved the knight to a2, I felt resistance. The magnet under the knight rejected a2. In contrast, squares c2 and b3 attracted the knight.

"So it only works on squares where moves are legal."

It wasn't super high-tech. Being at an outdoor booth probably meant the quality was a bit lower.

"Does this work properly in king check situations too?"

"Ah, no. Due to technical limitations, that's not yet..."

"What about en passant?"

"That too..."

It wasn't just not cutting-edge—it was far from it. That's why they chose the Knight's Tour with just a knight as their theme.

"Ahaha... that's understandable. Well, I'll take the challenge. Is there a prize?"

"Yes, there is. You can choose one of two. First, an automatic repulsion chess board! We'll give you the board you're looking at now. And second."

The man brought out two headbands from somewhere. One was a cute design of a chess queen, and the other was a cool design of a king.

"These are our company's new products."

They looked much better than the malfunctioning board. The queen design was cute, and the king design was cool. It would look awesome if I wore the king on my head and Si-woo wore the queen.

I immediately looked at Si-woo.

"Those...!"

"Yeah. I'll wear it with you. Since it's a date."

"Right, it's a date! And on dates, we should wear things like this! Challenge! CHALLENGE!"

The man pressed the start button. I quickly moved my hands, sending the knight to places it could go. My mind was spinning rapidly.

Having a prize at stake made me concentrate better. I was much faster and more accurate than when I first did the Knight's Tour after entering this body.

There was no pressure. It wasn't like I only had one chance. The sign said challenges could be attempted multiple times. No pressure, and a clear goal.

Failure was impossible.

"...Success."

I completed the Knight's Tour so quickly and accurately that even I was surprised. With each move, the board bloomed in my mind. The combinations for completing a full circuit formed rapidly.

"Wow."

Si-woo let out an exclamation with a surprised face. It was natural since even I was surprised at myself.

"Yeon-a. You were amazing just now."

"Hmm, really? I was amazing?"

"Yeah. Your unique vibe, your aura was just insane."

Even the booth manager couldn't speak. I was fast and accurate. Without any practice, I completed the tour at that speed.

"Since I succeeded, I'll take these."

I proudly took the prizes. Then I placed the cute queen on Si-woo's head. I was the king.

"I'm the queen?"

"Yes. You're strong and fast. So you're the queen. I can only move one square at a time, so I'm the king."

"You were truly amazing just now, so I'll accept it."

I smiled with satisfaction. Then I searched for the next target. This place was like my playground. As long as there were no rules about sacrificing five pawns to create a checkmate monster, I was the strongest.

As I headed toward the next booth with an excited face:

"Yeon, you're always most impressive when you're playing chess."

Si-woo said, stroking my head. I gave a bitter smile. I couldn't answer.
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The sun was getting stronger, so we walked around wearing our headbands. Mine had a cute King piece on top, while Si-woo's had a stylish Queen.

When I first saw them, I thought the King looked cool and the Queen looked cute, but after taking photos, the King actually looked cuter. Maybe it's the face that completes the image.

Anyway, since it was still crowded inside, we decided to explore outside a bit more. There were plenty of attractions outdoors too. We could always head back inside if the sunshine became too intense.

The second booth we visited offered t-shirts as prizes. They had shirts with the Ruy Lopez Opening, Queen's Gambit, and Sicilian Defense printed on them.

There were many other openings too, but I only looked at the ones I actually use.

*Should I try to win that Sicilian t-shirt?*

I had no idea what kind of problem they'd give, but I figured I could solve it. After all, I'm no longer a pro, but I'm still an extremely skilled amateur.

I glanced at Si-woo, who gave a small nod of approval. With his permission, I decided to participate.

Without even checking the problem first, I got in line. Si-woo went to check what the challenge was.

"An N-Queen problem? Yeon-a, do you know what that is?"

"Oh, that? Of course. You have to place n queens on an n×n square board so that no queen can attack another."

"Huh?"

Seeing that Si-woo didn't understand, I took out my phone to explain. I opened mobile chess, went to board editing, and placed eight queens.

I don't memorize solutions to N-queen problems, but I can find answers after a few attempts. It's just a matter of mentally moving queens around and placing them properly.

*It sounds complicated, but you just need to place them at knight's distances. For an 8×8 board, I could probably find all solutions.*

The board size was probably random, but I thought it would be manageable regardless. You just need to find patterns and place the pieces accordingly.

I tapped the screen and placed eight queens. After a quick check, I showed it to Si-woo.

"Like this, all queens need to be placed so they can't attack each other. Simple, right? I arranged them in a somewhat regular pattern."

"Oh... so one in each row and column while also watching the diagonals."

"Yes. Easy, right?"

"Hmm... I'd probably just memorize the answer. I could memorize something like this."

"That's true."

Looking at the prize booths here, they don't seem particularly protective of their merchandise. They give unlimited attempts, and finding solutions isn't that difficult.

Rather than hiding prizes and giving them only to the truly skilled, they make them accessible to average people who invest a little time.

Of course, someone like me can finish it in one try. This level of problem is easy.

"Si-woo, pick where we're going next. I'll finish this in one go."

"What if they give you a 15×15 size?"

"...They have sizes that big? Is there no upper limit?"

"It's written there. Probability chart for sizes. Anything 10×10 or larger is less than 5%, and the maximum size is 15, with a 1% chance."

"1%? That's not going to happen. They probably just included that as a joke."

"You'll get caught saying that."

Soon it was my turn. The chess board they prepared had an interesting design. It looked like a normal board but was larger—not wider, but thicker. Usually thick chess boards have storage space for pieces underneath, but this one was exceptionally large even accounting for that.

"How do I use this?"

"Just press the button here," explained the female staff member holding a hand fan.

Next to a button labeled "Random" were dials marked [Rank: , File: ]. They were rotary dials that you could turn slowly. Rank and file refer to the horizontal and vertical dimensions—apparently you could set the board size.

*What's the point? What meaning does a chess board have if it's not 8×8?*

Tilting my head in confusion, I pressed the random button. A new board slid out from the back, expanding the playing area.

"Wow!"

The staff member typed on her laptop, and the board's squares opened up as queens popped out one by one.

"Si-woo, this reminds me of the robot that comes out when the National Assembly building's ceiling opens."

"...A robot comes out of there?"

"You didn't know? Why do you think there's a dome?"

"Isn't it decoration?"

"No way! When it opens, a huge robot comes out! They wouldn't put that there just for decoration. My elementary school teacher told me about it."

"Umm... I see."

I can't believe Si-woo didn't know such important information. If I ever get elected to the National Assembly, I'll introduce him to it. It's such a top secret that only third-term representatives and above can see it.

The queens popping out of the board eventually stopped at twelve. If those queens were the robots sleeping in the National Assembly ceiling, world domination wouldn't be just a dream.

*But these aren't robots, just queens.*

Twelve queens. I had beaten the less-than-5% odds and received a board larger than 10×10. At least it wasn't size 15, but size 12 was still inconvenient.

I looked at the board, then at the staff member, repeating this about three times.

"Just go ahead."

"Okay. I'll get a prize if I succeed, right, ma'am?"

The staff woman's brow twitched. If she had corrected me, I would have called her "miss," but since she didn't, she's "ma'am." My form of address seemed quite shocking as she started glaring at me.

"Yeon-a."

"Okay, okay."

Si-woo gave me a look, so I stopped the confrontation. Despite the large size, I could approach this the same way.

"Phew..."

I closed my eyes, concentrated, and visualized the board in my mind. A whole row with 12 squares. That's 1.5 times the size of the board I usually picture.

It's not easy to visualize. The board in my head is 8×8. Trying to expand it isn't simple.

I squeezed Si-woo's hand tightly. I needed to consider not just rows and columns, but diagonals too.

I reached out over the board and slowly began placing queens. The first move is crucial. I'm not a machine, so I can't find every possible solution.

I need to find patterns in what seems like irregular placement.

There are 12 squares on each side. The unfamiliarity makes my head spin. The notation I'm used to, from a to h and 1 to 8, now expands to a through l and 1 through 12.

It's a shape I've never seen before. Though it uses chess pieces, this is no longer chess.

"Hmm..."

The queens begin to find their places. The first, second, and third queens are placed smoothly. It's not a perfect solution.

Even I can't visualize a board of unfamiliar size in one go. My brain works through the discomfort.

I'm not certain this is correct. But I don't need to be certain. What's the downside if I'm wrong? I just get back in line. If I got size 12 this time, next time I'll probably get size 4.

There's no need to feel pressure. Nothing bad happens if I fail, and Si-woo will still smile at me.

*With luck, I might get it in one try.*

After scattering eight queens across the board, I quickly placed the remaining ones. I considered the positions of the other queens and placed them in suitable spots.

It wasn't elaborate calculation. I just put them in plausible positions and relied on luck.

"Oh, ohh?"

And sometimes, that luck smiles upon me.

"Ohh!"

"Wow...! Yeon-a, how did you do that? Wow! I didn't think you could do this! Did you memorize the general solution?"

"No! I just solved it blindly!"

Someone who specializes in this puzzle might find patterns and solve it easily, but I'm just good at chess.

This is a puzzle related to chess, not a chess puzzle. I could solve it because of my outstanding intelligence!

In reality, I relied heavily on luck, but I didn't tell Si-woo that. How could I resist those sparkling eyes looking at me?

"Well, this is easy for someone like me."

I flipped my hair haughtily. My arrogant expression and chin held high were perfect. This time, even Si-woo didn't call me cute.

Instead, he praised me as cool, using all sorts of complimentary words.

"Hoo hoo!"

With confident steps, I went to receive the Sicilian t-shirt. Grinning, I handed the t-shirt to Si-woo.

"A gift for you."

"Wow!"

"Ahem!"

I bought a slightly smaller size. The material wasn't particularly high quality, so he wouldn't wear it for long anyway. If he's only going to wear it a few times, I want it to be a size that looks good to me.

Being a small size, it would cling to his body perfectly.

We visited several more outdoor booths afterward. Not many were giving away prizes; most were selling merchandise.

Among the vendors, only one caught my eye: chess ice cream. I couldn't resist that. After eating it, I realized it was just cookies and cream ice cream with a fancy name.

The taste was decent, but the price was a bit high. After looking around a bit more, we headed inside.
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I scanned the text and identified all character names and terms from the glossary. The main characters are Jeong Si-woo (male) and Yeon-a (female), and the setting is a Chess Expo.

Chapter 114

The heart of the Chess Expo was inside the building. Everything outside seemed to be merely decoration and promotion. The quality difference was that significant.

The design, practicality, and applied technology were all superior. There were far more attractions to enjoy than what was outside.

"Woooow..."

"It's really spacious."

"I know! It looks much bigger than it did from outside. There are so many people and booths. Lots of merchandise for sale too."

"Is there anything you want? I'll buy it for you."

"Mmm, it's okay. I have money too."

Actually, I don't have much, but I feel bad always using Si-woo's money. Even if a 50-50 split is unrealistic, I should at least prevent it from becoming 90-10. When we meet, we usually split costs about 70-30.

Of course, I'm the 30. Maybe even less than that. I try to spend money, but it's still less than Si-woo spends.

*Since I stopped being able to earn money, it's gotten worse. I used to earn money in the hundreds of thousands of won by winning even small tournaments...*

Maybe I should look for a part-time job later. But winning prize money at tournaments is much easier than working a part-time job for a month.

"Hmm..."

"What's wrong?"

"Nothing."

The first sweet part-time job I thought of was serving Si-woo. It's similar to the easiest way for a single-digit aged child to earn money.

Just like running errands for parents to earn money, I could help Si-woo with his tasks to earn money. That seemed like the easiest job.

*But if I suggest that... things might get weird. It might be fine as a joke once or twice, but it can't be a long-term source of income. Our relationship could become strange.*

I decided to stop thinking about money. Thinking about reality gets depressing. I keep thinking that chess is ultimately my only way to earn money.

"Si-woo, let's go over there."

"Okay."

The place I pointed to had various chess variants. Chess variants are exactly what they sound like—chess with slightly modified rules.

From Chess960, which changes the arrangement of pieces except pawns, to Three-check chess, to four-player chess—these are all examples.

Si-woo and I headed to a booth where we could enjoy various chess variants. For variants like Chess960 that require random piece placement, they used boards with new technology applied, while the others just had slightly different pieces.

*These are all games I know.*

I stood half a step ahead of Si-woo. This was my chance to explain something I knew. My lips twitched at the thought of showing off my knowledge.

"Si-woo! Do you know the rules for this?"

"Um... I don't know. There are so many pawns. I think I've seen it before."

"It's a variant called Horde chess. This one's easy to understand, so let's try it right away. White wins by checkmating Black's king, and Black wins by capturing all of White's pawns."

"That's simple. So which side has the advantage?"

"I-I'm not sure about that."

I'm not a chess variant expert, how would I know that? I just know the rules. I don't know which side has the advantage, and I don't particularly want to know.

"Anyway, let's play a game. This one's easy so we can start right away. I'll play White."

"Okay. Black is the same as regular chess, right?"

"That's right."

I arranged the 36 pawns. Horde chess, usually just called Horde, is an extremely unbalanced chess variant. White has 36 pawns, while Black has the standard setup.

White would win by creating one-to-one exchanges or successfully promoting pawns, but Black would win by allowing rear infiltration. I know the draw rate is quite low.

The setup was complete. I immediately pushed a pawn forward one square. Obviously. When all you have is pawns, of course you push pawns.

"Can't these move two squares?"

"No. Only the pawns on the first and second ranks can do that."

"I see."

Si-woo captured a pawn with his pawn, and I captured a pawn with mine. I pushed a pawn forward and Si-woo captured a pawn. I pushed, pushed, and pushed more pawns.

*Pawn, pawn, pawn, pawn... I'm getting gestalt breakdown.*

Calculation wasn't difficult. We were using a chess board and chess pieces. It was actually easier than usual. Pawn movements are simple and not difficult to calculate.

I just needed to calculate Si-woo's piece movements a little, which wasn't that difficult either. It was easy to infer what Si-woo was thinking when making his moves.

The skill gap between Si-woo and me is enormous, but we've played chess together for a long time. Guessing what the other person was thinking was too easy.

I created three queens and Si-woo resigned shortly after.

"Oh my, I lost."

"It happens. Your opponent is me, after all. This is just natural. Hoo-hoo-hoot!"

Si-woo lost but smiled. He looked at me with warm eyes and calmly reset the chess board. That's why we occasionally play chess despite the large skill gap.

Playing chess with Si-woo makes me happy. He plays with good manners and accepts defeat with a smile even when he loses. It doesn't help improve my skills much, but there's no better opponent for enjoying the game.

"Since I won too easily this time, I'll remove a few pieces."

"Is that okay?"

"Of course."

As soon as we set up the Horde chess formation, I had a thought. Looking at the pawn formation, I wanted to arrange it like this. With a mischievous smile, I removed six pawns.

The 36 pawns became 30. Just in terms of points, 6 points disappeared. Playing chess like this would be quite disadvantageous. But I knew how to turn this situation around.

"H-how is it? It's a heart shape."

I brought my hands together in front of my chest and made a small heart with both hands. I brought the heart to my lips, made a kissing sound, and then extended it toward Si-woo.

"H-heart...!"

Chess is a mental sport. When your mind is shaken, your skill naturally wavers too. I gambited six pawns to completely shake my opponent's mind.

*I didn't expect my own heart to shake too!*

Of course, it wasn't just Si-woo's mind that was shaken. When I simulated this in my head, it wasn't embarrassing, but after actually doing it, embarrassment washed over me.

Being bold and shameless is my specialty, but it wasn't easy this time.

Si-woo's face turned redder than an apple. Anyway, it was effective. Si-woo, who usually responds sweetly to my pranks, couldn't say anything.

Instead, Si-woo silently held my hand tightly. After holding my hand firmly for a while, he finally managed to say one thing.

"...If you did that when we were alone, I might not have been able to hold back."

"R-really?"

"Yeah."

Then I should invite him to my house next time. If he holds back, he holds back, and if he can't, he can't. Neither seems like a big loss for me.

"You were planning to do that when we were alone, weren't you?"

"No! Let's just play chess. I made my move."

"Suspicious..."

Anyway, Si-woo had no way to stop me. I confidently lied and moved on.

The early game proceeded similarly to the previous match. I exchanged all exchangeable pieces and slowly pushed pawns to promote them to queens.

But problems arose in the middle game. The holes created by removing six pawns were the issue. One or two might have been fine, but six is a lot.

Just in terms of points, it's 6 points. In regular chess, that's equivalent to a knight or bishop. I removed six pawns because Si-woo could win even if I gave up a queen.

But this chess variant was different from regular chess. The monotonous pawn attacks couldn't create significant variables. No matter how well I structured my pawns, I couldn't block the infiltration of the opponent's pieces.

Eventually, Si-woo successfully infiltrated with a knight. It was an infiltration that wouldn't have been possible if those six pawns were still there.

"Hmmmm..."

This is bad. Pawns can only move forward and can only attack forward. If Si-woo starts slowly capturing my pawns from behind, I have no choice but to lose.

*I should have blocked the infiltration... but there was no way to block it.*

I stroked my chin as I calculated moves. It's somewhat fortunate that it's a knight and not a queen or rook.

The knight is a strange piece that needs to spend three moves just to move to an adjacent square. It got into my back rank, but the impact isn't too severe.

After trying to see the situation positively, I advanced a pawn. Having only pawns has its advantages. I don't have to worry about which move to make. I just have to push pawns, and the pawns I can push are limited.

I did my best to block Si-woo. But in the end, I lost. I removed six pawns, allowed rear infiltration, and the situation wasn't complex enough to create variables.

"I looost..."

I pouted and grumbled. Si-woo accepts results with a smile, but I couldn't do that.

"Wow, I didn't expect to win. Are you okay?"

"Yeah. I played poorly. It felt awkward. It's okay to lose sometimes."

"That's a relief. I was a bit worried you'd be upset about losing."

"Of course I'm upset when I lose. But losing to you is okay."

"Really? I'm glad."

Si-woo and I enjoyed the rest of the chess variants. I won most of them, but sometimes I lost. Since I didn't know how advantageous each position was, I randomly removed pieces, which led to those results.

The first few losses upset me, but after that, I accepted the results without much thought.

It was because I realized I didn't need to care. These were chess variants, and I didn't know how disadvantaged I started. And when I lose, Si-woo wins.

I'm sad when I lose, but happy when Si-woo wins. I just need to offset the two.

"Oh, I lost again!"

I said with a smile. It's okay to lose sometimes when playing games.

"Yeon-a. Is it okay to lose when playing chess with me?"

"Chess? Regular chess? Um... well."

I probably wouldn't lose unless I gave up my queen and both rooks. If Si-woo suddenly became extremely good at chess and beat me with pure skill...

"I think it would be okay."

Still, I don't think I'd be sad. If Si-woo became good at chess, would he stop hanging out with me? That's impossible. Si-woo would just become Si-woo who's good at chess.

I'd still be sad when I lose, and happy when Si-woo wins. I think I wouldn't mind losing to Si-woo.

"I see..."

"Why suddenly? Don't tell me you think you can beat me?"

"No. It would be impossible through normal means. I just suddenly had a good idea."

"What is it?"

"It's a secret. I'll tell you later."

"Mmm."

A secret? I felt a little disappointed, but it's okay since he said he'd tell me later. We continued exploring the expo after that.
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Chapter 115

Wonders lose their novelty after a while. It's only natural. If something remained amazing forever, that would be the real wonder. Eventually, you get tired of the novelty and return to the basics.

After going full circle, you realize the original is best. After wandering around the expo for quite some time, we ended up at a place where you could simply play regular chess.

A pure chess board without any mechanical devices. Plain, standard pieces. Even the chess clock had a simple, unadorned design.

The saying "the ultimate tuning is stock condition" really was true. This place, where people could play regular chess, attracted the biggest crowd.

"Si-woo, want to play a game on equal terms for once?"

"Equal terms? No handicaps, just regular chess?"

"Yes."

Playing chess with all the pieces—that's the original, the purest form. Come to think of it, playing without the queen is just another variant. As a romantic dreaming of purity, I want to play original chess.

I confidently took the white pieces. Playing with all pieces as white. Even though Si-woo's skills were gradually improving, I didn't think I would lose in this situation.

Actually, I shouldn't lose at all. I made my first move thinking I'd quit chess if I lost this game, then pressed the clock. I moved the pawn in front of my king forward two squares.

"Alright. Actually, I'd lose even if you removed your queen, so it doesn't make much difference."

Si-woo also moved his king's pawn forward two squares, entering an open game. The original, pure approach is to play chess sincerely and crush your opponent.

I proudly developed my kingside knight, and Si-woo responded, leading us into the Ruy Lopez opening. One of my favorite openings.

But I don't think I've used the Ruy Lopez much when playing with Si-woo. I couldn't use it in handicap games, and when playing without handicaps, I usually opted for more aggressive openings.

I mostly finished games quickly with attacking openings like the King's Gambit or Danish Gambit. I rarely used the Ruy Lopez.

"Oh, the Marshall Attack."

"For Black against the Ruy Lopez, the Marshall is the way to go. The Closed is too complicated, and the Berlin is too restrictive. The Open is fine too, but still a bit stifling, so the Marshall is best."

"Sure, sure."

At the professional level it's different, but at the amateur level, Si-woo is right.

The Marshall Attack, or Marshall Gambit, is devastating if you don't know how to counter it. In the Ruy Lopez, White can develop all kingside pieces and castle quickly, but queenside development becomes significantly slower.

To develop the queenside bishop, you need to move the d-pawn, but there's hardly time for that. The same goes for the knight. The most natural square for the queenside knight, c3, is occupied by a pawn.

While White struggles with slow development, Black boldly sacrifices a pawn to launch an attack. Black's two bishops and queen target the kingside, with knights ready to join the assault.

If White makes a mistake, it's an immediate checkmate.

"But Si-woo, you know I'm familiar with the Marshall lines."

Of course, if White knows all the lines, the attack becomes meaningless. That's why at the professional level, the Marshall Attack usually ends in a draw. Many lines are analyzed all the way to the endgame, so if both players follow them correctly, it ends in a draw.

"But what about this line?"

Si-woo smiled slyly and moved his queen.

"Hmm..."

He acted like he made some brilliant move, but this was also among the lines I'd studied. It's a minor sideline that most people wouldn't know, but I do.

*That's actually a line I played first.*

It's not exceptionally good, but it contains a hidden dagger that can pierce the opponent's soft underbelly. It has many small trap lines that require caution. And naturally, I know all those trap lines.

"That should be in the book I gave you."

*Tap!*

I made my move and pressed the chess clock decisively.

"Doesn't it say to resign immediately if your opponent plays this move?"

The reason it's a sideline despite having many trap lines is simple—it's not actually good. With proper response, it leads to significant disadvantages. And since the proper response isn't particularly difficult, it remains a sideline.

"Uh..."

Si-woo froze, unable to move his hand. With my move, material loss was inevitable. He could sacrifice a knight and pawn to avoid immediate checkmate.

But at that point, the game is essentially over.

"Ah, I just thought of a great way to overcome this situation."

"Huh?"

"From now on, it's a proxy battle."

Si-woo took out his phone, recreated the current position, and boldly declared he would use an engine for analysis.

"W-wait... that's cheating."

"Wouldn't it be interesting to try? With a 4-point advantage, you should have a fighting chance, right?"

"I'm not sure. I haven't played against computers much."

The skill gap between me and a computer is probably greater than between me and Si-woo. Chess engines are literally gods of chess. Mere mortals can't compete.

*But I have a 4-point advantage now. I've studied this line extensively... even if I can't win, maybe I can draw?*

Chess engines may be gods of chess, but throughout history, it's been humanity's role to slay gods. The great philosopher Nietzsche killed God, and humans in Greek and Roman mythology killed gods too.

Why couldn't I do the same?

"I'll give it a try!"

"Really? I was just kidding."

"I'll probably lose, but there's still a chance I could win, right?"

"That's true."

I boldly issued my challenge to the chess god and was defeated with surprising speed. The material difference was 4 points, but considering all factors, I wasn't actually that advantaged.

The chess god subdued me with incomprehensible moves, and I resigned just before entering the endgame. Chess has so many possible positions that not all have been discovered yet.

But when pieces are reduced, things change. With seven or fewer pieces, all possible positions can be calculated. A phone might struggle, but with fewer pieces, all possibilities can be computed.

There's no way to beat an opponent who knows every possible move.

"This is honestly unavoidable! How can a human beat a machine?"

"I thought you'd hold out longer, but I guess you really can't win."

"Getting to the endgame means I held out pretty well! Only I could have lasted this long."

"Too bad. If you'd played to the end, you would have won."

"Huh?"

Si-woo gave me a mischievous smile and showed me his phone. It wasn't displaying a chess engine but the camera app.

"Check the gallery."

The gallery was full of my photos—fresh ones just taken. Close-up shots of me concentrating on chess.

*At least I look pretty up close. That's a relief.*

I handed the phone back to Si-woo.

"But why?"

"I used the engine at first, but later I played myself. The last 10 moves or so were mine."

"Really?"

"Yes."

I looked at Si-woo suspiciously. The last 10 moves were when I realized I was losing and preparing to resign. I hadn't calculated deeply or properly evaluated if they were good moves.

I put my hand on my chin and reviewed the game. I tried to imagine that Si-woo had played all the moves from 10 moves ago until now.

*The game was already heavily tilted, so only obvious moves were needed. Even Si-woo could find the best moves in that situation...*

After some thought, I realized it. Two moves ago, there was a small mistake. If I hadn't lost focus and tried to win until the end, I would have noticed it.

*I usually try to win until the very end, but I let my guard down this time. I gave up early because I thought I was playing against a chess engine.*

I missed an opportunity to notice my opponent's mistake and play with confidence. I fell for Si-woo's trick.

"What do you think?"

"I'm not sure exactly how many moves ago, but that move two moves back was a small mistake. If we ran engine analysis, it would probably get both a question mark and an exclamation point."

"Oh... so I played decently before that?"

"Yes. It wasn't a difficult situation. I don't know if they were the best moves, but they were pretty good."

Si-woo took my hand and sat beside me.

"Yeon-a, how do you feel right now?"

"Feel? Why? I'm fine. Did you expect me to overreact just because you held my hand?"

"You lost at chess, but you're feeling okay, right?"

"It's not bad. I'm a little annoyed that I fell for your trick, but it's no big deal."

"How about trying to maintain this state?"

"This state?"

I scratched my head. Is it possible to be this relaxed after losing? Maybe for casual chess, but not for professional chess.

"No way. It's fine because it was with you, but I couldn't be okay losing to someone else."

"Technically, you didn't play against me but against an engine."

"What difference does that make? My opponent isn't a chess engine but a player with a Master title."

"Is that important?"

"Huh?"

"Just think that everyone who beats you is a cheater. They might look like they're playing normal chess, but actually they have an engine hidden in their pants."

"What are you..."

"It's not true, of course, but just think of it that way. Anyone who beats you isn't your opponent but a chess engine. It's just mental gymnastics, but who cares? As long as you don't go around saying it out loud. It's just to make yourself feel better."

This is complete nonsense. Not the kind of thing the usually sensible Si-woo would say. Everyone I play against is a potential cheater? As someone who lived as a chess professional, I couldn't possibly accept that.

"What matters is your mindset. The mindset that it's okay to lose. Every time you lose, think that you didn't lose to your opponent but to yourself. Today you lost to me, who used an engine to beat you."

That's just mental gymnastics.

It's like a devil's whisper, a play on words. Everyone being a cheater? What nonsense. But as Si-woo said, it would definitely make me feel better.

"And Yeon-a. You're most beautiful when you're playing chess."

"R-really?"

"Yes. Why else would I take those photos?"

"W-well, maybe going back to chess wouldn't be so bad."

"If you quit chess now, the world of chess loses a star. Are you okay with that?"

It's only been two weeks since I said I'd quit chess—is it too soon to change my mind? Will people think I'm fickle?

I have my pride; I should probably stay retired for at least a year.

"Yeon-a, let's just keep playing chess. It's okay to lose. It's okay to take out your frustration on me after losing."

I've always been weak against requests. With Si-woo constantly asking and explaining how beautiful I look when playing chess... I couldn't refuse anymore.

"W-well, maybe going back wouldn't be so bad. If I look my best when playing chess, then I should play chess. Yeah."

It's not because of the mental gymnastics. No matter how much I hate losing, I can't label my opponents as potential cheaters.

I'm only doing this because he said I look pretty when playing chess. And since I'm running out of money and don't have much else to do, I might as well return.

"You made the right choice."

Si-woo smiled and praised me.

It can't be helped. I wanted to quit, but Si-woo wants this so much, so I'll do it for him.
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After my "chess comeback declaration," I returned to my old ways. I'd study late into the night, barely make it to school on time, and casually ignore classes like the bad lifestyle person I am.

While living properly is nice, living carelessly is much more comfortable. Going to bed early and waking up early just doesn't suit my constitution.

Seeing me passionate about something, Si-woo became even more supportive of what I was doing. Since my comeback was entirely because of him, I happily accepted his kindness without refusing.

To be honest, his kindness wasn't anything extraordinary. Before, he would carry me on his back when I stretched out my arms and said "carry me," but now he carries me just when I stretch out my arms.

Besides that, he waits for me until tournaments end, buys me coffee, and brings me soft cushions.

It wasn't anything special, but it felt really good. It felt wonderful to be treated like someone precious. When would I ever receive such blind kindness from someone else?

For someone like me with no childhood memories of parents, Si-woo's blind kindness was touching beyond gratitude. It made my dependency worse, but that couldn't be helped.

How could I not become dependent when it was so comfortable and nice? As long as I don't get too clingy, it should be fine. And I'm pretty, so it's okay.

We spent enjoyable days like that. Yesterday like today, today like tomorrow. Though every day was similar, each was filled with happiness.

In the middle of it all, we faced a big enemy called "exams," which startled me briefly, but we easily defeated it. I'm quite smart, and Si-woo isn't bad either.

Using exam studying as an excuse, I frequently visited his house, greeted his parents, and enjoyed the fruit his mother prepared for us.

Since we were at a chess school, exam scores weren't that important. Only those who cared would study. Those who felt they couldn't rely solely on chess, or those who needed academic knowledge, were the ones who studied.

The tests were easy, and Si-woo and I were smart. We achieved scores in the top ranks of the school and used that as an excuse to have fun for several days.

It almost felt too good to be true.

After living so happily for a while, I realized something.

What had blocked my happy life wasn't chess but myself. Because of me, with my narrow perspective of the world. Because of me, trapped in a small world, thinking only what I knew was right.

And what found my happy life was Si-woo. Saying this might make it sound like I'm ready to sign marriage papers right away, but it was the opposite.

As I became happier and more emotionally stable, I reduced the intensity of physical contact. I was confident Si-woo would like me regardless.

The frequency and time we spent together increased, but the intensity definitely decreased. When he carried me, I'd slightly lift my waist, and when linking arms, I wouldn't hold too tightly.

Si-woo pretended not to mind, but I could see he was disappointed. So occasionally, I would indulge him.

*What a crazy fox I am...*

I admit I'm being foxy, and Si-woo knows it too. But since nothing changed because of it, we just teased each other about it.

Playing chess, entering tournaments, having fun... and finally, that day arrived.

"Hooray, it's vacation!"

I stretched my arms up in celebration, shouting joyfully. Though there wasn't much to do at school, vacation was still exciting. Just the fact that I didn't have to wake up early made vacation worthy of respect.

"Happy about vacation?"

"Of course!"

"Isn't there not much to be happy about? You hardly do anything at school anyway, and without school, it'll be hard for you to eat properly. I'm scared you'll be starving at home again."

"Hmm... I'll try to manage at least two meals a day. Breakfast is impossible though."

"When you say 'try,' it usually means you won't do it at all."

Busted. But what could Si-woo do if I didn't eat? Besides sending me messages nagging me to eat, there wasn't much he could do.

For students living in the prison called school, wearing prisoner uniforms called school uniforms, vacation is like being released. I was prepared to survive on instant food for all my meals.

A student on vacation is invincible.

"...Even if I tell you to eat, you'll probably just buy triangle kimbap again."

"I'll try, I'll try."

I waved my hand dismissively. Eating is for survival. There might be pleasure in eating, but I would use that time to hone myself.

True pleasure comes not from eating but from seeing myself grow.

Maybe it's because vacation is approaching, but I feel overflowing with confidence. At this rate, I might even be able to coldly reject Si-woo's "desperate requests."

"Sigh... Just buy some side dishes for your house. I'll come over and cook for you."

"Really?"

"Yes. I can make simple dishes."

"You're saying you'll come every day to cook and then leave...?"

That would be difficult even for Si-woo, wouldn't it? Though the distance between our homes isn't far, it's not super close either. Si-woo is also on vacation, so is it okay to make him do such a troublesome thing?

*This makes me feel bad...*

It's awkward to pay him back with money, but Si-woo seems too determined for me to tell him not to do it.

As I hesitated without saying anything, Si-woo brushed my hair to the side.

"Actually, I was planning to come over every day anyway. The Chess World Cup is starting soon, right? It's no fun watching alone, so I wanted to watch with someone who knows the game well."

"R-really?"

"Yes. Don't feel burdened. I need to eat too, so I'm just making one more portion. Actually, not even a full portion. If anything, I should be sorry. You'll have to spend more on side dishes."

"Oh, that's true. Then give me some money for the side dishes."

I put my hands on my hips confidently, demanding money, and Si-woo laughed in disbelief.

"I'm cooking for you and I have to pay too?"

"Hehe, just kidding. I'll help with the cooking. I can't use knives or fire, but I can taste-test and wash dishes. Um... I can also set the table."

"Okay. Thank you."

I'm the one who should be thankful. Si-woo said that to ease my burden. Anyone can see this is a deal where I benefit.

*How can I repay this even a little? Should I cook for him during winter break? But... that would be hard for both of us. I'm not good at cooking.*

I pondered how to repay his kindness. After a brief consideration, I found two ways. First, I could wear a maid outfit. Complete with stockings, becoming a one-day maid.

It's doable. It would be enough to repay his kindness, and it's not impossible. It might be fun too. Just imagining his surprised face and teasing him would be entertaining.

And the second way: providing commentary for the Chess World Cup. The Chess World Cup has its opening ceremony tomorrow, and the first round begins the day after.

They'll probably broadcast it on television. But that's not enough. With television broadcasts, it's hard to watch the matches I want to see.

With over a hundred people playing simultaneously, television only selects a few important matches and switches between them with commentary.

*But I'm different. I can select the scenes Si-woo wants to see and provide commentary. I have a better eye than most commentators and can quickly find the meaning behind moves.*

It might seem trivial, but it's actually important. There's a high chance the player on TV won't be the one I want to watch.

If I really want to watch someone, I can go to the official website, but then I can't hear commentary. I'd have to struggle to understand the moves on my own.

If I stick right next to Si-woo and explain each match, that would be enough to repay his kindness. I can provide much better commentary than simple explanations, and I can answer questions too.

*But if I have two options, I should do both. There's no reason not to when they don't conflict.*

I smiled broadly at Si-woo. Thanks to him, I was able to participate in tournaments diligently. And thanks to the small amount of money I earned from those tournaments, my pockets had become quite full.

I could easily buy one outfit.

"So, Si-woo, you're coming over starting tomorrow?"

"Yes. I'll come in the morning tomorrow. As for ingredients... I haven't checked, but I'm guessing you have nothing."

"I have a few ice creams."

"Should we melt those and use them instead of milk?"

"No way!"

"Then we'll have to go shopping together."

I nodded. Tomorrow is the opening ceremony of the Chess World Cup. I don't need to prepare anything. I'll rest comfortably tomorrow and then prepare for commentary starting the day after.

It's a good opportunity to show off my "impressive commentary skills" to Si-woo. Though my small apartment won't make it look fancy.

"Si-woo. Have a good vacation."

"You too, Yeon."

"Hehe. We're seeing each other tomorrow anyway. So, see-ya! That means 'Si-woo bye.'"

"That sounds really weird, but you take care too."

We waved goodbye and parted ways. Though we were separating, we were both smiling. We'd see each other again tomorrow anyway.

Having the certainty that we'll meet again makes parting not scary. That's something I've realized recently.
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The first day of vacation was busy with packing. Because of the dormitory's deep cleaning, we had to remove all our belongings.

Taking out blankets, pillows, and everything else... I did this and that. It would have been nice if Si-woo could have come into the women's dormitory, but unfortunately, he couldn't enter.

Still, he helped me from the dormitory entrance to my home. Actually, he carried almost everything while I just helped with a few items.

After neatly stacking everything at home, I spent the first day having lunch and dinner with Si-woo. The Chess World Cup was just beginning.

They say the opening ceremony was quite spectacular. I wasn't interested in the ceremony, so I didn't watch it. Events without me are practically meaningless anyway.

And the next day. The Chess World Cup began, and my true vacation started.

Yesterday wasn't a real vacation. Vacations should include rest, but I couldn't relax because of all the packing.

From today, I can play all day long. This is what a true vacation feels like.

"Hehehe."

I pulled the covers over myself with an arrogant smile. Though I woke up early, there was no need to leave my bed. I didn't have to go to school.

Si-woo said he'd come at lunchtime, so no one would stop me. I'll just sleep until 11 o'clock.

I closed my eyes and enjoyed the relaxation.

Beep beep beep beep—

But then it happened. I heard the sound of the old lock on our front door being unlocked. I quickly squeezed my eyes shut and pretended to be asleep.

*You said you'd come at lunchtime!*

It's not lunchtime now. It's 8 AM, a time anyone would consider morning. I desperately pretended to be asleep. I don't want to get up early.

"Mmnya..."

"Yeon-a. Stop pretending and get up."

"Kuuul..."

"Who makes those sounds while sleeping? I know you're not sleeping, so just get up."

"Tch."

I pouted and got up slowly. I tried to convey with my whole body that I was still tired and needed more sleep.

But Si-woo's determination was strong. He grabbed me while I was completely limp, made me wash my face, brush my teeth, and even washed my hair for me.

I wanted to ask him to help me shower too, but he said that wasn't allowed. He'll do it someday anyway, so why not just do it early? I expressed my annoyance with my whole body as I started showering.

"Yaaawn..."

Bang bang bang!

"Yeon-a, you're not sleeping in there, are you?"

"Mmm... sleepy."

"...Don't sleep, wash up. I already helped you wash your face and brush your teeth."

"Okay."

Only after finishing my shower did my sleepiness completely disappear.

"Yeon-a. Look at the time. It's not even 8 yet. Doesn't it feel like the day has gotten much longer?"

"I guess."

"Yes. What do you think would happen if you slept now?"

"I'd feel refreshed."

"That's true, but... wouldn't you feel like you're reducing the time you can use in a day? You don't even wash up right after waking up. You roll around doing nothing for a long time before finally washing up."

How did he know? Did he install cameras or something?

"You seem curious how I knew, but I just guessed. It seemed like something you'd do."

"Ah."

"I was right, wasn't I? You say you'll get up at 11, but you don't actually start doing anything until 1 PM. That's what you were planning, right?"

"Well, that's true..."

I wonder if this is what it feels like to be scolded by parents. I could make excuses if I wanted to, but I just couldn't.

If I made excuses here and the scolding got longer, I'd suffer significant mental anguish. It's already embarrassing to be scolded by Si-woo, and if that scolding gets longer...

*I lived 2 years longer than Si-woo...*

I was 19 when I died in my past life. But Si-woo treats me like I'm 9. Yet it's not unreasonable. He only does that when I act like a 9-year-old.

I ended up promising Si-woo that I'd live diligently, and only then did the scolding end.

"Shall we go grocery shopping now?"

"C-can't we rest at home...? I guess not! I should get ready to go out quickly! We're going out, we're definitely going out."

"Good thinking. Getting up in the morning, exercising a bit, that's what brightens up your life. If you wake up at noon, roll around all day, and fall asleep at dawn, of course you'll feel drained."

"Okay... I get it, so go out first. You want me to change clothes, right? I'm not going to go out in pajamas. Should I change in front of you?"

"Can you do it in 5 minutes?"

"Yes."

Si-woo went out first. As soon as he left, I started laughing happily. I was in such a good mood that I couldn't help but smile. When I glanced at the mirror, I saw my face smiling prettily.

It's embarrassing when being scolded, but afterward, it feels good. I know he's not saying those things because he dislikes me. He says those things because he cherishes me and wants me to become a better person.

He doesn't sigh when scolding me, nor does he look at me with contempt. I don't even feel that bad, but he always apologizes and makes excuses.

"Hehe."

I couldn't laugh when Si-woo was watching, but since I sent him out first, I can laugh now. I like Si-woo even when he's scolding me.

*If I said this in front of Si-woo... he'd be so embarrassed. He gets embarrassed every time I tell him I like him.*

I changed my clothes with a big smile. After checking in the mirror to make sure my clothes were on properly, I managed my expression. Being happy about being scolded? I might be called a pervert for that.

I mixed a gloomy expression, a slightly sulky expression, and an embarrassed and angry expression.

"Si-woo. I'm here."

"Ah, Yeon-a. You're here? You look pretty in those clothes."

"Thanks."

"Um... was I too harsh today? You probably wanted to play, but I feel like I constrained you too much. I want you to relax and enjoy yourself—"

I held back my laughter as I listened to Si-woo's excuses. My acting was perfect. Si-woo, completely fooled by my expression, apologized urgently. I accepted his apology while smiling inside.

*Unfortunately, I was actually in a good mood. You probably didn't expect that. Si-woo understands my feelings well, but he wouldn't know that I'd feel good even after being scolded.*

With a comfortable heart, we finished grocery shopping and returned home. It was surprising that it wasn't even 10 o'clock yet. Is this the power of waking up early?

We quickly ate lunch and sat down. The Chess World Cup starts at 1 PM. If we rest a bit, it'll be 1 o'clock soon.

"Ahem, ahem!"

I sat Si-woo down and stood up. The moment for my performance had arrived.

"Hello. I'm Buyeo Yeon, commentator for the Chess World Cup."

"Ooh. That's cool."

"Hmm. So first, how much do you know about the Chess World Cup?"

"Um... that two people who will participate in the Candidates Tournament come from here?"

I nodded.

"That's right. It's such an important tournament that two tickets to the Candidates Tournament are given out. So there must be many people who want to participate. How do they select those people?"

I switched to informal speech because formal speech felt awkward. Speaking formally to Si-woo made me feel like I was really 9 years old.

"There are a lot. 206 players. They're selected in various ways."

"Right. Out of 206 players, 50 go directly to the second round, and the remaining 156 are cut in half in the first round. So a total of 128 people advance to the second round."

"So there are 8 rounds in total."

"Yes."

I took out three sheets of paper from the desk drawer and showed them to Si-woo. It was a list of participants and the reasons they were selected, which I had prepared in advance.

I didn't organize it myself; I just copied what someone else had organized.

"I've seen this before."

"No, look carefully. See the highlighter marks? I worked hard on that!"

"Ah. I see."

"Red is for the round of 16, yellow for the quarterfinals, green for the semifinals. I even wrote the expected rankings in pen in the green sections."

"First place is... of course, the Champion."

"Yes. So we should focus on second and third place. I'm confident they'll take the Candidates Tournament tickets."

"Aren't second, third, and fourth places ambiguous?"

"That's true... since the brackets haven't been released yet. I just put them in order of skill."

"It's different from the rating order."

"Rating isn't absolute. If you analyze recent game notations, you can roughly see if a rating is undervalued or inflated. If they play as usual, that's probably how it will turn out."

I spoke with confidence. Even though my chess skills have deteriorated a lot, my eye for talent hasn't worsened. If those people suddenly meet the Champion in the middle, things would be different, but in terms of skill, that's correct.

"Your confidence is impressive. It's good to see."

"Heheh."

"You can use this when explaining the Chess World Cup. Watch whatever match you want."

"Ah, okay."

Si-woo handed me something small and rectangular. It looks like a miniature beam projector. I can connect it to my phone and project it onto the wall.

In our small home with little furniture, there's plenty of wall space.

After finishing the setup, the Chess World Cup start time approached. In the first round, 156 players participate. This means we won't see many top rankers, including the Champion.

*When there's no one to watch, it's best to watch people from your hometown.*

I displayed the boards of two Koreans. In my time, there was no talent except me, but now I can see Koreans even in the Chess World Cup.

"Oh... Koreans."

"There's no one else worth watching. Let's just watch this."

"Okay."

I cleared my throat and prepared to commentate. They should at least be at the level of Korea's number one player. Surely my skills haven't deteriorated that much...?
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The sound of a Korean Grandmaster appearing in a world-class tournament makes my heart swell with pride. Considering that Korea was a chess wasteland twenty years ago, it's truly remarkable.

In a country where Go dominates board games and Korean chess is more popular than Western chess, sending a participant to the Chess World Cup is quite an achievement.

*Is this something I can actually be proud of?*

The reason Korean chess has developed? Obviously thanks to me. A young Korean genius who hasn't even reached the age of majority aiming for the world's top position—that's something to feel patriotic about.

Most Koreans who know chess rules know my name. Even those unfamiliar with the rules would know me if they watched the news regularly.

After I won the Candidates Tournament, there was even a brief chess boom, with chess academies thriving for about a month.

Though it lasted just a month, that trend planted seeds of promising talent. Even if nine out of ten students quit, the one who perseveres becomes a seed.

Those seeds planted twenty years ago have now grown into players who earn Master titles and compete in world championships.

*That's right. This is actually thanks to me. Korean chess developed because of my impressive success.*

I connected my phone to a projector, displaying two chess boards on the wall. Two Korean players who are essentially my disciples are appearing.

They're 32 and 36 years old. Not young, but not too old to be active chess players.

*Twenty years ago, they would have been 12 and 16. Grandmasters usually start chess young, so they probably didn't start because of me. But they're likely my fans since they're Korean.*

Since they're Korean, they must be my fans; since they're my fans, they must have studied me; since they studied me, they're my disciples. Perfect logic.

*Now let's watch my disciples play.*

I clapped twice and stretched.

"Now, let's begin the commentary."

"Is that okay? They've only made one move."

"Yes. I've studied what moves these people make in advance. I'll briefly explain that and move on."

"Okay."

I studied them beforehand since they might be on the same team as me in the Chess Olympiad.

I took a ruler from the drawer, tapped the wall, and continued my explanation. Whether they mainly advance the pawn in front of the Queen or the King, what openings they frequently use, what plays they're good at—I explained everything.

I kept it short and concise to avoid being boring. Both players like to advance e4, and as Black, they enjoy using the French Defense. That's enough information.

"Now the openings are becoming clear. The player on the left is using the French Advance, and the one on the right is using the Modern Defense."

The player on the left is 32 years old and has Black in this game. The player on the right is 36 and has White.

The player with Black brought out his confident French opening, while the player with White advanced the e-pawn and faced the Modern Defense.

"Si-woo, tell me the disadvantage of the French Advance."

Both are good openings for teaching purposes.

The French Defense requires skill in handling closed positions, making it difficult for beginners to counter. The Modern Defense is an unpopular hypermodern opening that's challenging to play against.

This match is perfect for broadening Si-woo's perspective while also testing my own skills.

"French Advance... well. Is it the tempo loss from moving the pawn? There's no need to push it now. It would be better to develop the Knight while protecting the pawn. It would be much better for White to push when Black develops the Knight to f6."

"Exactly. The French Advance variation isn't that great an opening. It's not unusable, but it doesn't have enough merit to use when unprepared."

Seeing Si-woo answer well made me excited.

"Here's an additional question! The Advance variation is used a lot in the Caro-Kann, but why? Caro-Kann and French feel similar, right?"

"In Caro-Kann, you advance the c-pawn and then counter the center with the d-pawn. In French, you advance the e-pawn and then counter with the d-pawn."

"Right."

"So there's a difference. In Caro-Kann, since you pushed the c-pawn one square, you need to push it again later to break the center. But in French, since you didn't push the c-pawn, you can immediately advance two squares. It's a tempo difference."

Clap clap clap clap clap clap!

I applauded with a big smile. It wasn't a perfect explanation, but it was sufficient. Going a bit further would involve explaining the differences in light-squared Bishop development between Caro-Kann and French, but that would be too lengthy.

For a brief explanation, what Si-woo said was correct.

I jumped up and gave Si-woo a big hug. That's my praise for a student who answers well.

"Right. If you look at the Caro-Kann Advance, Short Variation, it becomes clearer. Black eventually needs to play c5 to attack, and White sometimes develops the Knight to d2 to prevent c5."

"They play Knight d2 in Caro-Kann too?"

"When necessary. Knight d2, Knight b3 development is also commonly used. You can't block the pawn by developing the Knight to c3."

"I see."

"Anyway, I'll praise you for answering well."

I stood up and patted Si-woo's head. Looking down at Si-woo while patting his head was surprisingly fun.

While patting his head, I suddenly wanted to headbutt him, so I grabbed his head firmly and smashed my head against his.

"Ouch!"

"Too bad. In manga and movies, doesn't this usually make people switch bodies?"

"What would we do if we switched bodies?"

"Nothing in particular..."

My head was tingling. I just suddenly wanted to headbutt him, but I did it too hard. Si-woo laughed as if he couldn't believe it. At least I made him laugh.

I continued my explanation afterward. I praised Si-woo and patted his head occasionally to keep him from getting bored.

Before we knew it, the opening ended and we entered the middlegame. The player on the left has a slight advantage, while the player on the right is at a considerable disadvantage.

"The Modern Defense really hit the weakness. Since the situation is complex, there's a possibility for a comeback. But... there's also a chance of losing even bigger."

"Teacher, what's the best move in that situation?"

"Um..."

For a moment, my eyes turned to the engine analysis. Just pressing a button would let the chess god directly point out the best move.

*But that wouldn't look cool.*

Struggling and pondering here would be the same. It would be better to sexily point out the move and get it right.

Holding the 30cm ruler like a baton, I tapped the wall where the chess board was displayed. I read the moves quickly and accurately, using intuition to eliminate unnecessary moves.

With the knowledge accumulated in my head, it's possible.

"Knight e2."

"Retreating the Knight...?"

"That's the best move. You need to pull back the Knight, open the Bishop's path, and utilize the Bishop pair. It might seem like repositioning will be difficult, but that's the best option."

I spoke with confidence. In a real game, I couldn't have acted like this. But right now, only Si-woo is listening to me.

Si-woo isn't someone who would mock me if I'm wrong. If I'm wrong, he'd just laugh and say, "That can happen!"

Thanks to that, I could reduce unnecessary worry and just state a move that seemed good.

I manipulated my phone to display the engine analysis. The move I mentioned appeared in the analysis window.

"...See, I was right!"

"Huh? You really were. How did you know? It doesn't seem like an easy move. You don't usually reposition pieces, especially in situations like this where you tend to be more aggressive."

"That's because all the opponents I've faced so far have been mediocre, and I do reposition when necessary. Of course... I don't do it unless it's a really important situation."

If I encountered that situation in a real game, I wouldn't have chosen to reposition. My style is to create advantageous situations through attacks and then reverse the game through calculation and tactics.

I only slowly build up through repositioning when necessary. If it seems less necessary, I tend to postpone it.

If there's a repositioning move worth 100 points and an attacking move worth 95 points, I usually choose the latter. Even if I get 95 points now, I just need to get 100 points going forward.

"But Yeon-a, is there a need to do that? As long as you win, it's fine, right? Shouldn't you just make the best moves?"

"If making only the best moves were possible, I'd be a machine... Since that's impossible, I try to go with what I'm comfortable handling."

"I see. Still, when you're with me like this, you find the best moves well. There's no need to deliberately find less optimal moves in the actual game."

"That's easy to say, but hard to do."

"Still, try it sometime. Don't make different moves because you want to steer the situation in a direction you prefer; just go with the move you first saw."

I nodded. I'm not sure if it will really work, but since Si-woo gave me advice for my benefit, I should at least pretend to follow it.

"Oh, but this person made a different move. That's a bit dangerous."

"Indeed."

I continued my commentary afterward. Occasionally, at Si-woo's request, I found the best moves. Surprisingly, they were all correct.

*Is it right to just go with the first move I see...?*

I'm not sure. Anyway, since Si-woo asked, I should listen.

Ch.119 - Chess World Cup (3)
The Champion's opponent had unfortunately lost. The player with white could have drawn but made a small mistake at the end and lost, while the black player resigned at an appropriate time.

Of course, losing once doesn't mean immediate elimination.

Chess gives white an advantage, so it would be unfair to decide matches in a single game. They'll play another game tomorrow with colors reversed. If there's still no clear winner, they'll have tiebreakers a couple days later.

The first tiebreaker consists of two rapid games with 25 minutes plus 10-second increments. If still tied, they play two more rapid games with 10 minutes plus 10-second increments.

If still undecided, they play two blitz games with 5 minutes plus 3-second increments.

If even that doesn't determine a winner, they play one Armageddon game.

In Armageddon, there are no draws. If the game ends in a draw, black wins. To compensate, white gets more time. According to this Chess World Cup's rules, white gets 5 minutes and black gets 4 minutes, with limited increments.

The 2-second increment only applies after move 60.

*If unlucky, they might have to play seven games on the third day. Four rapid games, two blitz games, and one Armageddon... Using so much energy would make the next day's matches very difficult.*

It would be nice if the Korean players could reach the round of 32, but honestly, it looked hopeless.

They had already lost one game each. Winning tomorrow would just get them back to even. Then they'd still need to win the tiebreakers.

Someone strong at rapid chess might aim for the next round through tiebreaker victories, but these players seemed too old for that.

And two days later, as I predicted, both were eliminated in the first round. They shouldn't have been first-round exits, but they had terrible luck.

"Yeon-a. You seem waaay better than those players."

"Well... there's the pressure of being there in person and other variables, but I do think I'm a bit better."

"If our Yeon-i had competed, she would've made it to at least the quarterfinals."

"'Our Yeon-i'... ugh, I would've made it to the quarterfinals, but, that's..."

"What, you don't like it?"

"It's not that I don't like it..."

"Then what?"

I covered my face and smacked Si-woo's chest. It's not that I dislike it, but if I say I like it, he'll keep calling me that, which feels burdensome. It's that subtle feeling.

"A-anyway. Tomorrow starts the second round. With 128 players, there'll be a lot to watch."

"Watch whoever you want to see."

"Really? Then there's only one person."

If I have to watch one match, I should obviously watch the best player's game. Fortunately, that person is in this tournament.

"The Champion."

"I figured."

"Let's watch the broadcast tomorrow. It should be easy to find commentary, and it's good to hear other perspectives."

"Okay."

Time passed, and the day of the first match of the second round dawned. A chance to watch The Champion's competitive match in real time. Winning is a given, but I'm curious how elegantly he'll win.

*Since he's not the type to humiliate opponents by promoting multiple queens... he'll probably just win cleanly with tactics.*

I'm also curious about his opponent's response. From what I've briefly researched, The Champion's opponent isn't a risk-taker. He aims for draws against higher-rated players and pushes hard against lower-rated ones.

In boxing terms, he's like an out-boxer. His specialty is hit-and-run tactics, always trying to last until the end for a decision win.

Of course, chess doesn't have decision wins, but if you draw with black against a higher-rated player, that's essentially a win. Your rating increases when you draw against higher-rated players.

*Looking at how he frequently plays Four Knights with white and Petrov Defense with black, it's clear. His draw percentage is extremely high.*

While draws are normal in high-level chess, his percentage is excessive even accounting for that. He has good compatibility with me but poor compatibility with The Champion.

I'm an attack-oriented player, so draw-seeking tactics don't work well against me. I create imbalances even with risky moves and somehow manufacture wins.

But The Champion is different from me. He's a perfect hexagonal player. When opponents seek draws, he doesn't force attacks but slowly draws them in and devours them.

Many players get crushed trying to force draws, but just as many succeed in achieving them.

*If The Champion's opponent could force four or more draws... then maybe he'd have a chance.*

It's honestly ridiculous, but the possibility isn't zero. Maybe 1%. He'd need to force two draws to reach the 25/10 rapid games, then draw those to reach bullet chess.

The Champion has retired from bullet and rapid chess. Targeting that weakness might just work.

*You never know! It's not over until it's over!*

I secretly cheered for The Champion's opponent.

After eating the meal Si-woo prepared, I turned on the broadcast. The commentators were explaining information about The Champion's opponent.

[This player has quite an impressive list of achievements. He's won awards in most tournaments restricted to minors.]
[That's right. But in adult competitions...]
[That's the issue. Despite impressive records of becoming an International Master at 15 and a Grandmaster at 18, he has few victories in adult tournaments.]
[He performs well in regional and national tournaments, but seems unable to show his true abilities overseas.]

"The broadcast is definitely nice. It's convenient."

"I still prefer your explanations. Your voice is pretty, and it's cute when you roll your eyes and look sheepish when you can't remember something."

"...You're just saying that to tease me."

"I'd like to say 'you caught me,' but I'm just telling the truth."

"Mmm."

Feeling awkward, I smacked Si-woo's thigh. Today I don't need to take the lead in explaining, so I'm sitting in front of Si-woo using him as a backrest.

While complex calculations might be difficult to explain verbally, simple ones are fine, so I just made myself comfortable.

Listening to the eloquent commentators, the game suddenly began. The Champion has white, his opponent black.

"What move do you think our commentator will predict?"

"Hmm... Rather than pushing the king's pawn forward and facing the Petrov Defense, going with the Queen's pawn line would be better. So he'll probably advance the c-pawn."

[White's first move. Ah! It's the English Opening!]

Queen's bishop pawn advanced two squares. The English Opening. I expected that. This opponent is so weak compared to The Champion that he could blow him away with a breath.

There's no need for opening mind games; he'd likely use either the English or Queen's Pawn. He could have brought out the Queen's Gambit, but that opening has been extensively studied and has a high draw probability.

Predicting the English Opening is rational.

"Wow, you got it right. Amazing."

"It's simple. Want me to tell you what happens next? From here, they'll enter a Reversed Sicilian, then smoothly transition to Four Knights. The Champion will push the g-pawn to prepare for fianchetto, and his opponent will immediately counter with d5."

The Champion and his opponent move quickly, as if playing blitz. They're following exactly the scenario I described.

"Geez, they're both stubborn. Look at them forcing rapid moves to gain initiative. Whoever starts thinking first loses."

"Did they both prepare for this?"

"The Champion probably didn't prepare. The rating gap is too big. The skill difference is quite large too. He's just playing from knowledge in his head."

They only stopped their rapid play after 12 moves. The Champion won. They were making moves every 3 seconds until his opponent started thinking first.

It probably won't directly affect the game, but the psychological impact must be significant. Especially for the opponent. The pressure of facing The Champion, plus the pressure of his opening preparation failing.

I was hoping he'd grit his teeth and draw to steal some rating points from The Champion, but it didn't work out.

"Other tables are still in the opening, but this one is already in the middlegame."

"And while other tables are playing standard time controls, this is like blitz. I've never seen openings played like that in standard time controls."

"Yeon-a. Now that the opening is over, what's the best move?"

"Huh?"

Si-woo's surprise quiz show. A strange quiz where neither the questioner knows the answer nor the solver knows if they're right.

I thought for a moment and was about to stand up to start explaining... but Si-woo grabbed my hand and pulled me closer. We were even closer than when I was using him as a backrest.

"Don't explain. Just give the answer."

"Oh, okay. Okay, so let go."

Suddenly being embraced by Si-woo made my mind go blank. His head was on my shoulder, and his large hands and arms were wrapped around me. His legs were no exception.

"Think like this. You can do it."

"Ah, no..."

"You can."

"This is a bit..."

"Do it."

"Mmm."

Si-woo giving commands boldly is also attractive. Usually gentle, then suddenly changing the atmosphere and intensely taking control. What a reversal of charm!

I started drawing the board in my head while breathing heavily. I needed to find the best move by considering possible moves, impossible moves, and promising moves...

"Our Yeon-i can do it."

"Eek!"

Si-woo whispered in my ear. My right ear and the surrounding area tingled. I struggled to escape, but he held me tight.

I needed to visualize multiple boards in my head, but I could only manage one. Calculation was difficult. I had no choice but to calculate just a few decent moves I initially saw.

"...Knight g5."

[Ah, Knight g5!! The best move! The Champion finds the move that will give him an advantage in this position!]

I stared at the screen with wide eyes. The commentators were marveling at how this move was found and explaining why it was good.

"See? You could do it."

"I-it was just luck."

It was just a coincidence that I got it right. I didn't calculate as meticulously as the commentator explained.

But the fact that I got it right remained.

Ch.120 - Chess World Cup (4)
Chapter 120

The opponent tried to force exchanges aiming for a draw. However, like slowly sinking into a swamp, they ended up making disadvantageous exchanges, and the game entered the endgame heavily favoring the Champion.

The Champion has the skill to turn even equal endgames into victories. He's not someone who makes mistakes big enough to throw away advantageous positions. The result was, naturally, a win.

It was chess exactly as the Champion liked it. Not a game that ends with a single mistake or tactical blow, but one where he slowly built the foundation for victory until he finally won. It's a game where you can't really point to any specific moment and say, "This was the decisive turning point."

If pressed, you could find a few such moments, but it's hard to tell if they directly influenced the victory. It's a strange kind of chess where something impressive seems to have happened, but it's difficult to explain what exactly was impressive.

The Champion himself seems to think this is true chess, but honestly, it's not very entertaining to watch.

People prefer to see chess with bold sacrifices that keep them on the edge of their seats, not this bland style. If he didn't have the title of Champion, he probably wouldn't be very popular.

"Si-woo, what did you think?"

"Huh? Well... you were heavier than I expected. I thought you used to be lighter."

"Not about me, about the chess! I'm not heavy, you know? I'm quite light!"

"Then I must have gotten weaker. As for the chess... well..."

"'Well' means it was boring, right? It's okay, go ahead and criticize the Champion more harshly."

One of the strengths I boasted about in my past life was that my chess was entertaining to watch. Bold sacrifices, aggressively pushing pawns in front of the King, and occasionally making endearingly human mistakes.

I created many thrilling matches that made gamblers' blood run dry. Coming from behind after leading, reversals upon reversals. Victory after fierce battles.

My games were so bizarre that the Champion would say "This isn't chess!" whenever he watched me play.

*Hmm... but thinking about it now, the Champion might have been right. I ended up losing after all. And not just losing—I was completely crushed.*

I felt a bit down but quickly shook it off. The Champion was right? So what? What's not chess about it? Winning is all that matters. The end justifies the means.

I stroked Si-woo's arm. Even if I lose a few chess games, I still have Si-woo by my side, so what does it matter? Who cares if I play chess strangely when I have someone who tells me it doesn't matter? Even if I create the Checkmate Madness Pawn or play marbles with chess pieces, I don't think it would make a big difference in my life.

In the past, I survived on chess, and everything I built came from chess, so I was obsessed with the Champion's position. But not anymore. Who's the one making the food I eat now?

I looked at Si-woo with a relaxed smile.

"Come on, Si-woo. It's time to trash-talk the Champion."

I expected him to say something like he'd rather count the squares on a chess board than watch the Champion's chess, or that observing a Knight's mane would be more productive—something along those lines.

"Trash-talk? Yeon-a, you shouldn't say things like that."

"It's okay. I give you permission."

"Permission...?"

"Just let it rip. Say something like, 'That old man trying to be Champion until he smears poop on the wall!' Like that."

"Yeon-a, you said he's the person who taught you chess. You shouldn't speak so carelessly about him. Even if you two fought, that's—"

"Hieeeek!!"

I tried to get Si-woo to trash-talk but ended up getting lectured instead. Si-woo caught me as I tried to escape, sat me on his lap, and began his sermon. Of course, I let it go in one ear and out the other.

*What if we suddenly switched bodies if I headbutted him? What would I do if we switched bodies? I'd have to comfort Si-woo who would be panicking about suddenly becoming a woman. That might actually be fun.*

I nodded off while listening to Si-woo's voice. His gentle murmuring made me sleepy.

"Yaaawn..."

"Oh, are you sleepy?"

"Yeah."

"I see... I was boring you. Sorry."

"No, it's not that I was bored... actually, I was bored. Just trash-talk him cleanly. I've cut ties with that person now. He's not an old connection, he's my enemy."

After hearing my words, Si-woo reluctantly started trash-talking. It was nice to hear. Bad people deserve to be badmouthed. It was my small revenge.

After listening to Si-woo criticize the Champion in various ways and having dinner, I secretly analyzed the Champion's game. I may have complained that it was a boring game... but I never said there was nothing to learn from it. It's difficult to grasp its subtle nuances without analyzing each move carefully.

Many people call it boring chess. You don't know how he's winning, but by the end, he's won. It seems like neither player made any big mistakes, yet somehow he ends up victorious.

It's natural that ordinary people don't understand it. It's like a restaurant where even most gourmets struggle to appreciate the subtle flavors. Those who can taste and savor those flavors praise it as "true taste," but most people don't get it.

Although I badmouthed the Champion in front of Si-woo and even got Si-woo to trash-talk him... deep down, I acknowledge him.

*He stood at the pinnacle for decades. I can't help but recognize that. Though I won't show it.*

I could only fall asleep after analyzing the Champion's game until dawn. It was amazing chess where each move carried multiple meanings.

...
..
.

The next day was the second game of Round 2. The Champion's opponent sat down looking much more anxious than on the first day. Having already lost once, he needed to win just to break even. But beating the Champion wouldn't be easy.

He probably wanted at least a draw to gain some rating points, but even that would be difficult. If drawing was possible, he should have done it in the first game.

There's a cliché saying that "it's not over until it's over," but that didn't apply to the Champion's opponent. The game ended much more anticlimactically than the first one. The Champion brought out the Sicilian Taimanov, and the opponent tried to counter with the English Attack, but it didn't work.

After a sharp sequence, the Champion's victory was confirmed.

"...Yeon-a, didn't you say yesterday that he only plays boring chess?"

"He can be exciting sometimes too!"

Opposite-side castling, sharp pawn advances. Pieces developing to checkmate each other's Kings. Chess where attack takes precedence over defense.

Today's Champion was the exciting Champion. I didn't expect him to make such bold sacrifices. And unlike my sacrifices that rely on possibilities, his came after meticulous calculation.

I sometimes sacrifice pieces as bluffs, but he only sacrifices when his calculations are complete. Today's sacrifice was that kind.

*To think he'd show such a cowardly sacrifice! Sacrifice is the joker of chess, creating variables in the game!*

In truth, I also make sacrifices after careful calculation most of the time, but the truth wasn't important. Propaganda and fabrication matter more than facts.

"After hearing you yesterday, I criticized him and ended up being the bad guy. I said he only plays boring chess."

"B-but by my standards, that is boring. If it were me, I would have thrown pieces around much faster. A sacrifice needs to be bold to be meaningful."

"Bold sacrifice... couldn't you just play it safe instead?"

"What if I end up with a draw by playing it safe? I want to win. If I want to win and my opponent wants a draw, I have no choice but to take risks to change the situation."

"You could just accept a draw."

"I want to win."

A draw? A draw is half a victory and half a defeat. Giving my opponent 0.5 points and taking 0.5 points? What a communist idea.

Is he talking about distributing points in chess, where suspiciously many Grandmasters come from former Soviet countries? How communist! The true principle is to monopolize ratings and points to make others feel the wealth gap.

I hate drawing. It's better than losing, but it still doesn't feel good. Even if my rating goes up after a draw, I can only think, "It would have gone up more if I had won."

"Chess is only fun when you win. If your opponent is desperately trying to draw, you need to make sacrifices to force a decisive result, even if it puts you at a temporary disadvantage."

"That doesn't sound like a good idea... but if that's what you want, I guess it's right for you."

Having a winning streak record is one of my proudest achievements. In chess, where draws are common, going "undefeated" is relatively easy. But achieving "perfect scores" is extremely difficult.

I've achieved perfect scores multiple times and broke the consecutive win record. My winning streak record and low draw percentage were sources of pride in my past life. A winning streak record that even the Champion couldn't break. Just thinking about it makes my heart race.

*An immortal record that remained unbroken even 20 years after my death!*

Chess where I push aggressively to win, even at risk. I won't change this even if Si-woo asks me to. I might have the will, but not the ability. After playing that way for years, how could I change with just one request?

Pushing to win has become a habit. Unless something major happens that affects my heart, I won't be able to change this habit.

Ch.121 - Chess World Cup (5)
Chapter 121

On the day of the Round 2 tiebreaker, the Champion naturally has no match. Only those whose matches ended without a clear winner after games 1 and 2 participate in tiebreakers.

All Korean players were already eliminated in Round 1, and the Champion has already advanced, so I can't watch him. When I ask Si-woo for his opinion, he just says, "Watch whatever match you want."

In the past, I would have easily chosen based on my knowledge of players' styles and habits, but that's impossible for me now. All the active players from twenty years ago have retired, and I don't know any of the current competitors.

*When in doubt, go by rating.*

I chose the easiest approach. Conveniently, the second-highest rated player was having a tiebreaker match. It's surprising that someone ranked second would need a tiebreaker. If it were me, I would have cleanly won both games and been resting by now.

"Si-woo, do you know that person?"

"That guy? Of course. He's the one who would most likely have become Champion if the current Champion didn't exist. He also won the last Candidates Tournament."

"Really? But why is he playing a tiebreaker match? Someone of his caliber should win easily."

Looking at his record, both the first and second games ended in draws. Drawing with Black could be considered strategic, but failing to secure a win with White isn't impressive.

*When I was ranked second, I just won easily! I was an insurmountable wall that no one could challenge! The Challenger's reputation has really fallen. How tragic.*

A Challenger should be someone worthy of challenging the Champion. Someone with championship aspirations should clear out everyone below them.

"He's quite unique. Kind of a strong-strong-weak-weak style?"

"Strong-strong-weak-weak?"

"Strong against strong players, weak against weak players."

"Is that even possible in chess? Chess isn't a game heavily influenced by matchups. It's a perfect information game where the better player consistently wins."

"Well... Some say he goes easy on weaker players, others say he plays more adventurous moves against them. Probably both."

"Hmm..."

"Yeon, aren't you similar? You play some strange moves when facing weaker players. You don't lose, but the feeling seems similar."

"I'm not strong-strong-weak-weak, I'm strong-strong-strong-strong. I only have strength."

"Strong-strong-strong-strong...?"

"Strong against the strong. The weak don't dare stand before me, so I just emphasize being strong against the strong twice."

I don't compete with the weak. I approach every game with the mindset that all my opponents are potentially strong, giving my best in every game.

For a moment, I recalled the numerous Bongcloud openings I used in tournaments, but quickly dismissed the thought. That wasn't mockery. I sincerely believed it was the strongest approach.

I nearly drew a few times with it, but that's beside the point.

"Let's watch this person's match today. I'm curious. If he's that impressive, he'll probably win the upcoming Candidates Tournament too, right?"

"He has the highest probability, yes."

"Hmm."

He doesn't look like he'd be good at chess, which is surprising. I'm not racist, but when I see a Black person, I tend to think they wouldn't be good at chess.

Isn't chess a game dominated by bespectacled, rash-covered, blond, overweight Western men? Seeing a well-built Black man ranked second raises questions.

*I'm not racist, but this is interesting. He looks like he'd be good at basketball, not chess.*

Are there Black Grandmasters? There must be a few, but I've never seen a Black person at the top level. There are East Asians from India and China, plenty of Westerners, but I'm not sure about Black players.

He seems to be almost the first Black player at the highest level.

"Si-woo, if I reach the top level someday, will I meet that person?"

"He doesn't seem likely to retire... so probably yes?"

"I'll need to watch my words. The bad Yeon inside me is trying to wake up."

"Yeon-a... you know racial issues shouldn't be taken lightly, right?"

"I know. I'll be careful."

Let me emphasize again that I'm not racist. It's just the mischievous Yeon hiding inside me trying to sneak out.

I turned up the chess sound a bit and adjusted the screen size. The sound needs to be loud enough to hear the satisfying click when pieces move—that's part of the chess experience.

"Does he play e4 or d4? Or both?"

"Um... he uses e4 more often, I think. The ratio is roughly 3 to 1. Don't you know him?"

"I've heard his name and analyzed a few of his game notations. But that's about it. I haven't studied his personality, age, or preferred openings."

He's a foreigner whom I might meet in two or three years at the earliest—why bother studying him in detail? I'm not completely unfamiliar with him, but I don't know him well either.

"He's quite famous. He's Jamaican-American and has contributed greatly to chess popularity in Africa. His influence in the Black community might be even greater than the current Champion's."

"Oh... he's impressive."

"Yeah. He really is."

I was pretty well-known in Korea too, you know.

As Si-woo and I chatted, the game had already begun. The Black Grandmaster, DeShawn Jackson, even his name overflowing with hip-hop soul.

Unfortunately, the King in front of him was white. Is this also some form of racial discrimination? No, a Black person moving white pieces seems more fitting than the opposite.

Anyway, his first move was b3. Moving the pawn in front of the Queen's Knight up two squares. It's called the Nimzowitsch-Larsen Attack, or Nimzo-Larsen Attack for short.

Its characteristic is not taking the center with the first move. It's also an opening with a relatively low draw probability. I often use it myself when I need a decisive result.

"Nimzo-Larsen... one point of approval."

"What if he had played English or Queen's Pawn?"

"I wouldn't dislike it, but I wouldn't view it as favorably either. I prefer King's Pawn, but that doesn't mean I don't use those openings."

"That's true."

The game progressed in an interesting way. The Nimzo-Larsen Opening typically gives the center to the opponent and then counterattacks, but even after the opening phase, no counterattack was happening.

It would be normal to counter with the c-pawn with support from the b-pawn, but he was delaying the counter and methodically developing his pieces.

His opponent had several opportunities to push pawns but missed them. If he had aggressively pushed pawns to expand his territory when the opportunity arose, the Black player would have been under considerable pressure.

The opponent played well. He showed gameplay worthy of his rating, and his tactical and strategic choices were quite good.

However, he didn't show the skill of expertly outmaneuvering his opponent.

*Maybe it's because this is a Rapid game. With better time management, he could have found better moves.*

He's good, but slightly short of what's needed to secure victory. If I were that Black player, I would have cooked my opponent and devoured them immediately.

"...But why isn't he finishing it? There have been many opportunities to turn the game around."

"Really?"

"Yes. It's been frustrating to watch. I really want to give advice."

That's not how you play chess.

The most annoying thing to hear and the most fun thing to say. Wanting to say it but having no way to do so is frustrating in its own way.

It's like someone who knows how to win is deliberately dragging out the game. The moves aren't easy to find, but they shouldn't be beyond a top Grandmaster ranked second in the world.

"Why doesn't he...! No, sigh."

"I don't understand any of this..."

"Look, just five moves like this and the game becomes comfortable. See how clean the position becomes."

I manipulated my phone to point out the moves. Reading five moves ahead in this situation is routine. It might be difficult in a complex position, but in this stagnant situation without a center counter, it's easy to read.

*Both players should have seen that far.*

It was frustrating to watch. His handling of the Nimzo-Larsen was very different from what I know. He could have counterattacked more quickly but chose to delay.

The intention behind his moves was revealed a few moves later. Queen sacrifice, Rook sacrifice, followed by checkmate using Knight and Bishop.

It was such a bizarre sequence that you'd wonder how it even worked. It seemed planned, but I couldn't tell when he started setting it up.

He did... something. Something difficult to understand.

"...I need to watch the post-game interview too."

"Oh, okay."

The second tiebreaker game, where the second-ranked player had Black, ended surprisingly quickly. He exploited a small mistake by his opponent to secure victory.

It was a powerful attack, completely different from the leisurely build-up in the first game.

*It seems like he was just toying with his opponent. Won't this cause controversy?*

I turned on the post-game interview to hear what the Black Grandmaster had to say.

—In the first game, you seemed to be playing in a way that mocked your opponent. Could you comment on that?

Right from the start, a provocative question. Not softening it with polite phrasing, but asking directly.

[Mockery? Yes, it was. But wasn't it beautiful? Sacrificing the Queen and Rook to finish with Knight and Bishop. That's true romantic chess.]

The Black man laughed heartily as he spoke.

"What is that...?"

"He's always like that. That's why he's so popular."

His name exudes hip-hop soul, and perhaps he plays chess with hip-hop spirit too. Even if I reach the top level, I should avoid talking to him.

*What a strange person.*

He's someone difficult for a normal person like me to understand.

Ch.122 - Chess World Cup (6)
I've carefully analyzed the text and will provide a natural English translation following the glossary and style guidelines.

## Chapter 122

Round 3, where 64 players compete against each other. From this point on, only the skilled players remain. Those who barely made it through Round 1 were filtered out in Round 2's round of 128, so you could say this is where the real competition begins.

The prize money reflects this too. From Round 3 onward, the prize money exceeds $10,000. This means that even if you get eliminated in this round, you still walk away with a solid ten grand. Of course, there are various deductions here and there, but still—ten thousand dollars.

Lose here and get $10,000; win and get even more. While I'm not a money-obsessed slave to capitalism, honestly, that's quite a lot for playing a few games.

*Chess desire is bubbling up inside me. Even if I drop out here, I get $10,000, and if I win, a whopping $110,000. I can buy a house by winning just one tournament? My goodness.*

For a moment, I imagined winning a major chess tournament and buying a large mansion in Seoul. A mansion with four bathrooms and a huge chandelier hanging in the living room.

"Si-woo, I need to get serious about chess."

"Suddenly? Why?"

"My dream of owning a home is blossoming."

"Home ownership...?"

"The Chess World Cup first prize is $110,000. Win just one tournament and you can buy a house in Seoul! Isn't that amazing?"

"A house... with $110,000?"

"Wouldn't that be enough for a mansion with about four bathrooms? Maybe not enough for a soccer team, but we could play basketball there. If we're a family of seven, we'd need at least four bathrooms."

"Oh dear... Yeon-a..."

Si-woo patted my back and sat me down on the floor. Was the maintenance fee the issue? Since it would be right for Si-woo to cover the maintenance fees if I bought the house, perhaps he was saying that too large a house would be burdensome.

"Yeon-a. You can't buy a house with $110,000."

"Ah... a mansion is too much? That's a shame. But there are many tournaments."

"No, that's not it. Even a small house would be difficult."

"Huh?"

"Housing prices have been falling lately, but $110,000 isn't nearly enough. Maybe 30 or 40 years ago, but not now."

"You're lying...!"

"It's true."

I looked at Si-woo with disbelief. But Si-woo looked at me seriously, crushing my hopes. It seemed like enough money to eat ice cream for a lifetime, yet not enough to buy a single house.

*I thought 100 million won would be enough to buy a traditional Korean house.*

I'm pretty sure that was the case 20 years ago. Actually, I don't know for sure. I barely had time to improve my rating and interact with internationally recognized players. Naturally, I didn't have time to research housing prices after coming to Korea.

I just roughly thought that 100 million won was a lot of money, and with a lot of money, I could buy a house.

"I don't feel like working hard at chess anymore."

I slumped my shoulders and leaned against Si-woo. My dream of a mansion had vanished. The Chess World Cup first prize is quite substantial.

If I remember correctly, the Candidates Tournament prize money is about 64 million won, and they gave about 4.7 million won per 0.5 points.

It would be great to win all matches and score 14 points, but realistically, 10 points is almost the limit. And even if I struggle to win with 10 points, I still can't buy a house.

"I understand why former Soviet countries are good at chess. I'm questioning the value of labor income now. Can labor income ever beat capital income?"

Sickle and hammer, a red flag flashes in my mind. Does it make sense that a once-in-a-century genius like me can't freely buy a building?

This calls for a revolution. I'm starting to understand why Comrade Lenin loved chess.

The communist leader, Lenin, had a habit of suddenly sitting upright when a good move came to mind while playing chess, which was so severe it gave him stomach problems.

There are quite a few photos of Lenin playing chess with his comrades, so it's already sufficiently proven that chess is a communist game.

*Ah... so the reason why I, a chess prodigy, can't buy a house is because capitalists are taking my share.*

The Champion pockets a cool million dollars each time he wins a championship. If that money were distributed to everyone, wouldn't society be much better?

"Yeon-a, stop talking nonsense and set up the chess game."

"Capitalist oppression...!"

"I'll prepare a house for us later."

"Capitalist appeasement...!"

"Just bring yourself."

"Capitalist seduction...! An offer I can't refuse. B-but I'll at least stock the refrigerator with ice cream."

"That's a bit..."

I crumbled before capitalist temptation. It wasn't my ideology turning red, but my face. Just bring myself? What would I do with just my body?

*Do I have to repay with my body? Eek...*

For a moment, strange thoughts flourished in my mind. Fortunately, Si-woo didn't notice. If he had, he would have given me that weird look again.

"A-anyway! Today we'll be watching these two players."

"That word just now was cute. 'Anyway!' It sounds like you're forcibly raising your tension to hide that you were having inappropriate thoughts."

"No way! I'm such a wholesome person."

"If we add up all the sexual harassment and molestation I've suffered from you, it would easily exceed 100 years in prison."

"But since the victim didn't feel sexual humiliation, you'd ultimately be found not guilty. Don't think I don't know you were actually enjoying it."

"Then—"

Tap tap tap! I tapped the wall with a 30cm ruler. If I let Si-woo continue, I'd clearly end up losing more than I gained.

"These are the players we're watching today. Do you recognize them?"

"I'm not sure. They look vaguely familiar..."

"This person has the lowest rating in the current round of 64. I thought the Champion's match would be boring, so I prepared this one."

"The lowest?"

"Yeah. But even the lowest is quite high. Korean players were already eliminated before this, so while they're at the bottom of the 64, they're still at the top in chess overall. They're even high-ranking among Grandmasters."

They're probably slightly below my level. I wouldn't lose to them, but I might draw if I make some mistakes. It's a good level for me to observe right now.

"So it doesn't make much difference to me."

"That's true. But it should be easier to understand. There won't be many extremely complex and difficult moves that only engines would find."

"Okay."

I cleared my throat and began my commentary. While Grandmasters are considered the heavens among chess players, even they are divided into upper and lower tiers.

My job is to show the difference between lower-tier and upper-tier Grandmasters.

Both games started with the King's Pawn Opening. The left table went into the Italian Game Giuoco Pianissimo, while the right table entered the Sicilian Najdorf.

"The openings are following standard lines."

"Yeah. Even if I wanted to explain something, there's not much to say. The moves here are pretty much what you'd expect. There aren't many other viable options."

I manipulated my phone to find likely moves. And the games progressed as I predicted. The openings didn't produce any major variables, and the development phase ended by following the main lines.

The middlegame didn't have any notable moments either. Both games seemed to be heading toward draws, with lukewarm moves being played.

"Hmm... this is a bit ambiguous. There aren't any moves bad enough to call mistakes, but they're not playing the best moves either."

"Are they just aiming for a draw?"

"Looks like it. Maybe they're looking for a draw by agreement right after move 30. The player with Black probably wants that, but White probably doesn't."

The left table went exactly as I said. The player with White must feel cheated, but they probably decided that forcing a win would be too difficult.

The variable came in the endgame at the right table. After exchanging most pieces, they each had just a rook and a bishop. The pawn count was also equal at 5 each. This would normally result in a draw.

*They want to fight for a win here? Really? Seems difficult.*

The player with White rejected Black's draw offer. Since they wouldn't reject it to lose, they must have rejected it because they wanted to win.

"Yeon-a. What move would let White win here?"

"How would I know? White doesn't win by playing well; Black has to play poorly. It's an equal position."

"I was asking for the best move."

"The best move...? I don't know."

Si-woo grinned and grabbed my hand. Then he wrapped his arms and legs around me and asked again.

"What's the best move?"

"If-if-if you're going to ask...! You shouldn't ask like this! I can't concentrate!"

"No, you actually concentrate better like this."

"That's nonsense! It doesn't make sense..."

Si-woo lifted my top and placed his hand on my stomach.

"Eek?!"

"Tell me quickly."

"Are you crazy? Just because you got lucky and guessed right a few times...!"

I struggled desperately but couldn't escape. To escape, I'd have to get the answer right. I gritted my teeth and visualized the board in my head.

*Is King g4 the best move?*

But if I get it right immediately, Si-woo might do something weird again.

"f3 is the best move!"

"Really? Let me check."

Si-woo pressed the engine analysis button, and the best move appeared on the screen.

*Huh? King g4 is correct...? Why is that right?*

Anyway, as I initially intended, I gave the wrong answer. Now Si-woo should stop this ridiculous behavior.

"You're wrong, so here's your punishment. Stay still like a doll until the game ends."

"Eeeeek!"

In the end, I was only released after finding the best move three times in a row. I still don't know how I managed to do it.

Ch.123 - Chess World Cup (7)
The Champion's Gambit

As each round passed—third, fourth, fifth, sixth—the number of players was cut in half. It could be the premise for a horror movie. What started as 128 players dwindled to 64, and now only four remained.

These four were essentially the final survivors. Until now, defeat meant elimination—becoming invisible in the next round. But things were different now. Even those who lost in this round would still appear in the tournament for the third and fourth place matches.

*A battle royale with four survivors... how interesting.*

The remaining players would be visible until the end of the tournament, making them all final survivors in a way.

"We're already at the semifinals," I said.

"Yeah... vacation is almost over. We haven't done much, but time keeps passing."

"But it was fun, wasn't it? We ate healthy meals for lunch and dinner, and sometimes went for walks. I'd say that's a sufficiently productive vacation."

"You think so?"

"Yes. It's enough. No need to feel rushed."

Si-woo quickly reassured me. Did he think I was going to tremble with anxiety again? If Si-woo hadn't been by my side throughout the vacation, I might have felt that urgency, but he had made me his priority and stayed with me the whole time.

My mind was more at ease than ever. I wasn't anxious about wasting a little time.

*This isn't a time attack. I can aim for the Champion's position anytime. Who would criticize me if I became Champion in my thirties or forties? I could take over after the current Champion honorably steps down.*

And it wouldn't matter if I never became Champion. I might feel disappointed, but what could I do?

It might occasionally haunt my dreams, and when I'm older, I might regret thinking, "I should have tried to become Champion back then..." but that would be the extent of it.

If I felt disappointed, Si-woo would be there to tell me it was okay, and if I was sad, he would hold me tight. He was the one who brought me back to chess when I wanted to quit.

If I felt disappointed about not becoming Chess Champion, it would be Si-woo's fault.

*That's right. It couldn't possibly be my fault. It's all Si-woo's fault, so he'll take responsibility.*

So there was no need to feel rushed or stake my life on becoming Champion.

I flicked Si-woo's forehead with my finger.

"The one who should feel rushed is you, not me. Since you brought me back, if I fail, it's all your fault."

"Now that I think about it, you're right. Come here quickly. You play chess best when you're like this, so you should stay this way."

Si-woo enveloped me like a Venus flytrap. He wrapped his arms around my waist and held me tight with his legs so I couldn't move. I was slowly digested like a butterfly caught in a flytrap.

"Eeeek..."

Heat rose through my body as I felt myself being devoured by Si-woo. His body emitted a sweet scent that lured butterflies—a pleasant fragrance that prevented any thought of escape.

"Now, find the best move."

"e4!"

"Good. Now write out the entire notation. If the first move was e4, what comes next?"

"e5...? Then, Ruy Lopez Berlin Defense."

"Which table is that game? The Champion's side or the opposite?"

"Left side, where the Champion is..."

"If you're wrong, I won't let you go."

"O-okay!"

A few minutes later, the match began, and the Champion moved the pawn in front of the bishop up two squares for the first move. Prediction failed from the first move. I was trapped in the Si-woo prison with no escape.

*I knew it! I thought he wouldn't push the pawn in front of the King. The Champion prefers to play with the English Opening or Queen's Gambit in situations like this.*

Actually, Si-woo had been played by me. Using my genius-level reasoning, I had predicted that Si-woo would say "I'll let you go if you get it right," so I deliberately named a move I thought the Champion wouldn't make.

*Does Si-woo think this is punishment?*

Unfortunately, his approach was wrong. If he wanted to punish me, he should have eaten the expensive ice cream I'd hidden in the freezer. Nothing else could punish me.

And since Si-woo didn't know I had hidden ice cream, he essentially had no way to punish me.

"So, Yeon-a. What opening do you think the Champion will use here?"

"I don't know... that has nothing to do with chess skill. The chances of me or some random chess spectator guessing correctly are about the same."

"I'm just asking because I'm bored. We've had plenty of opening lectures by now."

"Well, maybe the Botvinnik System?"

Unfortunately, my prediction was wrong again. The Botvinnik System develops the knight to e2 instead of f3. Since he chose knight to f3 in the Reversed Sicilian, this should be called the English Four Knights.

*I've guessed other matches correctly sometimes... but I keep getting the Champion's matches wrong. Is there such a thing as human compatibility?*

Predicting openings has nothing to do with chess skill—it's purely about luck and intuition. As long as you're not such a beginner that you don't know what openings exist, I'd have about the same success rate as anyone else. Yet strangely, I always get the Champion's matches wrong.

"Yeon-a, you really can't guess it."

"Hmph..."

"If I had said I'd eat the ice cream in the freezer when you got it wrong, would you have guessed correctly?"

"Huh? What?"

No way. He must be talking about the cheap ice cream that's visible as soon as you open the freezer, not the expensive one I've carefully hidden.

"If that were the case, you would have tried harder to guess correctly. The one cleverly hidden at the top of the freezer section, your favorite."

"Oh, no!"

"I won't eat it... Do I look like someone who would steal your ice cream?"

"You probably wouldn't steal it, but you might ask for a bite."

"I won't, so don't worry."

That's a relief. I was worried because I couldn't refuse if Si-woo asked.

While we were chatting, the game progressed by several moves. The Champion quickly pushed the pawn in front of the Queen to attempt a Center Counter, and many exchanges occurred rapidly in the center.

It was a surprisingly fast progression for a top-class match. Usually, in such high-level games, exchanges don't happen this quickly.

Even if the exchange is equal in points, the resulting position or tempo often makes it unequal.

Naturally, players try to make exchanges that give them even a slight advantage and tend to avoid exchanges unless absolutely necessary.

*The opponent didn't need to accept the exchange. The Champion seems to have gained from this exchange.*

Although the Champion gained an advantage, it was only slightly more than 0.1 of a pawn. Amateurs wouldn't notice it, and even professionals would find it difficult to capitalize on such a small advantage.

*The opponent now has an awkward black square weakness. It's not an immediate weakness, but with good exploitation, it could become one.*

Just now, the Champion's knight and light-squared bishop were exchanged for the opponent's knight and dark-squared bishop in the center. Now they each had bishops of different colors. The Champion's experienced play would be interesting to watch.

"Yeon-a, are they aiming for a draw?"

"The Champion seems to want to fight for a win, while the opponent seems to be heading for a draw."

White wanting victory and Black seeking a draw—a very common situation in chess. Black was quite obviously seeking exchanges, while White subtly avoided them and prepared to exploit the weak squares.

The Champion's piece movements were nothing short of magical. Pieces moving to the best positions at the right time and place. Each move showed meticulous care and delicate handling.

*This is complex. The Champion was strong in the quarterfinals too, but now it's almost bewilderingly difficult.*

This was the craftsmanship of a veteran who had been in the chess world for a long time. It was amazing how each move carried multiple meanings. The mysterious movements that simultaneously attacked and defended were almost too impressive to contain my admiration.

"Haah..."

They say you see as much as you know. If that's true, how much more clearly must the Champion see? He must be processing vastly more information than what I can perceive.

*Now that I've given up chess and abandoned my desire for the Champion's position, I can see more clearly. Though I hate to admit it, he's much stronger than me.*

Chess is ultimately a game played by two people. The quarterfinal opponent was too weak to draw out the Champion's full ability. It seems you need to be at the level of a Chess World Cup semifinalist to elicit that kind of skill.

I covered my mouth and quietly expressed my amazement. It seemed like a level of skill I could never match.

"Yeon-a, aren't you bored too?"

"Huh?"

"Didn't you just yawn? It's not very interesting when you don't explain things. The pieces just keep moving back and forth, and the commentators are just reading engine moves."

"Ah, I forgot to explain."

"I understand why you find it boring. Today's match is really... dull. The Champion will probably just be winning before we know it."

Si-woo's words made me laugh. That's right. The skill I was admiring and marveling at was just complex and difficult moves to ordinary people like Si-woo.

"My chess is much more entertaining, right?"

"Yes. When you play, I get nervous. I can never predict when you'll make another strange gambling move."

I felt like a weight had been lifted from my chest.

Ch.124 - Chess World Cup (8)
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After winning in the semifinals, the Champion and the world's #2 ranked player advanced to the finals. Seeing the #1 and #2 players face off in a final is actually quite rare.

First, to have something called a "final match," the tournament needs to be in knockout format, but many chess tournaments use the Swiss system instead.

The Swiss system matches players with the same scores against each other, with final rankings determined by points. This makes it easy to determine rankings.

If not Swiss, then the round-robin format is often used. In round-robin, each player competes against every other player to determine rankings.

Because each person must play against everyone else, the number of games increases significantly with each additional player, so this format is only used in tournaments with eight or fewer players.

"The Candidates Tournament uses an eight-player round-robin format. Each player plays a total of 14 games..."

Since white has an advantage in chess, players must switch colors and play one game each way. So with 8 players, that's 14 games total.

The round-robin format requires many games but has the advantage of clearly determining rankings. Because of this clarity, it's used quite frequently.

"Come to think of it, the only tournament with a proper final match is the Chess World Cup, right? Chess Grand Prix and Chess Grand Swiss aren't knockout tournaments."

Among the three tournaments that award tickets to the Candidates Tournament—Chess World Cup, Chess Grand Prix, and Chess Grand Swiss—only one creates a final through a knockout format.

The Grand Prix is a mix of round-robin and knockout, but doesn't have anything that could be called a final match. The Grand Swiss, as the name suggests, uses the Swiss system.

This is essentially the only tournament where a single knockout determines the champion. Other tournaments without Candidates tickets are outside my interest.

"Wow... a final match... this is rare. It's not common to see the #1 and #2 players face off in the finals."

"Really?"

"You need a tournament in knockout format where both the #1 and #2 rated players participate. Then they need to be placed on opposite sides of the bracket, and both need to advance all the way. It's surprisingly uncommon."

I've only faced the Champion in a final once. I maintained a solid second place position starting about three years before I died.

Before that, I wasn't the undisputed #2. I played well, but my mental game was weak in tournament play. If I lost the first game, my hands would shake so badly that I'd often mess up the next day's games too.

I was ranked #2, but an unstable #2, so I often fell before reaching the finals.

During my active years, the finals were usually the Champion versus some top player who was lucky enough to avoid the Champion in earlier rounds.

"I feel like we'll see an interesting game today."

I said with excitement in my voice. If I were in that position, I'd be trembling while pretending to be confident, but now I'm just a spectator.

"The Champion will probably play some weird move that only he understands, but his opponent won't let him get away with it. He enjoys fun chess enough that I could call him my successor."

A spectator can watch comfortably from the sidelines. Rather than an elegant, high-level game, I want to see them fight ugly.

"I hope they both make mistakes. I want to see moves that would make the top 20 worst moves list."

I suppose cursing them with a smile is also a spectator's privilege.

"Yeon-a, you shouldn't curse them like that."

"But those kinds of games are fun. Right now... the Champion has white, right? Do you want to watch him play Queen's Gambit again, dragging things out boringly while slowly gaining advantages?"

"Surely he won't do that again."

"You still don't know that old man. He has zero showmanship. He's the type who plays seriously even when invited to TV shows to play chess with celebrities."

"Ah, I've heard that story too. The opponent cried, right? I believe it caused quite a controversy since she was the top female model at the time."

I was talking about something from 24 years ago... and the opponent was a male announcer. Anyway, I scolded him for playing seriously against that male announcer, but it seems he didn't learn his lesson.

Making a female model cry by playing seriously? What amazing character. If it were me, I would have swapped the king and queen positions and done self-castling to have some fun.

"But thinking about it again, I might be the worse person. Between beating a regular person by playing seriously and messing with them using weird openings... honestly, the former might be better."

I cleanly admitted my mistake. Something impossible for my past self. I've grown, so I can admit when I've done something wrong.

"Anyway, Si-woo, you should also pray for the Champion and that Black player to make mistakes."

"Okay."

Si-woo puts his hands together and prays. I didn't expect him to actually do it when I told him to.

While we were busy cursing the two players, the game had already begun. The Champion with white, the #2 with black. In situations like this, the Champion usually advances the pawn in front of his queen.

And when the opponent is certain he'll advance the queen's pawn, he suddenly advances the king's pawn to throw them off.

"So this time, he'll surprise with a Réti Opening."

That was a reasonable prediction. Queen's pawn for the final, but king's pawn to counter the opponent's prediction. If you aim for the prediction of a prediction, you get the Réti Opening.

"Now, Si-woo, watch carefully. Knight to f3 is coming."

[The Champion's first move... e4. Yes, he's known to prefer d4 in situations like this, but he does what he needs to do. A bold advance of the pawn in front of the king!]

"...See, I was right? I said e4."

"I clearly heard you say Knight to f3."

"You misheard. Of course it's e4. Knight to f3 anticipating the opponent predicting e4? He wouldn't do something that strange."

Anyway, I counted it as correct. The opponent entered the Sicilian Defense, and the Champion developed his knight. Then Black played Knight c6 on the second move, entering the Old Sicilian.

If we roughly divide the Sicilian Defense into three categories, they would be the Knight c6 line, the d6 line, and the e6 line.

Among them, the Sicilian starting with Knight c6 is the Old Sicilian line. To enter the famously cool-named "Sicilian Accelerated Dragon," you first need to enter the Old Sicilian.

"Will we see the Accelerated Dragon?"

"I doubt it... it's not really an opening used at Grandmaster level."

"Then if you were playing, what opening would you use?"

"I don't like the Old Sicilian. When my opponent plays Knight c6, I usually go into the Rossolimo."

"Ah."

"But if I had to use it... I'd go with the Sveshnikov."

I've tried the Sicilian Sveshnikov a few times, but it didn't match my style so I quickly abandoned it.

My enemy has always been the Champion, and the Champion is strong against the Sveshnikov style, which made it worse.

The characteristic of the Sveshnikov is that Black cannot defend the d5 square with a pawn. If you make an operational mistake, a knight enters d5 and the game becomes uncomfortable.

What Black gets in return is White's knight at a3... but the Champion is a master of redeployment, so that advantage isn't significant.

Simply put, the disadvantages are amplified and the advantages are hidden, so I abandoned it. The Champion is good at exploiting weaknesses, so there's no need to create them unnecessarily.

"But would the opponent not know this? He's ranked #2 and probably analyzes the Champion as naturally as breathing..."

The game proceeded into the Sveshnikov as I expected.

"Oh, I was right."

"There's no other reason to play the Old Sicilian. Either he prepared for the Rossolimo, or he wants to use the Sveshnikov. One of the two."

"So how do you see this game going?"

"Hmm..."

An easy victory for the Champion. He'll hide weaknesses with skilled redeployment, exploit the opponent's weaknesses with ghostly skill, and win lightly.

That scenario flashed through my mind for a moment, but I didn't say that to Si-woo.

"The opponent must know this. He must have something up his sleeve to bring out the Sveshnikov."

There must be a reason he chose an opening that exposes all the Champion's strengths.

"The #2 will win. He'll show the underdog's rebellion and defeat him spectacularly."

"Why do you think that?"

"Just... a guess. W-woman's intuition!"

It was a bit embarrassing to directly say "woman" myself. But since I am a woman, there's no need to be embarrassed.

"Number 2 will take down number 1. Woman's intuition tells me so."

"Ohhh... if it's woman's intuition, it must be reliable."

"Of course."

Nothing special came out in the opening. It proceeded with normal moves and normal development. I don't remember exactly what the main line is, but it seems to have followed the main line closely.

Then came the middlegame. The tempo of moves slowed considerably, and the time spent on each move increased significantly.

The Champion is starting to rev up to show off his skills... and I'm not sure what his opponent is doing.

"It's not a move I'd call the best, but it's not bad either. What is he aiming for?"

I'm not sure what it is, but he's definitely up to something. Something, something interesting will be shown. Woman's intuition tells me so.
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Chapter 125

Middlegame. The time when a player's tactical and strategic capabilities are evaluated. The pieces developed during the opening stage are directly utilized in the middlegame.

The opening is the starting phase, so no battles occur. Both players try to position their pieces optimally, with only light skirmishes here and there.

And the endgame is the finishing phase, so no major battles happen there either. At most, a few pawns or pieces are exchanged. Nothing close to brilliant tactics.

Therefore, it's the middlegame. The pieces have finished developing and are ready for battle, with plenty of forces still remaining. There might be lengthy probing exchanges, but ultimately, they're preparing for a bigger battle.

No one would deny that battles occur in the middlegame.

The match we're watching now was no different. A battle would occur. Piece exchanges, sacrifices, or tactical pawn advantages would soon emerge.

The calm before the storm. The stillness of the night before a storm hits. The brief high-pressure clear weather that comes before the low-pressure center of the storm arrives.

The two players made seemingly ordinary moves one by one, on the verge of eruption. They were gradually approaching the storm.

*Black is delaying small battles as much as possible. They plan to explode everything at once in the middle. This... even I can't easily read such a complex situation.*

Black's pawn advance would signal the start of the battle. Once Black, fully prepared, pushes a pawn to announce the beginning of the fight, the battle will commence.

I focused on the game with my hands clasped together. Beyond mere concentration, I reached a state of immersion. Immersion as in being completely absorbed.

Literally, I was sinking into the chessboard.

The commentators spoke less and less. They knew too. The battle would soon begin. A massive battle that could determine the winner with a single exchange was about to start.

*If I were sitting there. If the black king were placed before me.*

What move would I make?

Suddenly, five chessboards appeared in my mind. I quickly sorted possible and impossible moves, searching for the one that would lead to the best position.

Though it was a board in my head, it appeared much clearer than what I could see with my eyes. Each detail of the knight's mane was vividly depicted.

Moves were made on the mental board. I made the moves I should make, and the moves I thought the Champion would make. Among countless possibilities, I searched for the best move.

Soon, I found the optimal moment to engage in battle.

*It's clean. This position... it's the best position Black could have. They have a firm grip on the initiative and can actively decide where the battle will take place.*

With each calculation, I'm amazed by Black's remarkable development skills. There were no meaningless moves. They were moves that revealed themselves according to one's knowledge, moves whose intentions would be incomprehensible to the uninitiated.

With my skill level, I can find the best move from this position. I'm confident I could find moves that would gain an advantage against the Champion.

However, I couldn't have reached this point.

I could only sketch the silhouette after Black's picture was complete. If I were the painter holding the brush, I would have created a much inferior painting.

I can reach the Champion's level for a single moment's best move, but not for the entirety formed by the accumulation of moments. I wouldn't reach not just the Champion, but even the world's #2 player currently facing the Champion.

*This is... quite pathetic. The result of my immersion in chess is realizing my own inadequacy.*

Should I be grateful for realizing this now? The foundation of growth is recognizing one's shortcomings. The old me wouldn't have acknowledged it, but the current me can accept it and move on.

*There's still plenty of time. Calmly, surely. It's okay to challenge and fail.*

I refocused on the chess match. Once I understood why Black chose this development and what moves they wanted to make, the best move became crystal clear.

"For the next three moves, only the knight will move."

"Huh?"

"Because a knight needs three moves to move one square sideways."

"Are you talking about Black?"

"Yes. The picture that player is painting isn't that. The knight needs to move one square sideways."

Spending three moves to move one square. It's an extremely radical action, but it's the best choice.

I don't have the skill to paint such a meticulous picture as that player. But I do have enough skill to understand the picture painted by another player.

In the current picture that player is painting, the knight's position isn't there. That spot is just a temporary stop. After briefly staying there to make the opponent uncomfortable, they'll spend moves to shift sideways.

"Oh, Yeon-a, you got one right. The knight moved sideways. You're saying they'll spend two more moves here?"

"Yes."

The commentators turned on the engine to show the best moves. The engine recommended moving the bishop once before moving the knight, rather than moving the knight immediately.

It's okay that I didn't find the engine's move. The engine is basically a chess god. Following all the engine's moves would be ideal, but it's practically impossible for a human brain to comprehend such complexity.

The game proceeded as I predicted. If the Black player had found the engine move there, I would have suspected cheating.

*The Champion might have found it, but they're an outlier. The Champion is essentially a chess engine. Just an older one that's been used for a while.*

During the three moves it took for the knight to move one square sideways, the Champion made all engine moves. They weren't incomprehensibly complex moves, but they weren't easy to find either.

The Champion making such moves... well, that's expected. In this era overflowing with talent and information, they've maintained the world's #1 position in chess for nearly 30 years. They should be capable of that much.

*If the Champion had missed even one engine move, it would have been fatal... They're truly a monster. Only they could defend so solidly in a position without initiative.*

The broadcast camera alternately shows the faces of both players. The Champion with the white pieces. His face was ordinary. A calmness that gave no hint of his thoughts.

His focused gaze on the chessboard with empty eyes looked eerie. Like a chess yokai rather than a human.

Then the camera switched to show the Black player's face. Did his face turn black because he's playing the black pieces? Probably not. His name, DeShawn Jackson, exudes hip-hop soul from the start.

Setting aside any racially insensitive thoughts and focusing solely on his facial expression, it's quite desperate. If there were a game to guess the advantage based on facial expressions, everyone would vote for "Black is at a disadvantage."

Furrowed brows, sweat running down his cheeks, a hand covering his mouth. Unlike the Champion's calm face, his appeared anxious.

*I know that feeling. You clearly have the initiative, but there's nothing you can do. You need to attack, but all you can envision is your attacks being blocked and counterattacked.*

It's an unpleasant feeling only those who've experienced it would understand. You gradually become frustrated, feeling like no move can defeat the Champion.

And that becomes reality, leaving trauma. Once you reach that point, defeat is essentially confirmed. In chess, a mental sport, when your mental state collapses, only defeat remains.

*I had expectations since he was leading the game skillfully... Was I wrong? That's disappointing.*

Before seeing his face, I could have continued supporting the Black player. The situation was still quite playable. But now, seeing his frustrated face... I feel sympathy rather than support.

Sympathy for a player experiencing what I've gone through. In my view, he had already lost.

But then it happened. The Black player clenched his fist, knocked his head twice with a thud, then opened his water bottle and began gulping it down.

It's a 500ml bottle of water. Having just opened it, it's naturally full. He started drinking it at a rapid pace.

His Adam's apple bobbed prominently as the water level decreased. He was downing it as if he intended to finish all 500ml. He began emptying the bottle calmly, without a single cough.

"What's he doing? Hahaha!"

It was a sight that instantly relieved tension. That player probably doesn't realize the camera is focused on him right now.

"Wow, is he going to finish it all?"

"He's crazy. He's almost finished it. Wow... amazing, truly amazing."

After emptying the entire bottle, he ceremoniously held the empty bottle above his head and shook it. Not a single drop fell.

I knew he was a person with excellent showmanship, but I didn't expect such behavior. Honestly, it was awe-inspiring.

What's more surprising is that this wasn't just for show. After drinking the entire bottle, his eyes came completely alive.

With a fierce gaze at the board, he ignited his fighting spirit as if ready to demolish the Champion and everything else.

Without hesitation, he initiated the battle. The preparation that had continued from the opening until now would be decided in an instant.

Who prepared more diligently, who has superior tactical skills—it would all be determined right here, right now.
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The battle began with the black player advancing a pawn. It seemed like a bold attack, but it was the best move at this moment. The engine said so, and both the commentator and I agreed.

The subsequent moves were somewhat predetermined. After several pieces were exchanged, the fight would begin in the wide-open center. Everything both players had done so far was to gain an advantageous position for that battle.

Which pieces were in more active positions? Where were the best spots to target the opponent's weaknesses? What was the opponent's strategic goal? What should my strategic goal be?

It was a contest to grasp the sweet fruit of victory.

"So only the queen, knight, and two rooks remain. I didn't expect both bishops to be exchanged."

"Really? Why not?"

"Huh? Well, isn't it because they both want to win decisively? Players at that level usually trust their skills. They think having more variables in an equal position increases their chances of winning."

Those "variables" also increase the chance of losing, but they don't see it that way. Having more pieces is advantageous if you want to win through skill.

These players are among the best in the world. Without that level of confidence, they couldn't have reached those heights.

*Black doesn't need to play for a draw at this point. If they wanted a draw, they wouldn't have used the Sicilian in the opening. The Sicilian is an opening used to play for a win.*

Even setting aside my speculation about confidence, it's still an incomprehensible choice from a rational perspective. Reducing the number of pieces to aim for a draw? If that was the goal, they shouldn't have chosen that opening.

"I don't know why they exchanged bishops too. Only they would know. As observers, there are situations we can't understand."

"Hmm... was it an equal exchange?"

"Almost equal."

When Si-woo tried to embrace me tightly, I put out my hand to stop him. The idea that I play chess better when nestled in his arms is just an illusion. It doesn't make any logical sense.

"Focus on the chess."

"Sigh... what's more important, chess or me?"

"Is that even a question? Obviously you."

"I didn't expect such an easy answer."

"Without chess, I still have you. But without you, I'd have no reason to play chess."

I nestled comfortably in Si-woo's arms and said with a smirk:

"Happy now?"

Si-woo's expression was ridiculously dumbfounded. When he started to move his lips as if about to say something cringeworthy, I quickly changed the subject.

"Oh, that was a good move just now. That's what I call attention to detail. Si-woo, you should watch and learn. At the end of the middlegame, when there's nothing else to do, you always spend moves creating a rook battery. See how important it is to advance pawns like that in advance."

"...Yeah."

"Placing rooks on open files isn't a bad move. In fact, it's usually the best option. But there are situations where it might not be."

The Champion moved his queen one square. That one square made quite a difference—improving activity, threatening the king, and clearing space for other pieces.

I poked Si-woo's stomach. It meant he should focus on the chess.

"What Black is doing now is what you often do. Move a rook up one square, push the rook forward, stack two rooks on an open file."

"Yeah. But you told me to do that. You said it's the most reliable approach, so it's good to do it when possible."

"My point is that it might not always be the best move."

"Are you saying Black's move just now wasn't the best?"

"I don't know either. Finding the best move in this position would require a lot of thought. Look at their time. They've been saving it for this moment."

Both players had about 40 minutes left. That's quite a lot of time at the end of the middlegame.

After 40 moves, they'd get an additional 30 minutes plus a 30-second increment per move. Unless they wanted to boast about having excessive time in the endgame, they would use that time now.

"Yawn... it's going to get boring now. They'll probably spend 10 minutes per move."

"It might be boring for me, but not for you. Yeon-a, you need to beat players like them now. So hurry up and find the best move."

"Look at the engine analysis. It's faster and more accurate than me."

"Will you look at engine analysis during tournaments? You can't do that. So hurry up and find it."

"If I could find it just because you told me to, I'd be a computer..."

Grumbling, I visualized the chess board in my head. It was White's turn now—the Champion's move. He rested his chin on his hand and stared at the chess board, seemingly searching for the best move.

The concept of the "best move" is quite ambiguous. The easiest way to determine the best move is to trust the engine analysis.

But is that really the best? It might lead to the best position according to the chess engine, but is it the most manageable position for a human?

*Especially in situations like this. There are few pieces but so many possible moves. Even professional players struggle to calculate more than five moves ahead in such positions.*

Pros can read ten or more moves ahead in positions with many forced moves. But in situations like this, even five moves is difficult.

It's that complex. If you're aiming for victory, this might be fine, but if you want a draw, it's a situation to avoid. There are too many variables, making it hard to find the best move.

So you boldly choose not to find it. The engine's best move and a human's best move can differ. Humans can't read all moves like an engine.

*I don't need to be an engine.*

What I need to read is the Champion's thoughts. He's not the person I've played chess with the most, but he's had the most influence on my chess.

The person who shaped my past life and the one who ruined it.

I might be able to read his thoughts.

I closed my eyes and entered the chess board.

Suddenly, I recalled when we analyzed games together. Me, ranked second in ratings, and him, ranked first.

The game we analyzed was from the past—quite distant past, from the era before the first Champion introduced positional chess.

It was from the era commonly called Romantic chess. The player with White was Paul Morphy, a representative of the Romantic chess era, and Black was a prominent European player of that time.

I don't remember why we chose that game, but I remember the analysis.

I liked Paul Morphy's chess. The reason Romantic chess was called "romantic" was because of its attack-first philosophy, and Morphy was a master of attack.

His chess wasn't perfect but strong enough, and he deserved to be called a master representing his era. Though the term "Champion" didn't exist then, he was essentially a champion.

But the person analyzing the game with me had different thoughts. He preferred Wilhelm Steinitz, the first official World Champion, over Paul Morphy. He said Steinitz, who established positional concepts in chess, was the true champion.

Setting aside chess skill, he argued that Steinitz was the true champion because he established positional chess.

*I think he actually made a more logical argument... but I can't remember clearly. Let's just say he was stubborn about it.*

Anyway, that's the Champion I remember. He likes paradigm shifts. He has a desire to be known as someone who opened a new era in chess.

The reason he chose Wilhelm Steinitz over Paul Morphy was ultimately because Steinitz opened new horizons in chess.

He's someone who says Steinitz is the chess player he respects most, and he wants to try new approaches in the chess world like Steinitz did.

*So, now is the moment for the Champion to show his individuality. Now, when no one can be a perfect engine, is the time to try a new move and leave his mark.*

The middlegame is ending, and it's time to prepare for the endgame. If it's him, he'll try something new at this moment. If he's the person I know, he definitely will.

Without speaking, I tapped the screen twice with my finger.

"This will be the Champion's move."

Then I canceled it and made the move I wanted to play.

"And this is the move I want to make."

"Which one is better?"

"Well... probably mine. No, definitely mine."

The Champion played the move I had pointed out. It was a move that reflected his personality. The man who had seemed like a chess monster rather than a human finally played a human-like move.

If I have a desire to "win rather than draw, even if it means taking risks," then he has a desire to "open a new era."

I've almost abandoned that desire. I have someone who tells me it's okay if I don't win. But the Champion couldn't have abandoned it.

It was a promise he made with my past life. Though it was a passing comment, it was sincere. He can't let go of his obsession with new moves.

If he's lucky and it's truly a good move, that's fine. But if not, it could create an opening.

"...Draw by agreement?"

"So it ended in a draw."

Just like now.

He probably doesn't realize it himself. It's the Champion's weakness that only I know in this world.

Having a weakness doesn't mean defeat, but it can create small openings that lead to draws. These small openings are so tiny that only a player ranked around second in the world could spot them.

That's why even he doesn't realize it. The desire he harbored 20 years ago burrowed deeper with my death and eventually hid in his subconscious.

*The Champion is ultimately human. Perhaps I could exploit that gap.*

I saw his weakness that hadn't been visible until now.

It was thanks to being able to fully focus on the Champion's thoughts during this live broadcast of his game against the world's second-ranked player.

*Then the person who suggested watching this live broadcast together...!*

Startled, I pressed my forehead against Si-woo's nose bridge.

"Ouch!"

"That's my thank you."

Well, I did bow my head, so it counts as gratitude.
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Chapter 127

Draw with Black, win with White. It's the simplest strategy in chess, and one that many players actually use.

Of course, this strategy doesn't always work. Many chess tournaments use the Swiss System, which rewards players with higher scores, making it necessary to win with Black as well.

However, in tournaments like the Chess World Cup, where winners are determined through one-on-one matches, it's a perfectly valid strategy.

The Black player who had Black in the first game. He aimed for victory with Black but ended up with a draw. So if he tries to win the next round with White, his chances are quite good.

Even the Champion is only human. Does the Champion have an advantage with Black? Of course not. Chess is a game where Black is at a slight disadvantage.

"The Champion with White" is nearly unbeatable, but "the Champion with Black" isn't quite the impenetrable fortress people make him out to be.

And if there's another draw here, that's fine too.

The Champion retired from rapid and blitz. Using the excuse that he's slowed down with age and wants to focus on standard chess, he made an ugly exit.

*Actually, he ran away because he was scared. How pathetic.*

The scenario I saw in the second round might play out exactly the same way. Draws in games 1 and 2. Draws in two rapid tiebreak games. Then draws in the second rapid round.

Finally, victory for the young Black player in the last two blitz games.

It's the perfect scenario. I explained this perfect scenario to Si-woo with a big smile, including how they'd go to Armageddon if the blitz games didn't determine a winner.

Armageddon is basically like blitz in terms of time control, so the Black player would have the advantage.

"Hmm. So Yeon-a, you're saying that Black player will win?"

"Yes. I'm almost certain. Even for a Champion, winning with Black isn't easy. Many players try to win with Black using the Sicilian, only to get countered."

"Yeon-a, something's strange. The person with Black is the Champion... so why is there a separate Black player?"

"Because he's Black...? Oh, you're right. Yesterday it was perfect with Black and Black meeting, but today I need to explain separately."

"Is this racial discrimination?"

"I don't know. Let's just move on."

"What are you going to do if you meet that person directly someday? He's not that old, so your active periods will probably overlap."

"I'll think about that when the time comes. Well... I can just say I was cheering for him. It's not a lie since I really am cheering."

And when I speak to people face-to-face, I'm actually quite careful with my words. I make mistakes sometimes, but it's not because I have bad intentions.

As Si-woo and I were chatting, it was time for the game to start. The Black player with White, or simply the White player, made his first move by advancing the pawn in front of his Queen two squares.

"Hmm..."

A move that slightly diminishes my desire to cheer for him. I often use the Queen's Pawn Opening myself and have deep knowledge of Queen's Gambit theory, but I still prefer e4.

When I play, I try to like both equally, but when watching others play, I don't make that effort. I just don't want to see anyone else advancing the pawn in front of the Queen.

"...But you never know. That player with White seems to have a pretty aggressive style. He might play positionally like me."

"Yeon-a, I didn't say anything."

"No, you were thinking, 'How dare he use d4! What a terrible person!'"

"Was I?"

"Yes."

Si-woo chuckled and pinched my cheek. My cheek stretched out. It stretched just enough not to hurt, so it was fine.

When Si-woo let go, my elastic cheek returned to its place. I stuck my tongue out at Si-woo. It was just a thoughtless action.

Though it was thoughtless, it seemed to mean something different to Si-woo, who reached out as if to press down on my face. With my three years of boxing-watching experience, I easily dodged by shifting my shoulders.

"Hey now, the opening is in full swing. Shall we focus?"

"Yeah, yeah."

"It's progressing into a Semi-Slav Defense. Oh my, the Anti-Moscow Variation? This is practically an agreed draw."

"Agreed draw? Why?"

"There are many forced moves, and it's a well-researched opening, so both players probably have memorized the best moves. If they follow that line, it's a draw."

"What about the possibility of deviating to a sideline?"

"Quite high. I said agreed draw, but that's an exaggeration. White probably wants to fight for a win."

It's true that it would be advantageous to play in rapid. But it's also true that there's no need to draw a winnable game just to get to rapid.

Drawing to enter rapid is merely the second-best option. The best thing for White would be to win right here and now, and immediately claim the tournament trophy.

The game entered the Semi-Slav Defense, Anti-Moscow Gambit. The central pawn tension characteristic of the Queen's Gambit was resolved, and White captured two center pawns. And as the name suggests, it's a gambit. White loses one pawn.

Despite losing a pawn, White gains a wide center, and since Black's position is quite unstable, it's considered nearly equal.

When I run the analysis, it maintains between 0 and +0.4. Since White has about a 0.3 point advantage from the starting position in chess, there's essentially no change.

*If it continues like this, that state will be maintained. Then it's just an agreed draw. Does White want that? When winning just one game would take down the Champion and put him in the winner's seat?*

I glared at the man on the screen. Nothing happens just because I glare, but I glared intensely nonetheless.

I wanted him to show something quickly. If he had nothing to show, I hoped he would at least demonstrate the trick of throwing the water bottle next to him and making it stand upside down.

If he wasn't confident in the water bottle trick, I wished he would quickly reveal his hidden move.

The game followed opening theory. The moves I remembered were being replayed exactly. These were moves that people who had dedicated decades to chess could play with their eyes closed.

If they continue to follow this predetermined path, it might end in a draw. But I'm seeing another possibility. I expect the sincerity of a man sharpening his knife to challenge the Champion.

I hope he will bring down the Champion with the weapon he has prepared.

Even after the opening ended and the middlegame began, they followed theory for a long time. The Champion usually likes to deviate to a sideline in situations like this, but today he doesn't seem inclined to do so.

*It feels like something's about to happen, but it doesn't. Are they both waiting?*

I checked the remaining time for both players. It was indeed quite plentiful. Having this much time left means one of two things: either they think it's going to be a draw anyway so there's no need to think, or they're saving time to use later.

I think it's the latter. The subtle current flowing between the two players reaches me through the broadcast. They seem to be conducting a reconnaissance battle to determine the outcome.

The Semi-Slav Defense is an opening that Black enters. The initiative probably lies with Black. Unless White specifically prepared for the Semi-Slav, the initiative is with Black.

It's a similar situation to yesterday. Black has the initiative and will open the fight.

"...This is going to be interesting."

I clutched my chest and felt my heartbeat. How fun would it have been if I were in that seat? I've exchanged moves with the Champion for a long time.

I can roughly guess what the Champion is thinking when making moves. I know when his favorite moments are and what style of moves he prefers.

I feel like I could do much better than that second-place player.

When that thought occurred to me, I felt a bit miserable. To think I could do better than the second-place player. I don't even know my own skill level for sure, which is why I've been watching the round of 64 so intently.

I want to compete against the Champion in a big match. I want to proudly claim victory while receiving attention from the whole world.

But my skills are lacking. To get to that position, I need to defeat many people and climb up. Is that possible with my current skills? When there's a question mark attached to the possibility, I can't say it's possible.

*A game where Black takes the initiative, just like yesterday. Not common, but it can happen anytime in chess. Chess, where there are so many possibilities that even supercomputers can't find all cases.*

Looking at the two players on the screen, I felt envious. I can't enjoy that heart-pounding feeling right before the start of the battle.

How nice would it be? To reminisce about yesterday's game while watching Black take the initiative, and then to slap my cheeks to focus on chess in the middle of reminiscing.

That's a right granted only to the two players sitting in front of the board. A right not given to me.

"I'm envious."

I want to sit in that seat too. Against the Champion who frustratingly waits only for the moment he wants, I want to extend my middle finger and make a move no one has ever seen or heard of.

"If you're envious, do it."

Si-woo whispered to me as I stared blankly at the screen.

"You can do it."

"You're right, aren't you? It's frustrating just watching. I think I need to go teach them myself."

The game ended in a draw. The two players fought hard, but in the end, they used up all their energy in the endgame and agreed to a draw.

If I had been there, such a conclusion wouldn't have happened. It was an unbearable provocation.
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The tiebreak match ultimately went to Armageddon. The Champion won the draw and got the white pieces.

It was quite an anticipated match. In Armageddon, if the game ends in a draw, black wins. In exchange, white gets more time.

According to this tournament's Armageddon time rules, white had 5 minutes while black had 4 minutes. There was a 2-second increment after move 60, but that was practically meaningless. Games rarely reach 60 moves without a result.

Anyway, because of the rule that "black wins if the game is drawn," white must play aggressively. Losing is losing, and drawing is also losing, so winning is the only answer.

In the limited time, white needs to risk aggressive attacks. I once played an Armageddon game and won using the King's Gambit.

Having that extra minute helps significantly, and knowing that a draw means defeat keeps me alert.

"But you shouldn't obsess too much about winning. Trying too hard to win might backfire and cause you to lose."

Memories of practicing Armageddon come flooding back. In chess, Armageddon is used when a match absolutely needs a winner.

In championships, if there's no winner after 14 standard games, 4 rapid games, and 5 blitz games, they move to Armageddon.

Back then, I seriously thought I could beat the Champion, so I practiced blitz and Armageddon. It would be nice if standard games decided the match, but there was a good chance they wouldn't.

"Yeon-a, which side has the advantage in Armageddon?"

"I prefer white. Draws rarely happen, and the one-minute difference feels significant when time is short. With no increment, you can also win on time."

"I see. So the Champion has the advantage now?"

"Well... I don't think so."

The Champion has a style of accepting draws when appropriate. Unlike me, who twists and turns trying to win drawable games only to accumulate losses.

For someone who retired from rapid and blitz citing age, his skills aren't bad... but I'm not sure if he can push himself to win at all costs.

"Armageddon doesn't happen often. You need draws in standard, rapid, and blitz to even get there."

"That's true."

"So even if it's slightly unfair, there's not much to complain about. Honestly, if matches remain undecided that long, drawing lots wouldn't be a bad way to determine the winner."

"Drawing lots?"

"That would feel unfair, right? That's why we use Armageddon instead of drawing lots. The win probability isn't dramatically different anyway."

Before championships like today's had established rules, there was once a match that went undecided for nearly five months.

The rule was that the first to six wins would be the champion, but there were so many draws that they eventually suspended the match. Armageddon is better than that.

So what if it's slightly less fair? It's much better than deciding by drawing lots. I'm not desperately making excuses because I don't know which side has the advantage. Really, I'm not.

"Anyway, we might see the Champion lose today."

All factors point to the Champion's defeat. White only has 5 minutes, and drawing means losing. This should lead to the Champion's defeat.

The Champion has a high draw rate. An undefeated champion is possible, but a champion with all wins is impossible. His safety-first approach should be disadvantageous in Armageddon.

"Lose, lose, lose, lose, lose..."

While I was earnestly wishing for the Champion's defeat, the game began. The Champion's first move was advancing a pawn in front of a knight. In notation, 1. b3, the Nimzowitsch-Larsen Attack.

His opponent responded with the same move. For his second move, the Champion developed his bishop to b2, and his opponent did the same.

For the third move, the Champion advanced the king's pawn one square. His opponent responded in kind. For the fourth move, the Champion developed his kingside knight. His opponent did the same.

"Wait, is this..."

Then the fifth move. The Champion passively developed his bishop to e2, and his opponent also passively developed his bishop to e7.

Sixth move: The Champion's kingside castling, followed by his opponent's kingside castling. Then the seventh move: advancing the c-pawn two squares.

"Black is aiming for a draw."

White and black are making the same moves. The board shows a beautifully symmetrical position with almost no imbalance.

Of course, this can't continue indefinitely. White can break the symmetry whenever he wants. Pushing the d-pawn for a center counter would end it immediately.

The material imbalance is small, making a draw likely, but there's still plenty of opportunity to play for a win.

"But why isn't he playing the center counter?"

Despite having a good chance to win by quickly creating an imbalance, the Champion is just slowly building up his pieces. He's allowing the symmetry to continue, seemingly waiting for something and dragging out time.

"Engine analysis is meaningless here. This is just being stubborn."

Is he waiting to play a move worthy of "Move of the Year"? Building up carefully to suddenly turn the game around?

Only my 12-year-old self would believe that possible. I can't imagine a man approaching his sixties dreaming of such romantic chess.

"Has he developed dementia?"

My respected chess champion, Mikhail Tal, also became erratic toward the end of his career. Come to think of it, many champions were a bit strange.

Fourteenth move. Perhaps the most meaningless move of this Chess World Cup. The Champion unnecessarily moved his king to h1. The position isn't good for pushing the g-pawn.

Pushing the g-pawn in that position is something only fighters like me would do. A cautious draw-lover wouldn't make such a move.

"If the Champion pushes the g-pawn on the fifteenth move, I'll eat my hand."

Fortunately, I didn't have to eat my hand. While all my previous bold claims had been wrong, this one was correct.

As soon as the Champion moved his king, his opponent attempted a center counter, so the Champion never got to push the g-pawn.

"That was a good move by the opponent. It would have been tough if he had moved his king again to maintain symmetry."

Chess favors the attacker. Unlike shogi pieces, chess pawns are strange pieces with dozens of screws missing, so they easily break through even solid defenses.

When the Champion was making nonsensical moves due to possible dementia, the opponent's strong thrust increased his winning chances.

"The Champion has lost. The opponent has won. If the Champion wins from here..."

I stopped myself from making another bold claim, remembering how all my previous predictions had been wrong.

"If he wins, there will be louder cheers when I win next time."

"That's it? You usually bet something."

"I keep losing every time I bet...!"

"...Scared?"

"You think I'd fall for that provocation?"

I looked at Si-woo with a smirk.

"You're not falling for it...?"

Si-woo looked at me in disbelief. I shook my head. I won't fall for it this time.

"Ah, I get it now."

"I've grown up. I don't do such childish things anymore."

I'm an adult. Combining my past life and present life, I am an adult. I'm more mature than Si-woo, who's only a first-year high school student.

However, Si-woo interpreted my growth differently.

"You actually think the Champion will win, don't you?"

"Huh?"

"I'm right, aren't I?"

Si-woo gave me a playful smile and poked my forehead. I immediately tried to bite his finger but was easily blocked.

"No, I don't!"

"You're actually cheering for the Champion."

"No! I just want to see him get crushed and then watch him squeeze out tears during the interview."

"Your expressions have gotten quite violent... Strong denial is actually affirmation."

"Strong denial is just strong denial. Nothing more."

"Then why do you keep saying 'Champion' and 'opponent'? Is the Champion on your side, and that player is the opponent?"

I opened and closed my mouth, unable to say anything.

"Did you two fight?"

"......"

"I don't know the details, but do what you want."

"...I thought you'd tell me to make up with him."

"I'm on your side. I don't want to force you to do something you don't like. I mean it. I think making up would be better, but your feelings come first."

"Mmm. Thanks for saying that."

The game ended with the Champion's victory. With limited time, black couldn't calculate accurately, and his counterattack came at a bad moment.

I can only admire the Champion's skill in making all those judgments in such a short time and inducing his opponent's actions.

The Champion poses for photos with the trophy beside him, expressionless. Then he glances at the trophy, smirks, and raises it high with one hand.

As the trophy was lifted high, I unconsciously clenched my fist. I'm not sure why I did that.

Perhaps Si-woo was right.

Ch.129 - End of Vacation
# Chapter 129

The fastest thing in the world. Many people would say light, but my answer is different. I've seen movies where people are faster than light, so why should light necessarily be the fastest?

According to that movie, su-per people can be faster than light. They stretch out one arm, run around the Earth a few times, and suddenly time goes backward. Dead people even jump back to life.

Isn't that perfect proof that something can be faster than light? A su-per human faster than light's 300,000 kilometers per second. And even faster than that is time.

Time—or more precisely, vacation. The short summer break was already racing toward its end. It's absurd. It feels like only two days have passed, but vacation is already ending.

When did I get that vaccine? Could the microchip hidden in the vaccine have destroyed my brain's concept of time?

That's nonsense, of course. It must be because the proposition that time is faster than light is true.

*But if something is faster than light, doesn't time go backward? What happens if time is faster than light? If faster than light means time goes backward... and time is faster than light...*

Ah, so time goes backward faster than light. That's how it works.

I've reached a perfect conclusion that will bring a huge storm to the physics community. It's a discovery that would definitely earn me a Nobel Prize in Physics, but I didn't write and submit a paper.

I've heard somewhere that the Nobel Prize in Physics requires proof. I believe Einstein couldn't get the Nobel Prize for his theory of relativity because the technology at that time couldn't verify if it was really correct.

This groundbreaking discovery of mine is also nearly impossible to prove. I probably won't receive the Nobel Prize in Physics until the next century. My great-grandchildren or great-great-grandchildren will receive it.

*Great-grandchildren might be too distant, not to mention great-great-grandchildren. Changing careers to physics for their sake... seems too troublesome.*

Right now, the field of physics has regressed two centuries. The butterfly effect of missing out on a talent like me is enormous.

"Haah..."

I sighed and threw myself onto the bed. Maybe it's because vacation is ending, but nonsense keeps pouring out of me. Vacation is almost over, and I've barely done anything.

I've just stayed home every day. I didn't travel or do anything memorable. I just ate the meals Si-woo prepared and played chess.

Si-woo's cooking was delicious, and watching chess with him was super fun, but I still felt a bit of regret.

*Since it's summer, should I have gone to the beach? But... I don't like the beach. That salty feeling on your body. And if you go to the beach, you have to wear a bikini.*

I don't want to wear a bikini. The thought of strangers looking at my body is awful. If only Si-woo would look, maybe, but exposing myself for everyone at the beach to see is something I really dislike.

What about the beach's eternal rival, the mountains? Hiking with Si-woo. Carrying a backpack up the mountain trail, helping each other when it gets tough, taking breaks and eating food.

*And then collapsing from the heat.*

Looking out the window, I could see a bright moon. Maybe because it's summer, it looked extremely bright. The summer sun is hotter than the winter sun, so the summer moon must be brighter than the winter moon.

Of course, there's no evidence for that.

*If the moon is that bright, the sun must be incredibly bright too. Hiking in this weather would be like begging the heavens for heatstroke.*

What about traveling abroad? The northern hemisphere is in summer, but the southern hemisphere must be in winter. Today is Thursday, and school starts next Monday.

Since it's already night, we'd skip today. If we quickly fly to the southern hemisphere tomorrow, we could enjoy Friday, Saturday, and Sunday. It wouldn't be hot since it's not summer there.

And winter is better because you can use the cold as an excuse to snuggle up close.

I immediately checked flight tickets to Australia. If we wanted to go, it wouldn't be impossible. There weren't many options, but there were some. We could probably manage for two people.

*Should we leave tomorrow afternoon? If we leave in the afternoon, we'd arrive at night? Oh! Australia is in the southern hemisphere, so day and night would be reversed! When it's night here, it's day in Australia.*

That's what's good about the southern hemisphere. Even if you leave during the day, you arrive during the day. And I remember you gain a day too.

*Wait, but when I went to New Zealand before, day and night didn't switch.*

Something seemed off. Isn't everything in the southern hemisphere opposite to the northern hemisphere? I know summer-winter and spring-fall are opposites, and even the direction typhoons rotate is reversed.

So day and night should be opposite too, and the direction the sun rises should be opposite as well.

I was getting confused. I'm certain that the claim about gravity being reversed in the southern hemisphere is false, but I'm not sure about the rest.

I immediately called the person who could give me answers. My know-it-all who provides brilliant answers to any problem. My very own doctor.

Ring ring— Ring ring— Click!

My doctor who answers after just two rings.

"Si-woo, how much does a jeweler lose?"

["Huh?"]

"You know, that riddle about counterfeit money, lending, repaying, all that."

["I think I've heard it... The answer was a million won loss, right?"]

"Correct!"

How does he know a riddle from 20 years ago? Si-woo really is knowledgeable.

"Okay, Si-woo. Here's a true or false question. Day and night are opposite in the northern and southern hemispheres! True or False."

["False. Day and night are related to longitude, not latitude."]

Now that I hear it, that sounds right. It was so long ago that my memory was fuzzy, but thanks to Si-woo, I understand now.

["But why are you asking?"]

"Guess."

["Guess? Weren't you just calling because you were bored? Um... let's see. Do you want to go on a trip abroad?"]

I jumped up like a startled rabbit. How did he guess correctly? Did Si-woo really implant a chip in my head?

I picked up an eraser from my desk and held it in my left hand.

"Wh-which hand is the eraser in?"

["Left hand. You're holding your phone with your right hand."]

"Eeeek!!!"

["Come on... didn't you ask which hand last time too? This is the fifth time in a row it's been your left hand, how could I get it wrong?"]

"I don't know. I don't remember."

["So you want to go on a trip abroad?"]

"Yeah. It's vacation, but I haven't done anything. I thought it would be nice to travel abroad. I still have some money left..."

["Um... Yeon-a. Don't be disappointed, but listen carefully."]

"Yes?"

["Do you have a passport?"]

"Ah."

My energy drained away. I was planning to see kangaroos and koalas in Australia. My dream of visiting a cool southern country vanished in an instant.

"...Si-woo. Then here's today's final question. How do you cheer up a friend who's feeling down?"

["Well... I don't have anything prepared."]

Even my doctor doesn't know this one. That's a bit disappointing.

"I see. That's okay. It happens. Don't feel pressured. I was just asking. It's fine if we don't go anywhere. We can travel anytime."

["Yeah. Thanks."]

"Sorry for calling so late. Good night!"

["Good night, Yeon-i."]

End with a cheerful voice. Si-woo might worry otherwise.

I glanced at the clock—it was 9 PM. An awkward time to go to sleep. I'd studied chess hard during the day, so I needed a break.

Maybe I should lie in bed, roll around, and watch videos. I trudged to the bathroom. I planned to shower first, then look at my phone until I got sleepy and fall asleep.

And when I came out of the bathroom after showering.

Si-woo was standing in the living room with his back turned, holding flowers.

"Si-woo?"

"I thought you might come out without clothes on."

"You imagined that...? I wear clothes when I come out because it's cold, you know?"

"Oh."

Si-woo turned around with relief, then smiled and handed me the bouquet. The fragrant scent of flowers tickled my nose. But more fragrant than the flowers was Si-woo's heart that gave them to me.

I ran over and bumped my forehead against his chest, hugging him tightly.

"Thank you!"

"Yeon-a, want to go for a walk?"

"Yes!"

No questions needed. While Si-woo waited with his back turned, I quickly got dressed, hugged the flowers tightly, and took his hand.

I was curious where we were going, but not knowing was part of the fun. Si-woo always made me happy.

"Is this... the way to school?"

"Around there."

"Oh..."

Following Si-woo, I recognized the familiar path. It was the street near our school. Memories of when we first hung out together came flooding back.

I could see the restaurant where we ate together. I still have the photos we took then.

And then we reached the park we visited after eating. I remember climbing onto Si-woo's neck to play chess. An elderly man was taking a walk in the distance...

"This is the route from when we first hung out together."

"That's right."

"We played on that giant chess set. Since the skill gap between us was too big, we brought along that elderly man. He was walking around over there... Oh? He's still here?"

"Oh... he really is."

What a strange coincidence. I immediately took Si-woo's hand and approached the elderly man to greet him.

"Hello, sir! Do you remember us?"

"Hmm?"

"We played chess together over there before!"

"Ah, yes~ I remember now. You're that young lady."

"Yes. It's been a while!"

"Ho ho ho. Back then, you said you weren't dating. But now I see..."

The elderly man trailed off, looking at our hands. We smiled awkwardly and mumbled something incoherent. We didn't explicitly deny it.

Since the elderly man didn't say anything more, there was no need to deny it.

After greeting him, we played a game on the giant chess set. Playing chess under the moonlight was atmospheric. As we played, my regret about the vanishing vacation disappeared.

It wasn't the end of vacation that made me feel down—it was being without Si-woo that had put me in a bad mood. As expected, my personal doctor is amazing.

Ch.130 - The Beginning of the Second Semester (1)
## Chapter 130

The short break ended, and the first day of the second semester dawned. The second semester holds special meaning at our school. While the first semester of freshman year is a period for building foundations and practice, the second semester is when we showcase our skills based on those foundations.

First semester grades and rankings aren't really important. Those rankings were achieved with middle school-level skills. It's hard to call them reliable.

Students strut around with their heads held high, confident about being chess high school students, but they're still just amateurs, just middle schoolers.

They're at the peak of ignorance. Overflowing with confidence while lacking the skills to match, they can afford to be arrogant because they haven't hit any walls yet.

But by the second semester, these arrogant students start to face reality. While their growth stagnates, others around them develop quickly, catching up to them.

*This is when they need to wake up to reality. The timing is just right.*

Like many disciplines including chess, skill development resembles a logarithmic graph. Progress is rapid at first, but becomes increasingly difficult as you advance.

*I wonder if this is when the self-proclaimed geniuses get caught up to by the hard workers.*

I'm looking forward to it. It's already certain that I'll be first, but I'm curious about the other rankings. I'm especially curious about Si-woo's rank.

Si-woo's ranking was severely underestimated because his entrance exam matches went terribly. I wonder how much he'll rise in this ranking tournament. I taught him diligently, but I'm not sure if he absorbed it well...

"Class President, Vice President. Could you come forward and lead the students? I have something to take care of."

"Yes."

All the first-year students gather in the auditorium to play chess under Swiss system rules. There are quite a lot of students to manage, so the teachers seem quite busy.

Si-woo and I lined up the students and walked to the auditorium. Actually, I just watched from behind while Si-woo did everything.

This is how it should be. Si-woo is big and looks intimidating, so he leads, while I control him from behind like a shadow mastermind. My role is to write the script for today's ranking tournament in advance.

*Two games a day for three weeks... that sounds intense.*

Since we're students, we obviously don't come to school on weekends, and Wednesdays are rest days. We play chess four days a week: Monday, Tuesday, Thursday, and Friday. Two games a day means eight games a week.

Over two weeks, that's sixteen games total. That's a lot of games considering the number of students. In theory, the Swiss system can rank 2^n people with n rounds.

"Sixteen games means... we could rank 65,536 people. It might be different if we include draws, but it should be fair."

"65,536 people? Really?"

"Yes. 2 to the 16th power is 65,536."

"Oh... did you calculate that?"

"No. Haven't you played old games?"

"I haven't."

"If you played 16-bit games, you'd know. In 16-bit games, if you exceed 65,535 or 32,767, it loops back to the beginning."

From 0 to 65,535, or from -32,768 to 32,767. If you don't know this while playing old games, you might suddenly see your carefully raised character become worthless.

*I remember... I used a cheat to increase money and was shocked when it turned negative.*

I was playing on a console at the Champion's house and used a cheat when I got stuck. I only increased the money without touching anything else, but suddenly the money turned negative, which startled me.

I thought it was a bug and tears welled up. Thinking I had broken it, I collapsed on the floor and apologized profusely.

*Come to think of it, I'm getting angry again. I didn't do anything that wrong, but I apologized while crying. And that jerk put on a serious face and pretended to make calls...*

I thought the Champion's home Wi-Fi had been hacked and his internet accounts cleaned out because of what I did. It felt like the world was crumbling, thinking I'd incurred a debt I couldn't repay in a lifetime.

*But that jerk laughed at me!*

I gritted my teeth. It still makes me angry thinking about it.

"Yeon-a, why suddenly? Do you want me to pat you?"

"No! I just remembered something that made me angry."

"Ah... was that you being angry just now?"

Si-woo smiles with a strange expression. His face looks teasing, so I frowned and glared at him.

"I was angry!"

"I was wondering why you suddenly made such a cute face. Pouting your lips, puffing your cheeks. It was like watching a princess from a cartoon getting upset."

"I wasn't!"

"Even your angry face is cute."

Si-woo came behind me, hugged me tight, and lifted me up. Even though I'm not particularly short, I feel small when Si-woo stands behind me.

The classmates following us look at us as if to say "there they go again." I didn't mind. It's not like this was the first time.

As Si-woo's warmth enveloped me, my anger subsided. I wasn't really angry at Si-woo anyway, so there was no need to stay mad. The bad one was that jerk. He's been a terrible person since way back.

*If it had been Si-woo, he would have calmly approached and hugged me when I was sitting there helpless. He would have explained the situation calmly and reassured me.*

Imagining that makes me feel better again.

"Si-woo. You'll be a good father."

"W-what suddenly? Is this that flirting thing?"

"No, I didn't mean it like that...!"

I only said it thinking about how he comforts me, but it did sound a bit strange. Saying he'd be a good father. Then who would be the mother?

*This is flirting after all!*

I took a moment to reflect. Not long after finishing my reflection, we arrived at the auditorium. Si-woo put me down, and together we led the students.

We positioned the students where our class should be, and I hid slightly behind Si-woo.

[Welcome, everyone. I hope you had a good summer vacation. During the summer vacation—]

The reason I hid behind Si-woo: while I may be shameless to some extent, I'm not brazen enough to openly doze off. Skipping boring speeches by sleeping is common sense. Leaning against Si-woo's back and dozing off briefly made the tedious speech pass quickly.

[Now, would the class presidents please come up?]

"Si-woo. Do you want to go?"

"Our homeroom teacher is watching... would that be okay?"

"Ah. Then I guess I should go."

I trudged up to the stage. We lined up by class order, and one by one from the front, we drew lots. The ball I picked had the number 1 written on it.

*Oh! Number 1. Is that good? It must be good.*

I proudly held up the number 1 ball. But... the expressions of our classmates seemed strange. Some students sighed, and others grabbed their heads with both hands.

*What's going on? Is this wrong?*

Blinking, I handed the number 1 ball to the principal. The principal stroked his chin as if intrigued.

I greeted the principal and returned to my seat to ask Si-woo.

"Si-woo. Did I pick something wrong?"

"It's not that you picked wrong..."

"Then why?"

"It's just that our opponent is the top-ranked class."

"Ah. But that doesn't really matter, does it? We're playing 16 games, so we could lose the first one."

"That's true. But 16 games might feel surprisingly few. Just one more point can raise your ranking by quite a bit."

In simple terms, there are a lot of short-sighted friends. In the Swiss system, winning the first game doesn't give that much of an advantage.

You can overcome it with skill.

Our homeroom teacher collected our phones and electronic devices, and roughly scanned us with a metal detector. This was necessary because there are occasionally students who dream of becoming mechanical chess kings like in "Ghost Go."

After the inspection, they distributed wristwatches for the tournament. The watches showed which table to sit at and how much time remained.

*Table 123. I like that number. It's nice.*

I exchanged greetings with Si-woo and took my seat. My opponent was a student who looked quite arrogant. A student who seemed to still be at the peak of ignorance.

"What move are you going to make?"

"Why are you speaking informally to me?"

When I responded seriously, the student's shoulders shrank. I may often appear cheerful when I'm with Si-woo, but I'm not that gentle.

"...What move are you going to make, please?"

"Would you tell me if you were in my position?"

The student in front looked at me with disbelief. I frowned and stared directly at them. I won the staring contest.

"Let's be mannerly."

"Yes..."

Not long after, the watch on my wrist signaled the start of the game. My first move was advancing the pawn in front of the rook two squares. To be precise, the pawn in front of the right rook. In notation, it's 1. h4.

*The best way to pull someone down from the peak of ignorance is shock therapy.*

My opponent moved the pawn in front of the king two squares. I immediately moved the pawn in front of the opposite rook two squares. I need to warm up for the first game. Side attacks are best for warming up.

*I'll go with a pawn storm from the start.*

For my third move, I also advanced a rook pawn.

Ch.131 - The Beginning of the Second Semester (2)
The sound of paper cups stacking echoed through the break room as Yeon, having easily won her first-round match, tried to kill time. The amateur high school chess she'd just played was so beneath her skill level that she could have won while riding a roller coaster.

*This is so boring... There's no point in reviewing the game. Si-woo probably won't be here for another 30 minutes, and the next round is over an hour away.*

For someone who had nearly reached the pinnacle of chess, these matches held absolutely no interest. It felt like Ronnie Coleman training his biceps with pink dumbbells. Unless she was playing against everyone in the room simultaneously, one-on-one matches under fair conditions were meaningless.

"I'm so booored..."

For the first time in ages, Yeon found herself overwhelmed by boredom. Recently, Si-woo had always been by her side, and even when he wasn't, she had her phone to keep her entertained. When both Si-woo and her phone were unavailable, she would solve chess problems or analyze notation to pass the time. For her, this boredom was an unfamiliar pain.

Si-woo was still in his match, her phone had been confiscated as an electronic device, and she needed her phone to analyze chess problems or notation. The problems she had memorized were useless since she already knew all the answers.

*If I just sit here quietly, I might die of boredom.*

Desperately searching for something to do, Yeon surveyed the break room. All she could see were a water dispenser, paper cups, chairs, tables, chess boards, and people. She absentmindedly walked to the paper cups next to the water dispenser and took an entire stack.

Then she began stacking them like a pyramid, demonstrating how people change when they have nothing to do. She started with a simple two-level tower, then added cups to the sides to build a three-level structure.

Soon the tower grew taller, filling an entire table. Yeon promptly pulled over another table and joined it to the first. She continued stacking cups until they were almost beyond her reach.

Her actions naturally drew attention from nearby students, and even those sitting far away. Taking all the paper cups from the water dispenser just to stack them was strange and somewhat absurd, but fascinating.

Watching Yeon stack cups with such focus made others wonder, "Is that really fun?" The thought made them look again, and before they knew it, they were staring absentmindedly.

Soon, Yeon had everyone's attention. Some watched curiously to see how high the cup pyramid would go, while others just stared blankly at her concentrated expression.

"Huh?"

A student who had been staring at Yeon's face suddenly widened his eyes. He nudged the student sitting next to him.

"Hey. Doesn't she look familiar?"

"You've probably seen her around. Isn't she the Class President from the class next door? She's always with the Vice President. She's pretty well-known, didn't you know?"

"No, not that. I think I've seen her somewhere else."

"What are you talking about?"

"I really have seen her somewhere!"

The student stomped his feet in frustration. He stared at Yeon stacking cups, closed his eyes, and searched his memory. Suddenly realizing where he'd seen her, he exclaimed:

"That's her! The high school student who ran away from the interview!"

"Who?"

"Don't you know? We watched that broadcast together when Senior Ra-hee was on. That simul match!"

"What about the simul match?"

"She's the one who tied with the Champion!"

The student raised his voice in excitement at being the first to realize. He stood up with an embarrassed face, intending to apologize to the surrounding students, but the information had already spread.

"That's her?"
"She doesn't look like her. Are you sure?"
"Should I... should I ask her for an autograph?"
"I just played chess with her! She's really good. Good enough to tie with the Champion!"

The quiet break room suddenly became noisy. Students began gathering around the one who had just played chess with Yeon. Meanwhile, Yeon continued stacking cups, pretending not to notice the attention.

"You played chess with her?"
"Yeah. She used her first four moves to push the pawn in front of her rook. But, but I still lost!"
"...Isn't that because you're not good enough?"
"No way! What was your entrance exam rank? I got in at 13th place!"

After that specific number was mentioned, the way students looked at Yeon began to change. She was the high school chess player who had achieved the only draw in the simul match against the Champion. The player who had shown the possibility of victory against the world's best chess player.

Since she had fled without giving an interview, and the Champion's side had blocked information about her, very little was known. Only her high school, age, and name had been confirmed; other details remained largely unknown.

Although her face had been shown, Yeon's identity remained surprisingly obscure. The camera angle had captured more of her profile than her front, and it was difficult to connect the chess-focused Yeon with the girl who was usually seen laughing happily while clinging to Si-woo.

Only a few people knew that Yeon was that high school student who had drawn against the Champion in the simul match: her classmates and the student council members.

The student council members who had seen Yeon defeat Ra-hee also knew about her draw with the Champion.

However, they were surprisingly tight-lipped. Her classmates didn't feel the need to spread the information, and the student council members were silenced by Ra-hee.

The Champion, who had "requested" various media outlets including newspapers to keep quiet, had also made a significant contribution. Since the event organizers had asked not to spread information, it didn't become an issue. Yeon herself was ashamed of the draw, and those around her didn't talk about it either.

All these factors combined to make Yeon mysterious. She had clearly achieved a draw against the Champion, yet the media barely mentioned it. Plus, no one seemed to know her identity.

Even if you searched throughout the school, you couldn't find her. You might see someone who looked similar, but not that beautiful girl focused on chess.

At school, Yeon was always either laughing happily next to Si-woo or sleeping with her head down, so no one recognized her as the same person.

Someone might have realized if they looked closely, but they couldn't because of the sturdy male student who stood beside her like a bodyguard.

One student, who recovered from the shock faster than others, muttered:

"So she's really..."

The person who tied with the Champion.

Even though he trailed off, everyone knew what he meant to say. It was astonishing how they hadn't realized until now.

Students began approaching Yeon one by one. None were brave enough to directly ask, "Are you really that person?"

The strange atmosphere around Yeon as she focused on stacking cups had an overwhelming aura. It felt like they would receive only a cold stare if they dared to speak to her.

Some students fumbled for paper and pens. They wanted her autograph, but more than that, they didn't want to be the first to speak to her.

Yeon crossed her arms and glared at the cup tower with a cold expression, more expressionless than a mannequin.

Her face showed remarkable concentration, as if this level of focus was necessary to achieve a draw against the Champion.

*Should someone like me dare to break her concentration?*

This was the thought shared by all students present. They truly loved chess and were walking the path of the game.

For those with enough determination to attend a chess high school, the "Champion" was like the sky above. He had stood firmly as the number one chess player since before they were born.

Their reverence was natural.

He won every tournament he entered, with defeats occurring maybe once every few years. He somehow turned losing games into draws and likely draws into victories—a god of human chess.

And Yeon was the person who had tied with this chess god.

The students hesitated, approaching Yeon cautiously. Could there be some profound meaning behind this seemingly meaningless cup stacking? Would practicing concentration by stacking cups before playing chess improve their skills?

Perhaps this cup stacking was the reason she had been able to draw against the Champion.

A student at the back slipped away and began searching for paper cups. Like Yeon, he boldly took a stack and began building on a table.

With a face cold enough to freeze everything around him, he glared at the paper cups while building layer upon layer.

*It seems to help with concentration!*

The student who had fled first out of fear of speaking to Yeon began stacking cups. Seeing this, other students who had been standing behind him started grabbing cups too.

This was what someone with an even record against the chess champion was doing. How much effort must it take for a mere 17-year-old to achieve a draw against the Champion?

She must be someone who invested every minute and second into chess. Surely she wouldn't be doing something meaningless during this important time before the second round.

That's what the surrounding students thought, and since they were too intimidated to speak to Yeon, they all began stacking cups.

*What on earth is happening?*

For Yeon, who had hoped to show Si-woo her "popular and cool self," this was simply absurd. Not wanting to participate in this foolishness, she quietly hid behind her cup tower and began nodding off.
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The moment something strange happened. Some weird student pointed me out saying, "Isn't that the person who drew with the Champion?" bringing up my dark history. A crowd gathered around, then dispersed, and now they're stacking cups.

*What on earth is going on?*

I was just bored, that's all.

I was stacking cups out of boredom when my dark history of drawing with the Champion was exposed, making my face stiffen. The biggest stain on my chess career—leading the entire game only to make a mistake at the end and draw.

If someone brings that up, I'm confident I could bury my face in the floor and screech "Kieeeek!" for over ten minutes out of shame.

Reviewing that game, I realized it was... truly terrible. Not just a few small mistakes, but a complete blunder party.

*That's why I was cold when they tried talking to me.*

Maybe I have a certain aura. They say successful people have different walks and expressions. Various subtle elements form a person's atmosphere, manifesting as an aura.

Perhaps I have that aura too.

I jumped up and approached the window, trying to see my reflection. I couldn't—it was too bright outside.

Since I was already sitting facing outside, I struck a pose. I wanted to look cool and aloof when Si-woo came in later.

*I can picture myself with my eyes closed. My gaze is quite sharp when I focus, though I've softened a bit lately. I'm tall for a woman... and super pretty!*

Thinking about it, I might actually feel that aura. Maybe that's why Si-woo always calls me cute.

While staring blankly outside, I heard the door open. I reflexively turned to see who it was.

*It's not Si-woo...*

I dropped my head in disappointment. I wish Si-woo would come soon, preferably with news of victory. But since Si-woo has solid endgame skills, maybe coming late means a higher win rate?

*Then come late! Win cleanly in the endgame. But if you're too late, I'll be bored! What will I do during the entire break without Si-woo?*

My heart started racing at the thought of not seeing Si-woo during the break. But I didn't worry for long. I'd see him in a few hours anyway.

Waiting a few hours is nothing. Days would be different, but hours I can easily wait. With my improved patience, it's possible.

I dozed off while staring out the window, though I didn't show it outwardly. I'd perfected the art of dozing off while looking like someone deep in thought.

After dozing for a few minutes, I heard the door open. Not forcefully with a bang, nor timidly—confidently but not excessively. This was definitely Si-woo's sound. I had no doubt.

*Footsteps are getting closer. Si-woo is here!*

I continued pretending to doze while inwardly grinning. And when Si-woo was right behind me:

"Hello?"

I greeted with an elegant voice, as naturally as if saying "I knew you were there."

I could have screamed in surprise, but this wasn't the time. With my aura dominating the entire lounge, I needed to show Si-woo my elegant side.

"Hi, Yeon-a."

"You won, I see? Your expression is bright."

Si-woo nodded with a smile. I elegantly smiled back and patted his shoulder.

Seeing my behavior, Si-woo came closer and whispered in my ear.

"What concept are you going for today?"

"Concept? I've always been like this."

"Ah... I understand."

Si-woo nodded and stood at attention beside me like a butler. Anyone would see us as a lady and her attendant.

I slightly extended my hand toward Si-woo. He took it and gently helped me up.

*This is it...!*

I could barely contain my silly grin. It felt like Si-woo had completely surrendered to me. Usually, I'm the one swayed by Si-woo, but now I seemed to be completely in control.

Feeling a strange pleasure, I patted Si-woo's arm in encouragement. The angle wasn't right for patting his shoulder—it wouldn't look stylish.

"Si-woo. What time is it now?"

"14 minutes until the second round starts, ma'am."

"Not much time left. Come here. I request your company for a game."

"Yes."

Creating the atmosphere of a wealthy young lady and her attendant, we sat before the chess board. The large cup pyramid nearby made the scene feel strange.

While Si-woo arranged the chess board, I closed my eyes, pretending to concentrate on chess. I was serious, as if every chess master needed to perform such a ritual before a game.

"I'll let you have White."

I turned the board so the White king was in front of Si-woo. Then I removed my queen and set it aside.

"This handicap should be sufficient, right?"

"It is sufficient."

"Good."

Si-woo's first move was pushing the pawn in front of the queen two squares. I naturally pushed the pawn Si-woo moved back two squares to its original position.

"Move quickly."

"Um..."

Si-woo pushed the queen's pawn forward again. I pushed it back again. The board returned to its original state. Si-woo seemed to give up and moved the king's pawn instead.

I nodded and finally made a proper move. I played the Sicilian Defense. Si-woo entered the Sicilian Open, and I brought out my specialty, the Najdorf.

I tried to naturally progress into the Sicilian Najdorf: Poisoned Pawn Variation, but... I couldn't.

*Ah, I forgot I removed my queen.*

Without a queen, I couldn't enter the Poisoned Pawn Variation. It was obvious, but I momentarily forgot. I was focusing all my attention on maintaining the atmosphere.

*Still, I won't lose to Si-woo.*

I began pressuring Si-woo confidently. Though I stumbled briefly after confusing the opening, I soon regained my center and made proper moves.

Starting at a disadvantage, I needed to create an equal position first. A queen has similar value to two rooks. That means gaining the advantage of two rooks would make the position equal.

I aggressively advanced my pawns to pressure Si-woo, gradually increasing my material advantage. It wasn't easy. Si-woo had improved a lot, playing much better than when we first met.

The position only became equal after entering the endgame.

"You've improved a lot."

"Really?"

"Yes. Compared to when you started, you've improved tremendously. You used to be much worse."

"Was I that bad? But I'm better now, right?"

"Better, yes, but now comes the problem. You're approaching a plateau. After improving rapidly day by day, you'll soon hit a point where progress stops."

Since he's not at a very high level yet, it's a thin wall that can be broken through with effort. But thinking of amateurs who collapse because they can't make that effort, it's not so easy.

"But you'll help me, right?"

"Of course. That's what friends do—they help each other. And since we're special friends, I need to take extra good care of you."

After a few more moves, Si-woo resigned. Creating a win from an equal position wasn't difficult.

*Si-woo has grown a lot. But what about me?*

Before telling Si-woo about overcoming walls, I need to clear the wall in front of me first. A terrible wall I brought from my past life.

That wall's name is the Champion.

To surpass the Champion, I need to rapidly improve my chess skills from now on, but I feel like my skills are gradually diminishing.

*No, it's okay. There's still plenty of time. And it's not just me helping Si-woo—Si-woo helps me too.*

Because we're special friends.

A relationship where we help each other, develop each other, and share happiness. The definition of "special friends" changes constantly, but it's special nonetheless. A much more profound relationship than just friendship.

So if that special friend helps me, I can overcome the wall. If I can't, it's because I wasn't helped properly. It's not entirely my fault.

"Well, Si-woo! Shall we get ready now?"

"Is the concept over?"

"Ah. Um... should we end it? It was kind of fun. Like raising my little Si-woo. You listened well, and it felt like having my own butler."

"As you wish, my lady?"

Si-woo folded his arms and bowed like a nobleman. Then he extended his hand to me and guided me to the tournament hall.

I couldn't hold back my laughter anymore. I tried to maintain the atmosphere, but being with Si-woo always makes me laugh. Never a dull moment—every moment is enjoyable.

Holding onto that happiness, I started playing chess and secured a clean victory. It was a perfect win. Even an engine would applaud my victory.

What made me happier than my own victory was Si-woo's win. Achieving two consecutive wins together made me feel good. I hope we play this well tomorrow too.
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The 133rd Episode

Monday, Tuesday, Thursday, Friday. Two games a day, eight games total. In just one short week, the rankings were starting to take shape. I don't know exactly how many first-years there are, but I believe it's around 300 students.

Assuming there are only wins and losses, eight games can rank 256 people. Since 256 and 300 are close enough, the rankings are essentially determined.

I nodded as I looked at the rankings. Countless student names were displayed on the large monitor, each with their current score and student ID. At the very top was, of course, my name with 8/8 points.

And just a little way down...

[Jeong Si-u 6.5/8]

Wow. There's Si-woo's name. My amazing friend who scored an incredible 6.5 points. I thought he'd do well, but I didn't expect him to do this well.

And it's not just any 6.5 points. It's an undefeated 6.5 points. It's a shame he had three draws, but still, that's an impressive score. If he keeps this up next week, Si-woo could be recognized as one of the top players in the school.

*Out of a possible 16 points, 13 would be... a score that could aim for victory in a tournament. Of course, that's impossible now since I'm here.*

That's by professional standards, of course. I don't know how it would translate in amateur competitions where skill levels vary greatly. But he's definitely among the top players.

I smiled broadly and patted Si-woo's back with my palm. Rather forcefully. Enough to make his broad back resonate.

"That's amazing! You didn't lose a single game!"

"I know. I'm surprised too. I thought I might lose some games, but by not giving up until the end, I managed to draw. It's all thanks to you."

"Hmm. I suppose so. All thanks to me."

I nodded, though I wasn't sure why it was thanks to me. I had given Si-woo chess lessons occasionally, but I wasn't sure if they had been that helpful.

*No, they must have been very helpful. Even when I explain things poorly, Si-woo always understands perfectly. The delivery might not have been great, but the content was perfect.*

So it seems I really did help improve Si-woo's skills.

"Seriously, Yeon, it's all thanks to you. Thanks to you, I think I've grasped the essence of chess."

"Oh... that much? Well, I suppose that's possible. The essence of chess. You could have realized that."

"Chess is ultimately a game of patience. A person can only make one move at a time. And throughout the game, you're constantly frustrated. When you're losing, you're anxious, and when you're winning, you're nervous."

"Ah, yes."

"And at some point, there comes a chance for a reversal. This could be me making a comeback, or it could be me getting reversed."

Si-woo continued with his elaborate explanation. His tone sounded impressive, so I listened attentively.

"After all that back and forth, the winner is ultimately the one who can endure better. Only those who don't give up and stay focused on chess until the end can become winners."

"Ohhh..."

That's kind of cool. I wonder if I sounded this cool when I was explaining things. I moved closer to Si-woo, interlocked my fingers, and whispered in his ear.

"That's so cool...!"

I'm not sure what his explanation had to do with me, but it was definitely cool. It gave off an intellectual vibe.

"Phew..."

"What's wrong?"

"My chess skills are improving."

"Huh?"

"If I can endure this, how could I not endure difficult situations in chess? Sitting in a chair for over an hour, hunched over a chessboard, is easy."

"Um, okay?"

Something seems off. I tilted my head and firmly grasped Si-woo's hand. His hand trembled slightly. I wondered if he was in pain somewhere.

I quietly approached Si-woo from behind, hugged him tightly, and whispered in his ear.

"Are you hurt? Your hand is trembling..."

"I must endure. I must endure. I must endure."

What is he trying to endure? I glanced around to make sure no one was watching, then held Si-woo's hand tightly.

"Si-woo..."

I called his name with a yearning voice. It was a plaintive voice, like a female protagonist in distress calling out to the male lead.

"S-stop it!"

Si-woo pushed me away in surprise. Even as he pushed me, it was gentle. He covered his face with both hands and stood there blankly, catching his breath.

I couldn't see his face, but his ears were red. If I were just a little taller, I could have stood on my tiptoes and bitten his earlobe.

"Si-woo, what are you doing? We'll be late. Let's go."

I stopped teasing him and acted as if nothing had happened. I pulled his hand with an innocent voice.

"Sigh... You're really... I'll deal with you later."

"People who say 'just you wait' are never scary. And what are you going to do later anyway?"

"...I'll let you know later."

"Okay!"

I smiled brightly as I returned to the classroom with Si-woo. It's amazing that my actions are helping improve his chess skills. I should do this more often.

If I keep doing the same thing, he might get used to it, so I should gradually increase the intensity or change my approach.

*Since I squeezed his hand tightly today, tomorrow I'll fiddle with his hand as if I'm tickling him.*

This is all for Si-woo's benefit. Si-woo said chess is a battle of patience. So my actions, which help build his patience, are truly helpful.

I'm such a good friend.

...
..
.

After a short weekend, Monday arrived. I don't know if it's just me, but the first week after school starts always seems to pass quickly.

Teachers tend to take it easy with lessons during the first week, and students spend their time talking about what they did during the break.

For students who were lazy during the break, the first week might be hellish, but not for me. I was just happy to see Si-woo in his school uniform again after a long time.

But the second week after the short first week is different. By then, it's just a new semester. The freshness of the first week is gone, leaving only the fatigue of a new term.

"Sigh... They could have just ended it with eight games, but they're making us play sixteen."

This new semester fatigue applied equally to the ranking tournament that started as soon as the semester began.

I do like chess, but this is a bit much. The skill differences are too extreme, and there's nothing at stake. There's no scholarship for ranking first in this tournament.

"This is too boring... Si-woo, want to make a bet?"

"What kind of bet?"

"Whether I can finish the game within 15 moves. If I win within 15 moves, I win the bet. If I don't, you win."

"15 moves... Checkmate probably won't happen, so the opponent would have to resign?"

"That's right. It's kind of an extension of what you said yesterday. If the opponent has great patience, it will definitely take more than 15 moves."

"Want to try it?"

"Sure. What's the prize?"

"I haven't thought about that. Let's say the winner decides later."

"Okay."

The prize doesn't matter at all in our bets. The winner enjoys the joy of victory, and the loser simply congratulates the winner.

If either of us wants something from the other, we just ask directly, so there's no need to use a bet as an excuse.

We were just making a bet to add a bit of fun to the boredom.

After chatting for a while, it was time for chess.

My opponent had 7.5 points. A student with an impressive record of 7 wins and 1 draw. Judging by the name, it seemed to be a female student. After waiting for a moment, a girl approached from a distance.

She came to the table, saw my name and current score, and let out a deep sigh.

"Sigh..."

"What's wrong?"

"Are you really the one who drew with the Champion?"

A student asking nervously. She was polite and had a good attitude. Approved.

"Yes, that's me."

"Wow... I watched that entire match. While others only watched Senior Ra-hee's match, I paid to watch yours too."

"Oh."

My face stiffened. That match. The worst match of my chess career. A blunder party from start to finish, playing aggressively throughout only to realize it was a draw at the very end. That terrible match.

"It was a shame it ended in a draw...! But still, it was amazing. You pushed the Champion that far."

"Yeah..."

I didn't push him that far; I went that far but could only manage a draw. That's what I wanted to say, but I couldn't.

If I said that, would this student believe me? She'd probably think I was just being modest and declining the compliment.

*It was a terrible match for me.*

Others think it's impressive that I drew against the Champion. It made me feel a bit off. If you draw a game you should have won, that's the stupidest thing in the world.

"So, um..."

"It looks like we're about to start. Let's stop chatting."

I cut her off with a cold voice. I couldn't stand seeing my worst experience being packaged as something positive.

This stifling feeling in my chest. The nightmare of that draw still lingered within me.

A few minutes later, the chess match began. I attacked the female student aggressively, as if venting my frustration. I didn't hesitate to make sacrifices and just charged forward.

I played an opening I'd never seen before with an aggressive style. The game ended in just 14 moves. I should have ended it so easily that day too.

The memories of that day keep coming back. I needed Si-woo.
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The sound of footsteps announced Si-woo's return to the break room where I'd been waiting. Judging by his sheepish expression, he probably hadn't won.

"You're back?"

"Yeah. It was a draw. I was almost winning... but I made a mistake at the end and things turned around. I managed to hold on in the endgame for a draw, but it's really disappointing."

"So you were winning but ended up with a draw."

I felt a strange satisfaction. Si-woo's experience matched my current dilemma perfectly. Though the intensity might differ, we'd gone through similar situations, which would make it easier to talk about.

*Even thinking about it is terrible, but it's an experience I need to overcome. I can't keep being trapped by that memory.*

It would be nice if I could shake it off by myself, but I know that's impossible. I'm weak. Alone, I can't do anything properly.

But I have Si-woo. My most precious friend who steadfastly supports me from behind.

"Si-woo, how did you feel then?"

"When I drew? Haah..."

Si-woo furrowed his brow and sighed. I reached out and gently pressed my thumb between his eyebrows to smooth out his frown.

Soon he was smiling naturally. His smiling face was definitely better than his frowning one.

"You're smiling, so I can't really gauge your emotions. It used to be awful just thinking about it, but now I don't mind so much. What should I do? I don't think I'll be much help."

"Ah, well. That could happen. Could you try to remember, even roughly?"

"Roughly... my chest felt tight and my heart started racing? My breath caught and I suddenly felt angry. I kept thinking, why did I make such a stupid move?"

"Hmm..."

It was similar yet different. My chest also felt tight and my heart raced, and I also had trouble breathing. But I didn't feel anger rising.

The shock was so great I didn't even know what to be angry about. I knew I'd made a mistake, but I didn't know where or how... so I couldn't even get angry.

So the thought "why did I make such a stupid move" came much later. Even after the game ended, I didn't know where I'd made the mistake. Only after completing the analysis much later did I reflect and regret.

*Amateur mistakes are intuitive, so his situation is different from mine. My mistake was more like a strategic error.*

Just thinking about it for a moment makes irritation rise. Si-woo presses his thumb between my eyebrows to smooth out my frown. Now I understand why he smiled—it just makes you smile naturally.

"Hehe."

"Were you thinking about it again?"

"Yeah. My most horrific memory."

Originally, it was the final match of the Championship. That game where I had victory within reach but lost due to a wrong choice.

That game where I found the best move too late and ended in defeat. That was disappointing and upsetting, but not as miserable as the recent draw.

In that game, I at least found the winning move before analyzing. I realized where I'd made a mistake first, and had time to pray that the Champion would make a mistake too.

Compared to the game where I didn't even know what I'd done wrong until the draw was confirmed... that defeat was almost a blessing.

*Ah, it makes my blood boil.*

Si-woo could be soothed by a small laugh, but that's not enough for me. If I were to exaggerate a bit, it's like pain engraved on my soul.

That might sound dramatic, but for me, it really was that difficult. If not for Si-woo, I would have quit chess altogether.

Si-woo gently presses between my eyebrows again. I must have been frowning again.

"Does it make you that angry?"

"Yes. Just thinking about it irritates me and makes my chest tight. It's like feeling the weight of helplessness pressing down on me."

"Hmm..."

"What should I do?"

I asked Si-woo hopefully. He always found answers. Whenever I struggled, he provided the best solutions. Sometimes he even became the solution himself, helping me.

Maybe he could do it again this time.

"...I'm sorry. I don't think I can solve this one. I can comfort you, but I can't fix the root problem. You'll have to resolve it yourself."

"Hmm, I guess so."

It seems Si-woo couldn't offer a clean solution to this problem either. It was disappointing but understandable. After all, this is my problem.

*The solution is actually quite simple. I just need to reach the top. If I defeat the Champion who's called the greatest chess genius in history and demonstrate undeniable skill, no one can criticize me.*

Right. I should just accept it. This pain is my karma, created by me. A phantom pain born from my foolishness. The solution is simple but difficult.

Wasn't there a saying about sleeping on straw and tasting gall? I should keep feeling this discomfort and remembering the pain. I need to use that pain as a driving force for growth.

I looked at Si-woo and smiled brightly. Si-woo said he couldn't find a solution, but in the end, he did.

What I really wanted to hear wasn't Si-woo's solution, but that I needed to solve it myself.

"Now I kind of understand. How to solve it."

"Oh, really?"

"Yes. It's a simple but difficult method. If I become number one in the world, everything will be resolved!"

"Simple but difficult... you're right. It sounds simple. Good luck. I'll always support you."

"Of course."

I glanced at the clock. Not much break time left. If I go to the bathroom now, I'll be back just in time for the match.

"Si-woo, let's go wait now."

"Okay."

After visiting the bathroom, I suddenly remembered the bet. We'd said we'd decide the prize after the bet was over. It's essentially a wish ticket.

*It's too late now, so I'll have to ask after the match.*

I didn't have anything particular to ask for anyway. I could just mention it later if something came to mind.

I took my seat early and waited for my opponent. My opponent had 8 points. Looking at their record, they had 7 wins and 2 draws. Since they just drew in the previous round, they'd be eager to win this one.

I rolled a pawn in my hand while waiting. A few minutes later, my opponent arrived. He was a boy with an ordinary appearance.

He looked at my name and score, then asked with wide eyes:

"Wow... 9 points? You haven't lost a single game?"

"Yes, that's right."

"Sigh, I wanted to win this round. 8 points out of 10 means... I'm barely hanging on to the top ranks."

My opponent muttered while scratching his head.

"Please beat everyone else too. If only I lose, it's unfair, but if all the top players lose one game, it's fair, right?"

"Yes. Still, do your best. Chess has many variables."

"Of course. I think the chances of losing are high, but I don't think it's guaranteed."

His tone was confident. A chess player should always have confidence. He probably likes openings that advance the pawn in front of the king.

As I was lowering my guard about my opponent, someone who appeared to be his friend approached and spoke to him.

"Wow, how did you end up playing against them? You said your goal was to finish undefeated, but it's already over."

"What? We haven't even started yet."

"Don't you know? That person is THE person...! The academy legend who drew against the Champion! Or will be."

"You're exaggerating... Wait, is that true...?"

"The rumor's already spread everywhere and you still don't know? Tsk tsk. Good luck."

The student left after causing a huge ripple with his casual behavior. The eyes of my opponent, who had been burning with fighting spirit just moments ago, now filled with awe and despair.

He seemed to think he'd already lost before the game even began. It made me feel quite bad.

*Stay calm. Turn this discomfort into motivation.*

I let out a deep sigh. It seems the label of "person who drew with the Champion" will continue to follow me. It probably won't disappear until I beat the Champion.

"Um, is what he said true?"

"...Yes."

"Wow... I'll learn a lot from you."

"Don't think like that. Play with the mindset of winning. It's not good to have such thoughts before even starting."

"I'll take your advice to heart."

This is something else I'll have to overcome. Remember this discomfort.

The second round of Monday began. My opponent's first move was advancing the king's pawn two squares. I responded with an open game. Through natural progression, we entered the Italian Game.

I went into the Rousseau Gambit, an unpopular line in the Italian Game. My third move was pushing the f-pawn two squares to quickly attack the center.

If my opponent captures my f-pawn with the e-pawn, I immediately gain an advantage. But if they respond with the standard d-pawn advance of two squares, I'm immediately at a disadvantage.

It's the kind of opening where you punish those who don't know it, but if they do know it, I'm the one who gets punished.

My opponent looked at my move and thought for a long time, then blocked it well with the standard response. I immediately fell into a disadvantage, but I wasn't concerned.

*Si-woo said it too. Everyone makes mistakes eventually. So I just need to be patient.*

My opponent quickly made a mistake. It wasn't a terrible move, but it put him in a disadvantageous position. I immediately seized on his mistake and secured the victory.

"You really are good. Well, you did draw with the Champion..."

My hand trembled slightly during the final handshake.

*Si-woo said it. This is something I need to resolve myself.*

I gritted my teeth and suppressed the trembling. Yes, for now, I'm still "the person who drew with the Champion." It was a phrase that raised my blood pressure every time I heard it, but I endured.
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Chapter 135

I finished the ranking tournament with a perfect score, of course. It was completely expected, but it still felt good. How pleasant it is to see people gathered around, looking at me and applauding.

I've always liked this sort of thing. Being acknowledged, being revered. I didn't care if it was something trivial—I just liked being recognized.

"First year, Buyeo Yeon."

Some older man in a high position—principal, vice principal, or student affairs director—called my name. I walked three steps forward and stood in front of the platform.

"Yes."

I gently tucked my hair behind my ear and looked ahead. Standing on the platform and seeing the crowd was truly delightful. It was fun watching from behind, but coming to the front offered a different kind of enjoyment.

After bowing my head to greet everyone, I looked at the man. Thinking about it, he was probably the principal. Or was he?

"Um... this student achieved excellent results in the Second Semester Starting Contest, so we present this certificate to commend her."

Though it had an official name like "Second Semester Starting Contest," everyone called it the ranking tournament. So that was the official name.

"Thank you."

Clap, clap, clap, clap, clap, clap, clap, clap, clap.

Thunderous applause washed over me. The sound created by many people inherently contained energy. It felt like the energy released from the simple act of clapping hands was striking my entire body.

The sound tickled and stimulated my skin. I smiled happily and bowed my head. The tournament had been a bit boring since nothing was at stake, but seeing this scene made all the boredom disappear.

*This is it. This is what I want.*

I came down from the platform, enjoying the thrilling afterglow. While I enjoy being praised, honestly, I don't feel like I did anything worthy of praise.

For someone who was at the top of the professional ranks—second place, able to compete with first—winning a high school tournament with a perfect score makes me feel a bit guilty.

Just as I was quietly retreating from the platform to return to my seat, the principal stopped me.

"Student Buyeo Yeon. Please share a few words with us."

"Huh?"

It was the perfect timing for a clean exit. With an awkward face, I scratched my head and returned to the platform. The microphone was staring at me, so I grabbed it and adjusted it slightly.

"Um, ah. Ah."

That strange feeling when you hear your own voice through speakers. The large speakers filling the auditorium made that strange feeling even stronger.

"Hello everyone. I'm Buyeo Yeon."

Starting with a greeting. I slightly bowed my head, adjusted the microphone position, and controlled my voice volume.

"In this tournament... the Second Semester Starting Contest, I scored 16 points and won first place."

I extended my hand to stop the students who were about to applaud, and continued speaking.

"I thought about what you might be most curious about. The answer turned out to be quite simple. How? How was I able to win without losing a single game?"

"I competed against 16 chess players. And I didn't lose a single game. This was achieved through my skill, not luck."

Somewhat arrogantly. Checking the crowd's reaction. This wasn't my first time in such a situation, and I couldn't act like an amateur. I had to be confident.

"The two most important things for this are:"

I spread my index and middle fingers with the back of my hand facing outward.

"Confidence."

I folded my index finger. The students in front chuckled and cheered. The teachers and principal had exactly the opposite expression from the students.

*This is walking the talk. My confidence is insane.*

I continued speaking with a confident smile.

"Even if there were more tournaments, I wouldn't lose a single game. That's the difference in skill between you and me."

The most handsome student standing in front sighed and grabbed his forehead. Being handsome, tall, and standing at the very front—how greedy.

"Confidence is simple. The mindset that you can win against any opponent. Even if the rating difference exceeds 400, having the heart to fight with all your might!"

I pounded the platform and raised my hand. Back of the hand outward, with the index finger folded from a V sign.

"I competed against the Champion in a simul and achieved a draw! That fact is extremely shameful and terrible. Why? Because I didn't win! Against that old Scotsman, I only managed to score 0.5 points!"

I slammed the platform.

"I cannot be satisfied with this small pond. I want to go to bigger tournaments, beyond Korea, to the world!"

Finally, I took a breath.

"This is confidence."

I shyly folded my middle finger. Boldly showing everyone my middle finger was kind of fun. No, there wasn't any special meaning—it was just an accident. Let's go with that.

"And the second thing is the patience to execute that confidence. Have you ever seen the Champion give up just because he's losing in chess? The game doesn't end just because you're losing now."

I clenched my fist toward Si-woo. But Si-woo's expression wasn't good at all. I was trying to adapt what Si-woo had told me, but it seemed like I should cut it short.

*Did I go too far? But I had to do it.*

I needed to instill confidence in these kids so they would challenge me. Playing chess with someone who lacks confidence is frustrating throughout the game. I hate that disgusting behavior of only aiming for draws, using the Petrov as Black and the Four Knights as White.

I cleared my throat and delivered my closing remarks. Si-woo seemed too anxious, so it seemed best to end quickly.

"Endure until the end and look for opportunities. That's all I have to say. Confidence and patience. Challenge with confidence, and endure with perseverance."

I bowed my head.

"Thank you. This has been Buyeo Yeon."

I came down amid another round of applause. I think it was a perfect speech. I said everything I wanted to say, and the response was good.

With a satisfied face, I came down from the platform and returned to my seat. The students' reactions were good and everything was perfect, but Si-woo and the teachers didn't seem pleased.

I scurried over to Si-woo, tapped his shin with my toes, and said:

"What? Wasn't it perfect? I completely captivated the crowd. It was such a great speech that even that turtleneck-and-jeans-wearing Pawn guy would have been impressed."

"...It wasn't bad. I don't know what Jobs would think though."

"It wasn't just 'not bad,' it was perfect."

"Mmm. Let's go with that. It was perfect."

I stood beside Si-woo and listened to the principal's speech. It was a boring speech that made me drowsy. Compared to my speech, it was nothing—lukewarm and ordinary.

*I used to be called the god of interviews. No matter how good someone is at presentations or speeches, they can't match me.*

Just getting an interview with me was a scoop. That's how good I am at presentations. This is the confidence to boldly say what others can't.

After the principal's speech ended, we returned to the classroom.

"Yeon, I think you need to stay behind for a moment?"

Except for me.

The homeroom teacher stopped me and asked me to stay. I was trying to sneak away, but the atmosphere seemed ominous.

*Was my presentation too impressive? Or maybe they want my autograph? I hope it's something like that.*

Since the presentation itself was perfect, there shouldn't be any issues. I followed the teacher into a gloomy room.

It felt like a meeting scene from a drama. Older people were sitting around a long rectangular table, and I was sitting at the head, looking around at everyone.

*Are they going to give me a scholarship?*

My homeroom teacher sat next to me. Isn't it an unwritten rule that only one person sits at the head of the table? Still, I moved over a bit to give the elder some space.

"Yeon is usually a very quiet and good child. Sometimes she gets carried away with the atmosphere and can't control herself, but it won't be a problem..."

"Huh?"

"This incident was also a mistake. Right, Yeon?"

"Yes, yes..."

It wasn't the head seat after all. Looking closely, it was more like an interrogation than a place for praise. I stared at the floor with a sour expression.

*Damn, was Si-woo right again? I should have stopped when he told me not to.*

I repeated "yes, yes, yes" blankly, and only after my mental state was completely shattered was I finally able to escape. They decided not to convene a disciplinary committee. Thank goodness.

"So... Teacher Oh, she can still participate in the upcoming inter-school tournament without any issues, right?"

"Of course."

"Yes, we're looking forward to it. Let's aim for first place this time. We have Ra-hee, and now we have Yeon too."

I blinked and looked at my homeroom teacher.

"After the second and third year ranking tournaments end, there will be an inter-school competition. The first team is the captain's team, formed by the first-place winners from each grade and the second-place winner from the third year. The rules are the same as the Chess Olympiad."

"Ah. So... me?"

"Yes. That's why this meeting was briefly held. If problems arise there, it could become an issue for the school. But don't worry too much."

"I see."

So this was to quickly handle things to prevent future problems. That's a relief. I was worried because the atmosphere was so serious.

*And... an inter-school tournament? This sounds fun!*

My worries quickly disappeared, replaced by anticipation. Although there are still four weeks left until the second and third year tournaments end, I'm already excited.

Ch.136 - School Competition (1)
The match to determine the first-year rankings had ended, and now the second-year rankings tournament was beginning. It followed the same format as ours—four days a week, Monday-Tuesday and Thursday-Friday, with two games per day. It would also last two weeks.

However, they measured rankings more precisely. For first-years, tied scores resulted in shared rankings. When only a few students had the same score, the second week usually provided enough opportunity to create point differences, but with many tied students, shared rankings could persist even after the second week.

For first-years, they didn't consider head-to-head records in case of ties—they simply shared the rank. First-year standings weren't that important, so they kept it simple.

But for second and third years, it was different. They considered all head-to-head records and handled ties like a chess Grand Swiss tournament.

I don't know the exact method. The Champion explained it once, but I didn't pay much attention. After all, if you win every game and dominate as the clear first place, such details don't matter.

Tiebreak methods only matter for those in the middle ranks. The top spot should be achieved without needing such complicated methods.

*I vaguely remember that winning against someone with a higher final ranking is better than winning against someone with a lower ranking.*

For example, between two players with 7 points, the one who defeated the second-place finisher would rank higher than the one who defeated the fiftieth-place finisher.

That's roughly how they break ties, as far as I know. In reality, it's even more complicated, so it's easier to just check the official website for rankings.

*Second and third-year tournaments use such troublesome methods. Why go to all that trouble?*

I yawned and slumped over my desk. While the second-years competed in their ranking tournament, first-years weren't idle. Since watching chess greatly helps improve skills, we all observed the second-year matches together.

It wasn't anything special—we just watched matches selected by the teacher, who provided commentary.

*The key to spectating isn't watching the chess but watching the chess players. It would have been better if they installed cameras at each desk.*

Like that simul tournament where cameras captured faces from multiple angles—that would make chess spectating more engaging. It was a bit disappointing.

"Everyone, the matches are about to start, so focus!"

The teacher seemed unusually excited today. Tapping a long wooden stick against the wall, his whole demeanor screamed, "I've prepared really hard for this, so listen well!"

I was about to doze off while leaning on Si-woo's shoulder, but the teacher seemed so intent on giving a proper explanation that I forced myself to stay awake.

*He covered for us to prevent a disciplinary committee meeting, after all.*

The teacher clapped twice and projected an image on the wall. One hundred and fifty boards appeared densely packed on the screen. He tapped the wall with his wooden stick, and several boards enlarged to fill the screen.

I thought the wooden stick might be used as a disciplinary rod, but it seemed to have some built-in functionality.

"These eight seniors will be playing the matches we're watching today."

"Wooow."

The students responded with weak voices. The lackluster applause was impressive in its listlessness. Everyone seemed sleepy since it was still morning.

"You should pay attention! Two of them hold Master titles—a Candidate Master and an International Master. This International Master is ranked first among second-years."

As he tapped the boards with his stick, profiles appeared. One was an ordinary-looking male student, and the other was a male student who looked like he'd be excellent at chess.

The latter truly looked like someone who would excel at chess. He had a robust Chess Belly as if he'd devoured every chess notation in the world, eyes like pinpricks behind his glasses from intense focus, and a turtle-like neck suggesting solid chess skills.

"Some of you may know this, but this person is the International Master."

"I thought so."

"You knew that too, Yeon? While Ra-hee is the most famous student at our school, this student isn't far behind."

"Of course..."

Thankfully, there wasn't any embarrassing revelation like "Actually, this person is just a Candidate Master!" God is fair after all. It would be quite unfair if someone who looked so good at chess was only a Candidate Master.

After hearing explanations about the two Masters' chess styles and preferred openings, the matches began. Since second-years had accumulated data over a year, they provided quite detailed analyses.

The guy who looked incredibly skilled at chess was an all-rounder who used various openings. His opening, middlegame, and endgame skills were all well-balanced. His style was somewhat aggressive.

He didn't attack recklessly, but when it was time to attack, he did so decisively. His record against Ra-hee was 3 wins, 6 draws, and 18 losses.

Considering how aggressively Ra-hee attacks, drawing six times is quite impressive. His International Master title might even be an underestimation.

*You can't get a Grandmaster title just by having a high rating. I wonder how many norms he's achieved.*

To become a Grandmaster, you need to both raise your rating and fulfill three qualification requirements. These requirements, called norms, are quite demanding.

*Well, I can ask about that later if I get the chance.*

For now, watching the match was the priority.

The International Master played Black. The White player thought briefly before advancing the pawn in front of the Queen, and Black immediately developed a Knight, entering an Indian Game.

There are essentially only two openings for Black against the Queen's Pawn Opening: the Indian Game and the Closed Game. The Closed Game is basically the Queen's Gambit, while the Indian Game has too many variations.

*Is he confident in his opening knowledge? Or maybe he just wants to create an imbalance to win.*

The game entered the Nimzo-Indian Defense. Many consider the Nimzo-Indian favorable for Black, so some White players avoid it, but this one accepted it.

The game developed uniquely. White entered a somewhat unfamiliar line to gain an opening advantage and succeeded.

Black's response wasn't the standard one I knew, and he indeed entered a disadvantageous position. It would take several moves to resolve the situation normally.

However, Black solved the position in a rather unique way—or rather, he didn't solve it directly. With an unexpected side attack that changed the battlefield, he quickly resolved his position while his opponent made strange responses in confusion.

The resulting position was much better than what would have been achieved through normal play. The side attack failed, but he eliminated his disadvantage by resolving his position.

*What an interesting concept. No, it's quite a fascinating idea.*

The more I thought about it, the more brilliant it seemed. It was close to gambling, but a reasonable gamble. If successful, a gain of 1000 won; if unsuccessful, a loss of 300 won.

Low risk, low return, but the return was slightly higher than the risk. And the probability of success seemed higher than the probability of failure.

I closed my eyes, visualized the board in my head, and imagined what would happen if White had responded optimally. Black's uncomfortable position would have worsened.

Not just uncomfortable, but suffocatingly restricted.

*But being in a cramped position doesn't necessarily mean losing in chess. Does White have an immediate way to win from this position?*

I kept my eyes closed and calculated a few more moves. I saw several ways for White to increase the advantage, but if Black defended precisely, the position remained quite playable.

Since the game was transitioning from opening to middlegame, there were still many opportunities. This was a gamble I might have taken myself.

*Of course, I wouldn't get into a disadvantageous position in the opening. But if I did, such a gamble might not be bad.*

It was cruder than the traps I use, but decent enough. As the game continued, there weren't any more moves as interesting as that initial gamble.

*He definitely has the potential to become a Grandmaster. His moves show brilliance. He's not the type to just keep losing. There's a reason he won three games against Ra-hee.*

Ra-hee enjoys high-risk, high-return play. But when risk approaches, she counters with aggressive attacks that offset the risk, like threatening with a knife.

It's quite similar to my style in the early part of my career—overcoming failed attacks with even stronger attacks.

*That's why she's a Grandmaster. This person probably won't reach that level.*

The International Master won both games on the first day. He continued to accumulate two wins each on the following days.

Then, in the seventh round, the two Masters finally faced each other—the Candidate Master (CM), the lowest Master title, versus the International Master (IM), just below Grandmaster.

This would reveal the International Master's potential. How would his low-risk, low-return play work against another Master?

*I need to watch this carefully. If it works... I can adopt it.*

If it proves effective in this match, I'll analyze it, digest it, and use similar moves myself. After all, spectating is ultimately about devouring your opponents with your eyes.

Ch.137 - School Competition (2)
Chapter 137

The battle between a Candidate Master and an International Master. Probability-wise, the International Master naturally has the higher chance of winning. The chess master system consists of four levels.

The order is CM, FM, IM, GM. Among them, Candidate Master is the lowest level. There's quite a gap between it and International Master, which is third in the hierarchy.

They say that an ordinary person with average talent can reach Candidate Master level if they work extremely hard.

But International Master is different. It's not just about having a high rating. Like Grandmaster, becoming an International Master requires meeting specific qualifications.

It's a bigger difference than most people think. But I believe there's still a possibility.

*Don't underestimate someone just because they're a CM. It seems like a money game by the chess association, but it's still a high wall that amateurs can't climb over.*

In my past life, one of the people who represented Korea at the Chess Olympiad was a Candidate Master.

Many people dismiss it as the lowest master level, but a master is still a master. In a chess wasteland, even a Candidate Master is treated as a national representative.

*A minor who's a Candidate Master in their second year of high school could reach International Master with consistent effort.*

Grandmaster, I'm not sure about. There are plenty of people who become International Masters at a young age but never reach Grandmaster. That requires talent beyond just effort.

*So they're kind of similar. Neither is a Grandmaster, but both have the potential to become one. Despite the rating difference and the gap between master titles, those don't determine everything.*

I pulled my seat back and stared intently at the wall. Since the broadcast hadn't started yet, all I could see was a white wall.

On that white wall, I mentally drew a chess board. The board appeared on the wall. Though it didn't exist in reality, I could see it clearly.

Before the match begins, I'm preparing. I'll analyze the game between the two masters, figuring out what moves should be played.

Right now, I'm stagnant. I'm stuck in front of a huge wall, just treading water. No matter how hard I try, my skills won't improve.

*I don't know how to break through that wall either. That's why I'm trying different things. Since enlightenment comes unexpectedly, it's important to try everything.*

A match between two masters should be quite interesting. I might find a clue to break through the huge wall in front of me.

I suddenly gave Si-woo's arm a light tap.

"What?"

"This is all your fault."

If it weren't for Si-woo, I would have cleanly quit chess and won a Nobel Prize. The chess world would be ravaged and ruined by the Scottish Monster, but the scientific world would experience another revolution thanks to a genius like me.

The reason that didn't happen is because of Si-woo. He brought me back to chess. Not only did he bring me back, but he made me play chess sincerely.

So the reason I'm struggling to overcome this wall is also because of Si-woo.

*Oh... I feel much better now. This is why blaming others feels good.*

Si-woo was rubbing his arm with a puzzled expression. He looked kind of cute, so I hit him once more.

"Why, why?"

"Just accept it and take the hits."

Because I'm too lazy to explain.

Si-woo looked at me with an extremely wronged expression. I maintained a bold and shameless face as I patted his arm. I didn't hit him hard because I didn't want to hurt him.

"It doesn't hurt... but it feels weird."

"As long as it doesn't hurt, it's fine. Just keep taking hits until the chess match starts."

"Mmm."

In the end, I kept tapping Si-woo's arm until the chess match started. My arm got tired.

The International Master takes black, and the Candidate Master takes white. It feels like a well-balanced match.

Games become interesting when the higher-rated player takes black and the lower-rated player takes white. The higher-rated player wants to win, so they play aggressively despite having black, and the lower-rated player plays aggressively because they have white.

Both black and white are likely to pursue victory.

*White moved the pawn in front of the king. Then black... will probably respond with the Sicilian.*

As expected. Black seems to want victory. The Sicilian Defense is the most aggressive opening in response to the King's Pawn Opening. It tends to create imbalances, so draws are rare.

The game proceeded with the Sicilian Open, and on the fifth move, black advanced the a-pawn one square, entering the Sicilian Najdorf.

That's the opening I use most often when playing black. I have a much deeper understanding of it than most Grandmasters, and I've studied it so much that I could write a book about it without additional research.

*I should watch this not as a spectator but as a supreme judge.*

I sat with my legs crossed arrogantly. But Si-woo grabbed my feet and made me uncross them.

"Crossing your legs is bad for you. It can twist your pelvis."

"But why did you grab my feet to put them down? You could have just said something or gently pushed my legs."

Si-woo didn't answer my question. I didn't bother asking again either.

I didn't cross my legs anymore, but I maintained my arrogant posture as I continued watching. The Sicilian Najdorf is one of the openings with an enormous number of variations.

Even Najdorf himself, who first researched and used the Sicilian Najdorf, abandoned it in his later years, saying things like, "This is too complicated. Why am I using this?"

And the game... entered the Poisoned Pawn Variation, known for being particularly complex among Sicilian Najdorf variations.

The Sicilian Defense is one of the most diverse openings black can use. The Sicilian Najdorf is known for being complex among Sicilian variations. And the Poisoned Pawn Variation is particularly sharp among Sicilian Najdorf variations.

*Wow... that's some incredible confidence.*

Did they confidently enter the Poisoned Pawn Variation because they studied hard? Even I don't enter the Poisoned Pawn Variation against The Champion. He's always one step ahead of me. That's how complex and sharp it is.

White sacrifices a pawn to gain piece activity, and black places the queen in an unstable position, suffering a tempo disadvantage. It's so sharp that one mistake could immediately cost black the queen.

I calmly drew the board in my head and brought up my opening repertoire. Numerous branches of the Poisoned Pawn Variation came to mind.

Gambling moves, stable moves, perfect moves. After visualizing all of them, I calmly focused on the game. Though it wasn't my game, I immersed myself as if I were playing.

*That move is also one I've researched. It's the sharpest move black can play. But that sharpness could also stab oneself.*

Moves were placed on the board in my head. After trying several moves mentally, I compared positions and proceeded along what seemed to be the best path.

Since these were moves I had researched in advance, it wasn't particularly difficult. If things went according to the scenario I envisioned, white could gain an advantage.

Unfortunately, the white player didn't follow the moves I had envisioned. I quickly rearranged the moves and drew new branches. I looked for the best move and found it.

This time, they followed halfway but then wavered. As moves different from what I found were played, new branches spread out again.

*Maybe it's because they're not Grandmasters. They seem to be lacking something.*

There were many cases where the moves matched what I found, but there were also quite a few that were completely different. In those cases, I continued to draw out possibilities and compensate.

My head started to feel hot. They're both good, but not as good as me. They follow along just enough to overwork my brain.

The game had already reached the endgame. The International Master had one more pawn. However, looking at the overall position, it didn't seem significantly tilted.

*If white just follows the scenario I drew, they can still manage. A draw is possible in this situation.*

After spinning pieces in my head throughout the Standard game, my energy started to deplete. If I were playing, I'd only need to find the best move once, but watching others play means I have to find it multiple times.

*Could it be... that stamina is the cause? Is the reason I can't overcome the wall because of stamina?*

I don't think so. This is a special case, and normally, playing one game of chess doesn't tire me out.

I shook my head and continued watching. Though it was tiring, I didn't give up and kept moving the pieces. White's position gradually worsened. It reached a point where white needed black to make a mistake to achieve a draw.

I didn't give up until the end and looked for possibilities, but I couldn't find any. The game ultimately ended with black's victory.

*I don't feel like I've overcome the wall at all. I just feel like I've overworked my brain.*

I stared at the screen with a sullen expression. The screen displayed a plain 0-1. The International Master had won their second game of the day and reached the halfway point with a score of 8.0.

And in the second week of the second-year rankings, the International Master won all eight games. They also achieved a perfect victory.

I watched and analyzed all those games, overworking my brain. But I couldn't find the answer to overcome the wall.

It was quite disappointing. I didn't feel impatient, but I felt frustrated. Would something change if I analyzed the third-year games? I'm not sure.

Ch.138 - School Competition (3)
The moment a second-year student achieved an undefeated championship, I felt an uneasy sensation wash over me. I had acted so proud of my own undefeated first-year championship, even giving an arrogant speech about it.

But... if someone achieves an undefeated championship in second year too, wouldn't that make my accomplishment seem insignificant? I don't mind thinking less of my own achievements, but I hate when others do.

Sure, my victory was just slaughtering amateurs—nothing special—but I'd be quite angry if someone else pointed that out.

*At this rate, my achievement will fade away! Comparing an undefeated first-year championship to an undefeated second-year championship, the latter is obviously more difficult.*

And there will probably be an undefeated champion in third year too. The person known as the best player besides me. Ra-hee, the future of Korean chess who holds a Grandmaster title.

Ra-hee's playing style is somewhat aggressive and unstable, but that's only a weakness when facing other Grandmasters.

Average amateurs and even Master title holders below Grandmaster would find it difficult to exploit that weakness.

*Ra-hee is quite renowned even among Grandmasters. Her undefeated championship is practically guaranteed... so what happens to my achievement?*

Should I challenge the second and third-year students? I could ask the teacher to broadcast it and show off that I'm the best in front of the entire school.

*It's possible, but... asking the teacher for something like that. Let's just forget about one achievement.*

I know our homeroom teacher is nice, but honestly, I feel uncomfortable. I've never had connections with adult women in either my past or present life.

There are occasional exceptions, but usually female chess champions are around the mid-to-lower tier of male Grandmasters. There was no place for women in the tournaments I would enter.

I was a minor, rarely went outside, and even when I did, people only saw me as a child... I had zero contact with adult women. My homeroom teacher makes me quite uncomfortable.

*Let's forget about the achievement. Instead, I can win everything at the inter-school tournament. Originally, the third-year champion takes the first board, but Ra-hee knows my skill and will probably yield it to me.*

It's a good plan. I've already given a splendid speech in front of the first-years and felt that "speech high." Once you taste that high, you can't forget it, and you keep craving more.

I've been holding back until now, but now I want to be treated like a hero. The chess master acknowledged by everyone. The strongest chess player who plays better than anyone else.

I hid my strength because I wanted to live quietly, but when I hid it, people really didn't know. I hid it too well. So now I need to show it a bit.

This inter-school tournament will be a good opportunity. Me, taking the first board over our school's most famous person, Ra-hee. And me, not losing a single game. Me, proudly lifting the trophy in front of everyone.

*Just imagining it is so cool...!*

This is different from how I've been until now. If I was "the second-ranked hiding her strength" until now, from now on I'll be "the future champion not hiding her strength."

This future was already decided when the news spread that I had drawn against the Champion.

"Yeon-a, are you plotting world domination again?"

"Hmm? What nonsense are you talking about?"

"You have that subtly arrogant, confident expression. Sometimes you smirk while slightly lifting your chin and pushing out your chest. Whenever you do that, you seem to be thinking... something unique."

"It's not a unique thought..."

How should I explain this? Should I say I won't hide my strength anymore? But if I say that, Si-woo will look at me with those warm eyes.

Warm eyes are nice, but that warmth seems to say, "Our Yeon is still such an innocent child... I need to take good care of her."

It's nice, but receiving it constantly becomes pathetic. My mental age is higher than Si-woo's, but getting that look makes me feel like I'm being treated as a middle schooler.

*Have I teased Si-woo too much? Does he not see me as the same age anymore, but more like a cousin just entering middle school?*

Worried for a moment, I took off my indoor shoes and socks and put my feet on Si-woo's legs. His eyes alternated between my face and feet.

Seems like it's not that bad yet.

"W-why the feet all of a sudden?"

"It's a bribe to let it slide. You know, like in the old days when you got caught speeding by military police, you'd slip them some money and say 'Let me off just this once~'"

"...That's way too old. Even when my dad went to the military, military police were on their way out."

"Anyway. Since you took the bribe, let's move on. If you've properly accepted it, put my socks back on."

Si-woo put my socks back on without saying much. Does he acknowledge that my feet are a bribe? He only pointed out the military police part and didn't mention the bribe part.

"Wait a minute. Why is this a bribe?"

"Oh, I see. I'll wear stockings from tomorrow. I didn't like them because they're stuffy and hot... but you're saying stockings would be a bribe?"

"No! What do you take me for?"

"Are you curious? Want me to tell you?"

"...I think it's better not to know."

While chatting with Si-woo, the time for the third-year ranking tournament approached. The third-year tournament is essentially a battle for second place.

Ra-hee is someone who would rank in the top ten even considering all of Korea, not just the school. Since her skills have improved recently, she has almost no rivals at the minor level.

She played with white from the first game. Her first move was naturally advancing the pawn in front of the king by two squares. She plays chess based on King's Pawn, quite similar to my style in the early part of my career.

The opening entered Petrov's Defense. A representative drawing opening used by black. When this defense appears in Grandmaster games, it's a draw eight or nine times out of ten.

I can't see Ra-hee's face, but I can clearly imagine what expression she's making. She's probably staring at her opponent with small, wide-open pupils.

She gains psychological advantage by glaring at her opponent while showing the whites of her eyes... but actually, it's just her venting her anger.

*They could just lose cleanly, but instead they drag it out...*

I shook my head. That Petrov's Defense user probably developed the kingside knight without much thought. But because of that one move, everyone will suffer.

It's hard to watch exchanges aimed at forcing a draw, hard for the players, and hard for me who's analyzing the game intensely.

Actually, I'm having the hardest time. I have to think much more than the people playing directly.

*Still, I have to do it... I have to do something to see the answer. Miracles are only given to those who act.*

Despite my reluctance, I started analyzing. I visualized the board in my head, drew the current situation, and imagined the next moves. I considered what the best move would be, recalling all my past experiences.

Moves were made one by one, and I stopped at appropriate points to analyze the position. Even if it looked fine, I never ended my analysis. I drew the picture multiple times, analyzing to find even a slightly better move.

After finding the best move, I would reach out, make the move, and lightly press the clock. That's it.

It was as natural as breathing. Chess that I've played tens of thousands of times over more than ten years. An activity that has been with me all that time.

It's the best method to find the best move I can find. Simply put, this is the best approach.

*This method is wrong? That's nonsense. How else would you calculate moves without using this? If you're going to rely entirely on instinct, you might as well play speed chess.*

I shook off the distracting thoughts and focused on Ra-hee's game. She was indeed aggressive. Despite facing Petrov's Defense, a drawing opening, she somehow created a complex position.

It was quite impressive to see her dramatically shake up the board without taking much damage in the process of creating complexity. During that process, quite a few moves I hadn't thought of appeared, making my head quite complicated.

"Phew..."

The middlegame was in full swing. The game had already tilted toward Ra-hee, and she just needed to secure the resignation. It would be over soon, but my head was starting to get tired.

"Yeon-a. Relax your shoulders and be more comfortable. Your trapezius muscles seem too tense."

"Ah, yes. You're right."

"And you should also relax your face and head a bit."

"Hmm..."

"You're analyzing, right? Yeon-a, trust yourself more. Filter out what needs filtering, eliminate what's unnecessary."

I took a slow breath in and out, relaxing my body. Honestly, I don't know how to relax my head. Is he telling me not to think? If that were possible, I wouldn't be human.

Just like how "Don't think of a whale!" immediately makes you think of a whale, telling someone not to do something makes them do it. The human brain doesn't process negation. If you tell it not to think, it thinks about how not to think.

*I don't know what he wants me to do.*

And then, Si-woo suddenly took my hand. He gently wrapped both his hands around mine and pressed firmly.

In that moment, my head became hazy and the board in my mind blurred.

Ch.139 - School Competition (4)
I analyzed the text carefully, noting all character names and terms from the glossary. Here's the translation:

Chapter 139

I analyze as many different moves as deeply as possible. I immerse myself in the game, treating chess not as a simple board game but as if my life depends on it.

I focus on reading moves in this small world of 64 squares created by the alternating black and white. From countless branches, I eliminate meaningless ones, remove bad moves, and select only promising ones to place on the board one by one.

A mental activity worthy of the name "Mind Sport." After minimizing physical interference and engaging in pure mental activity, I find the best move. I place that move on the board, then search for the next best move.

That's my chess.

Analyzing as many different moves as deeply as possible. Here, "as possible" means to the limit my mind can endure. In complex situations, I read about 5 moves ahead; in simpler ones, more than 10.

My analysis method: placing all possible moves on the board and examining them one by one.

It comes with considerable mental fatigue, and my body feels drained after matches, but this method has brought me to second place. It's the best way to find moves even in difficult situations.

If someone told me this method was wrong, I wouldn't even pretend to listen. It's the method I've used for over ten years. It can't be wrong. It's the most orthodox and best approach.

Immersing myself in chess, concentrating all my mental energy, and freely exploring moves in the narrow world of 64 squares is the best way.

Surely, that's right.

"Si-woo, move your hand. I'm trying to concentrate."

"Concentration" and "immersion" are essential for my method. Focusing as if the small board becomes my everything, immersing myself in the small world of 64 black and white squares.

That makes it easier to read various moves. It's practically the secret I've discovered throughout my chess career.

"Your hand...!"

To use this method, optimal conditions must be met. Comfortable posture, clear mind, stable emotions. Without these three, concentration becomes difficult.

With Si-woo firmly holding my hand, none of the three were fulfilled. I was uncomfortable with my hand restrained, my mind wavered from contact with Si-woo, and my heart was pounding, preventing emotional stability.

"Just try it this way."

"No...! How can I concentrate like this? Concentration means gathering all your body's strength solely in your head. When your attention is diverted elsewhere, you can't concentrate!"

"Try anyway. You're not playing chess right now, are you? Just imagine lightly, relax your body, and take it easy."

"That's why I'm saying I need to concentrate to do that properly."

"Yeon-a. Do you read all the moves like that even in speed chess like Blitz or Bullet?"

Si-woo suddenly changed the subject. I tried to pull my hand away while still answering properly.

"No. How could I do that in speed chess? Just once or twice at crucial moments, reading quickly and shallowly is enough."

"Try doing it that way now. Use the method like in speed chess, but take as much time as in Standard games."

"Those are completely different things... sigh...."

Si-woo seems to not understand chess. Telling me to use the speed chess method for a longer time like Standard. Those two are fundamentally different and can't be mixed.

Is it like telling a sprinter, "Create speed like when you're at top speed, and maintain it for a long time"? Would that break the marathon world record? If it did, I'd acknowledge it.

But that's impossible. If you have short and thick, or thin and long, you have to choose one; you can't have thick and long, can you?

Of course, chess is mental, not physical, and the brain isn't divided like muscles. But it's still impossible.

*Si-woo's amateur-like idea... what should I do with this?*

After pondering briefly, I concluded it was impossible. Either immerse deeply or give up concentration and read the game quickly and briefly. I must choose one. That's how I've done it for over ten years.

"It won't work. I can't use that method."

"No. You can do it. Don't say it won't work, just try."

"Si-woo. You don't know how long and how much I've played chess. If you knew, you'd be surprised at how dedicated I've been. I can't think of Blitz like Standard. Just tell me to pick a move that looks good at first glance."

"No. That won't do. Abandon your old methods completely and use a new one."

I looked at Si-woo with disbelief. It was like telling a right-handed batter, "This time, swing with your left hand and hit a home run."

*If it were physical, at least the action would be visible...! Changing methods in a mind sport? How on earth do I do that?*

It would have been much easier if he'd asked me to just hug him tightly and name moves that looked good, like when watching games at home. Back then, I didn't read many moves and mostly guessed.

I was lucky to pick the best move... that was really just luck.

*Is that what he's thinking of? It might be similar, but completely changing methods is impossible. Unless it's just looking and guessing.*

While struggling in Si-woo's grip, the game was already ending. At this point, analysis wasn't even necessary. Even a supercomputer couldn't reverse this game.

"...Let go now. The game's over. No need for analysis."

"Hmm.... Should I be doing this from the beginning tomorrow?"

"You told me to return to chess. You shouldn't interfere. Just cheering from the side is help enough. Nothing special needed. Just believe in me and cheer for me."

It's nice that Si-woo wants to do something for me. Just the intention is nice. But the method itself is so absurd that I simply can't do it.

I boldly rejected Si-woo's request. It hurt. Maybe I should have listened more attentively and rejected it more gently.

I worry that my cold rejection might have hurt Si-woo's feelings. This is why I hate rejecting requests from someone precious.

"I-I'm sorry."

"Huh? For what?"

"I rejected your request... You asked me to try, but I said I couldn't without much consideration. It might have been worth trying...."

My fingertips trembled. I seemed to have neglected Si-woo because of chess. He might have been hurt when I asked him to let go of my hand.

"No! No, I was just saying. It's okay. Don't be like that. I'm not upset at all. Don't worry, just breathe slowly."

"Hoo... haaa... hoo... haaa...."

"That's right. Yes. Oh my, you were doing better lately, but it's still hard for you."

"...Was this behavior strange too? Isn't it natural to feel guilty when coldly rejecting a request from someone precious?"

"You might feel guilty, but you don't need to be so severe. You can reject unreasonable requests. Like now."

"Ah...."

My head understands, but my heart can't accept it. This seems too early for me. Rejecting requests should be possible. But I'm afraid of the discomfort that follows.

*I overcame excessive dependency, but this part still remains. It's been a while. Suddenly feeling anxious and tight-chested.*

Along with the trauma of defeat, I overcame excessive dependency on Si-woo. He gave me confidence and told me it was okay to lose, helping me overcome one flaw.

But I still had defects remaining.

"Sigh.... I'm calmer now. Normally I'd be fine, but I was mentally unstable just now. I was frustrated because I couldn't concentrate on chess, and I think I got excessively irritated to relieve that frustration."

"It wasn't that excessive...."

"No. I don't want to talk to you that way. That was my mistake. I should have spoken more gently."

I'm not too worried about having flaws. Si-woo will always be by my side and provide the best answers for me. And being unable to reject requests isn't a major flaw, is it?

It's not that I can't reject all requests; I just can't reject requests from people I've opened my heart to. In this world, Si-woo is the only such person.

As long as there are no extreme situations like today, there should be no problem.

*Let's do it as usual. I've firmly told Si-woo, so he won't interfere much with my chess from now on. Just think and concentrate as usual.*

My usual move-reading method. Immersing myself in the chess board, diving into the small world of 64 squares. Thoroughly reading all moves in that small world and finding the best one.

It's the best method that brought me to second place in the rankings. Even without Si-woo doing anything special, I can reach the Challenger position with that method.

*Then what about the Champion?*

A sudden question. A question flies toward myself. Can I beat the Champion with that method? Somehow reaching second place is one thing, but is first place possible?

Naturally, I couldn't answer. I couldn't confidently say I could beat the Champion.

*I don't know. Maybe I'll realize it someday. Someday all my flaws will disappear, someday I'll find a new method, someday I'll be able to beat the Champion.*

Si-woo will take care of everything. He's the one who brought me back to chess. Just as he's found answers so far, he'll find the answer this time too.

Ch.140 - School Competition (5)
The Champion's Rival

The third-year competition ended with Ra-hee's perfect victory. My achievement of winning without a single loss now means practically nothing. Since both second and third-year students finished with perfect records, there was no room for first-years to show off.

*It's disappointing, but that's okay. I just need to take the first board position and shine there. And if that doesn't work out... it still doesn't matter. I'll become someone recognized in world competitions.*

Though I was actually quite disappointed, I pretended to be fine. I couldn't let my disappointment show while taking the group photo.

The team consisted of four people: the first-year winner, second-year winner, and the third-year winner and runner-up. These four would represent our school in the inter-school tournament.

The group photo we were taking now was in preparation for that tournament. We'd already taken individual photos sitting on an antique sofa, and now it was time for the group shot.

"Okay, student on the left? Could you lower your chin slightly? Yes, that's good. The boy next to you should actually raise yours a bit. Look confident!"

This has been going on for over ten minutes when a quick shot would have sufficed. It would be easier if we just held name tags and took photos like prison inmates.

Despite my annoyance, I followed the photographer's instructions carefully. I worried that lowering my chin too much would create unflattering folds.

"Student, don't lower it that much... try doing it like when you take selfies?"

I blinked at the photographer in confusion. Do it like when I take selfies? Si-woo usually takes my photos, so I rarely take selfies.

Seeing my confusion, Ra-hee approached and gently held my chin, adjusting the angle. I thought we'd gotten closer, but she's still intimidating up close.

There's something unsettling about her gaze. Her small pupils make her look a bit scary.

"Relax your neck. Smile gently and look at the camera lens."

"Okay."

"That's it. Good. I think this angle works, don't you agree?"

She directed her question to the photographer, who hesitated before answering in a small voice.

I wondered if he was intimidated by her presence. Just as I was thinking this, the photographer's eyes suddenly lit up and he began giving instructions with excitement.

"Wait! Ra-hee, could you do that pose again? The one you just did?"

"This one?" she asked, gently holding my chin and adjusting the angle.

The photographer nodded enthusiastically and gave a thumbs up. I blinked in confusion, wondering when we'd actually take the group photo.

The camera flash went off, capturing the moment. The light was so bright that I squinted. Not wanting to look bad in the photo, I forced my eyes to stay open.

"Great! Yeon, that look is perfect! Keep it just like that... good!"

Another flash went off. I had no idea what was supposedly good about it.

"Let's try a different angle. Do you have any poses in mind? Something you two would like to do together?"

I sighed deeply and sat on the sofa. Didn't people in the old days believe cameras stole your soul? That seems accurate now. I felt completely drained, like my soul was being sucked away.

"Hmm... Yeon-a. This seems like a good opportunity?"

"What? I just want to take a quick photo and rest."

"Really?"

Ra-hee leaned on the sofa arm next to me, then moved closer and whispered in my ear.

"If we take photos now, it's free. The photographer is obsessed with taking something different. The school will pay any extra fees anyway."

That was interesting enough to bring my soul back from the camera. Who dislikes free things with no risk? Certainly not me.

How many more chances would I have to get concept shots from a professional photographer for free? Probably almost none. Plus, these photos wouldn't be used for official purposes like the school tournament.

The photographer was fixated on taking photos of just the two of us. So wouldn't the results belong to us? If the photos would be exclusively mine, I felt motivated.

"You're simple-minded. But I like that about you. Yeon-a. Look up at me with that same expression."

I rested my arm on the sofa armrest and looked at Ra-hee with eager eyes. I could hear the photographer's exclamations.

The flash went off repeatedly, capturing more and more photos of just Ra-hee and me.

"Whew... Perfect. That was perfect."

"So are we done now?"

"No. We still need to take the group photo."

My face immediately scrunched up at the mention of group photos. The camera was about to steal my soul again. I took the group photo with a lifeless expression, and the shooting finally ended after what felt like forever.

Though the photo session was over, Ra-hee approached the photographer as if she had something to say.

"Can I see the photos?"

"Oh, they haven't been edited yet..."

"That's fine. Just show me the ones of Yeon-i and me together."

"Ah, yes."

"Yeon-a. Come over here and look too. We took these together."

The photos of Ra-hee and me. Though he said they weren't edited, the camera itself seemed to have some built-in enhancement features.

Even to someone like me with zero knowledge about photography... they looked quite impressive. One woman holding another's chin with a provocative smile. One woman sitting on the sofa looking up arrogantly, while the other woman intimidates her.

*These look pretty good even without editing. The rival dynamic really comes through. Two women looking like they could devour each other, one provoking and the other responding. In this setup... I'm the Champion and she's the Challenger.*

Both of us being attractive made for a good picture. I'm confident in my profile, and as for Ra-hee... the camera angle was perfect. She wasn't shown in profile but at an angle that hid any flaws.

I noticed during the simul too—Ra-hee seems to care a lot about these things. You could say she has the qualities of a superstar.

Acting like that will certainly make her popular. She has excellent chess skills, outstanding looks, and while I'm not sure about her personality, she doesn't seem particularly difficult.

She'd become famous even if she did nothing. But when you add her attention to detail... she could truly become a chess superstar.

She'll be one of a kind. Especially since she's a rare Woman Grandmaster. There are currently no skilled and beautiful Woman Grandmasters.

*She's unique in the world. Within five years, she'll be the most popular star in chess. She might even become more popular than the Champion. People prefer pretty young women to middle-aged men, after all.*

But then, what would happen to me? The question suddenly occurred to me. If I became Champion, I'd be more famous than Ra-hee.

A pretty 20-something Grandmaster might be preferable to a middle-aged male Champion, but if there's an even prettier Champion, naturally that Champion would take precedence.

But what if I couldn't become Champion and remained just an average Grandmaster? A Grandmaster ranked around 100th in the world.

Still among the best, but practically impossible to qualify for the Candidates Tournament. If I were at that level, wouldn't I be overshadowed by Ra-hee?

*Popularity isn't directly proportional to skill. If I become a top-100 player and she ranks around 1000, she'll still take all my spotlight.*

In that case, even if I achieved great things, the spotlight wouldn't come to me. They'd choose the safe option of Ra-hee over someone like me who makes frequent verbal mistakes and gets nervous during speeches.

Ra-hee started to look like a competitor. I wasn't too worried since my current skill level could win at least 7 out of 10 games against her.

But someone as meticulous as her could gain popularity regardless of skill.

*She might become more famous than me?*

This could cause a major problem with my plan. My plan to become the most popular player in Korea before going abroad to make my mark.

The Korean girl offered knighthood in Britain, the only person worth trading Shakespeare for, the one who shocks America and makes Japan tremble. I wanted to become the top star with articles like that backing me.

After becoming famous, I wanted to show Si-woo how everyone adored me. I wanted to become such an amazing person that he would feel honored just to be by my side.

Of course, this plan changes every time I wake up, and even this version will be fuzzy an hour from now. Only the main idea of "becoming famous and earning Si-woo's recognition" stays consistent.

Anyway, I want to become the top star and stand proudly before Si-woo. To do that, I need to surpass Ra-hee.

I need to show everyone that I'm better at chess, prettier, and more perfect than her.

"Unnie."

I spoke with determination.

"Yes? Why are you calling me?"

Ra-hee's gaze seemed especially fierce today. I felt intimidated for a moment but clenched my fist and continued.

"For the inter-school tournament. I'll take the first board. Please give it to me."

I was planning to say this anyway. But now it had become something I absolutely had to say. If things continued like this, I felt like Ra-hee would take everything from me.

Ra-hee looked at me with a cold gaze. The first board—the position that gets all the attention. Essentially the leader's position.

*If she refuses, I'll challenge her to a chess match in front of everyone!*

I was nervous but didn't show it.

"Well, sure. You're better than me anyway."

"Huh?"

She accepted my request so easily that my determination seemed pointless. I smiled victoriously and returned to the classroom. Now my plan was safe.

Ch.141 - School Competition (6)
# Chapter 141

As I was enjoying my usual daily routine, the Inter-School Tournament schedule was suddenly set. A total of 48 schools are participating in this tournament. Not just chess-specialized high schools like ours, but many regular schools are participating too.

I heard that some rural schools joined simply because friends wanted to enter a chess competition together. Since there were no preliminaries and anyone could participate by just gathering people and paying the fee, there seemed to be quite a lot of participating schools.

*The prize money is quite substantial. If we make it to the top 16, we can cover the participation fee, and if we reach the top 8, we could have a Korean beef feast. And if we place in the top 4, the reward becomes really significant...*

Just making it to the top 16 means the participation fee is waived. That seems like a big deal. While reaching the top 8 might be challenging, the top 16 seems relatively achievable. It's basically giving us a free opportunity to compete against skilled players from across the country.

*I can't believe some schools aren't participating in this great tournament. While 48 is a lot, shouldn't there be more? Like... 3000 or so.*

The thought of 3000 schools competing in chess makes my heart race. If I ever become president, I'll create a mandatory chess education law for all citizens. Then every high school in the country would participate in the tournament.

"Yeon-a. What are you doing? We need to start."

"Ah, yes. Ahem."

Setting my daydreams aside, I focused on the present. The tournament schedule being set meant that the brackets and opponents had been determined. As the school's top player and superstar, I needed to analyze and find weaknesses.

*Ra-hee and I are safe win cards, but the other two are less reliable. Especially the second-best third-year. His play is too unstable.*

This tournament follows the World Cup rules—not the Chess World Cup, but the Soccer World Cup. The 48 schools are divided into 12 groups, with the top two from each group advancing directly to the round of 32, plus the eight best third-place teams.

Making it to the round of 32 shouldn't be a problem. But what comes after is concerning. Like the World Cup, one loss means immediate elimination. No matter how amazing I am, if the other three don't perform well, we're out.

Ra-hee is a guaranteed win, but she occasionally malfunctions. If she happens to malfunction while the second-year representative unluckily loses and the third-year deputy barely manages a draw... we're eliminated.

"First, second-year representative and third-year deputy. Want to play a game of chess with Yeon?"

"Huh? Why?"

"Aren't you curious? About the skill of our first board player."

Ra-hee points at me. I shrug my shoulders, indicating they can do as they please.

"A simul, okay?"

"Yes. That's fine."

Why bother playing separately? Ra-hee smiles amusingly as she sets up the boards. After placing all the pieces, she turns the boards so that the black pieces are in front of me.

But she wasn't done yet. After checking my reaction, she removed a Knight from the left board and a Rook from the right board. The left board belonged to the second-year representative, and the right board to the third-year deputy.

"Since we're doing a simul, be generous. You can win even with this handicap, right?"

I'm exactly the type of person who falls for such simple provocation. Playing without a Knight is quite burdensome, but winning that way would establish a perfect hierarchy.

I accepted the challenge. Against the second-year representative, I took black and removed a Knight. Against the third-year deputy, I took black and removed a Rook.

Ra-hee seemed to have balanced the handicaps well. With my skill, these were gaps I could definitely overcome.

"Are you really going to play like this?"

"Yes. One Knight is fine. I've often played without a Knight."

When Ra-hee playfully tried to put the Knight and Rook back in their places, I grabbed her hand to stop her. In chess, the difference of one piece is quite significant, but not insurmountable.

*Maybe a worn-out 35-year-old International Master would struggle, but a high school second-year International Master with youthful energy should be easy.*

I arrogantly crossed my arms and wiggled my finger at the two players. At that moment, Ra-hee was startled and uncrossed my arms.

"Unless you're trying to seduce them... it's better not to cross your arms like that."

"Ah, I... Yes."

After clearing my throat, I tapped the board. The two students hesitated before sitting down. The third-year deputy made the first move.

He advanced his Queen's pawn two squares, then looked at the second-year representative. The second-year also tentatively reached out and made his move—advancing his Queen's pawn two squares as well.

Rather than wanting to play a closed game opening, it seemed like he was trying to take advantage of the Queen's side piece advantage. The Knight and Rook that Ra-hee had removed were both Queen's side pieces.

*You can't use normal openings in chess with pieces removed anyway.*

I developed my pieces as passively as possible. I advanced my Queen's pawn two squares and my King's pawn one square.

Instead of developing my King's side Knight to f6, I developed it to e6. Instead, I developed my King's side Bishop to g7 to gain high activity.

No matter what move my opponents made, I silently continued with my planned development. If normal exchanges occurred, I would lose. In this situation, I needed to shake up my opponents first.

*If I had to describe these two in one phrase... they're young geniuses.*

Although they may not be Grandmasters, they're certainly worthy of being called geniuses. They've earned titles in their teens that others can't achieve even in their 40s.

*But I've met many such middling geniuses in my past life. Not world-renowned geniuses, but locally recognized ones...*

I also know well how to deal with them. The advantage of young geniuses is their youth, but that's also their disadvantage.

Their youth makes them enthusiastic and creative, but it also makes them easily swayed by vigor and easily shaken. Only those who overcome all these shortcomings become mature geniuses who shake the world.

I don't think these two are at that level. So, this method should work.

"Wow... Yeon-a, is this right?"

Even Ra-hee frowned at my defensive formation. It was a variation of the "Hedgehog Defense" that sometimes appears in the Sicilian Defense.

It's called the "Hedgehog Defense" because it looks like a curled-up hedgehog. Of course, what I'm using is slightly different from that Hedgehog Defense.

I advanced my Queen's pawn two squares, developed my Knight to e7, and my King's side Bishop to g7. The c-pawn also remained in place.

But like the Hedgehog Defense, I pushed the a and b pawns and developed my Queen's side Bishop.

The position of the Queen and Rooks was also similar to that of the Hedgehog Defense. It was quite different from the original... but that was unavoidable. Since I started with pieces removed, I had to adapt accordingly.

The shapes of the two tables were subtly different. On the table where the Rook was removed, I developed both Knights defensively, and on the table where the Knight was removed, I developed both Rooks somewhat aggressively.

"I think I know what you're thinking... but will it work? Wouldn't it be better to play as you usually do?"

Ra-hee, an attack-first advocate, disliked my passive defense. I turned my head away because her gaze was burdensome.

"Yeon-a. Have you heard the saying 'attack is the best defense'?"

"Aish! I'll handle it myself."

"The problem is that if I leave you alone, you'll handle it too well. If you continue like this, you'll win too easily. Don't you think?"

I frowned slightly at her confident tone. And there were two people who were even more surprised than me—the two who had advantages of 3 and 5 points.

The second-year representative had a particularly strong reaction. He was just about to make a move when he heard Ra-hee's words, and his hand stopped, hovering in mid-air.

"This handicap is fine, right? Friend, put your hand down and think again. Isn't the Queen's position a bit unstable?"

Ra-hee tapped the board with her finger, directly showing what move should be made. I pressed my lips together and started making moves.

Ra-hee began to interfere with both tables simultaneously. She didn't touch reasonable moves but prevented overly strange or bad moves.

After a few coaching interventions, the white's formation became much more stable. All the gaps I was aiming for disappeared, and my weaknesses began to stand out.

"...Unnie. Are you really doing this?"

"Doing what?"

Ra-hee pressured me with her big, bright eyes. This wasn't provocation; it was a declaration of war.

*This is a bit...*

Though her career might be short, she's still a Grandmaster. She has an attack-first belief which makes her quite unstable, but conversely, it means she reached that position despite that instability.

I sighed at the sudden change of opponent. This had become troublesome.

"Fine, whatever. Let's just do it."

"I thought you'd say that."

Ra-hee smiled and started making moves. There was no advice. She just made the moves herself. The two students sitting awkwardly looked uncomfortable.

I immediately changed my style. Originally, I had planned to exploit the inexperience of young players—targeting those who know what moves they should make but don't understand what moves their opponents want to make.

But now that the player had changed, I needed to change my plan too.

*Sorry, but you can never beat me, Unnie.*

I immediately withdrew my defensive piece arrangement and switched to attack. I actively utilized the f, g, and h pawns for attack. A clash of two hawks.

One hawk had lost its talons. However, I knew the other hawk's weakness. I knew exactly what she was thinking and what moves she would make.

It was only natural.

*Unnie is like my past self.*

She plays similar to how I did before I changed my style after losing badly to the Champion—when I was an attack-only player. There's no way I couldn't predict her moves.

BANG—!!!

"I lost."

Ra-hee acknowledged her defeat in a relaxed tone. Only her tone was relaxed. It didn't match the person who had just slammed her clenched fist on the table as if to destroy it.

"We still have this one left."

I pointed to the board where the Knight was removed. I deliberately made the board where the Rook was removed win first.

"I lost."

"Yes. It was a good game."

Because I thought that would be more shocking.

I smiled and extended my hand. Ra-hee gritted her teeth and accepted the handshake.

Ch.142 - School Competition (7)
I've carefully analyzed the text and will translate it following the guidelines.

The atmosphere had grown quite chilly. It wasn't my fault things turned out this way. All I'd done was play chess against Ra-hee and win easily.

It's not like I was playing courtesy chess—when you play, naturally you try to win. I just did what was expected and didn't do anything special to ruin the mood.

While my social skills might be lacking, I'm not the type to bring down the atmosphere just by existing.

*Chess wasn't even my idea in the first place. Ra-hee was the one who arbitrarily suggested checking my skills and arranged the match, and then she jumped in to play when she thought I might win.*

And then she lost. The excuse that she lost because she didn't play from the beginning doesn't hold up. The position I had created was designed to trap a young genius.

When Ra-hee started giving advice, the position I'd created became meaningless, and the effort I'd put into creating it actually worked against me.

She must be aware of this fact. That's probably why she can't say anything. She lost at both tables—the one without a Knight and the one without a Rook. She lost despite having significant advantages.

*So this is... she's in a bad mood because she lost. She's so upset that she's just sitting there with her eyes wide open, not saying a word.*

The atmosphere had been tense since she slammed the table and clenched her fist. It's natural to be angry after losing. Someone with her level of competitive spirit would feel it even more.

I understand. I used to spend entire days stewing after a defeat too. The game would spin around in my head all day, and I'd give myself advice on what moves I should have made.

*So is this something I need to fix? I am the experienced one here.*

Plus, I'm the leader right now.

I naturally approached Ra-hee and spoke to her.

"Unnie."

"What?"

I regretted speaking immediately. Come to think of it, I used to be like that too. After losing a game, I'd snap at anyone who tried to talk to me, like an angry chihuahua.

And... the person who always comforted me was him. The person who reached the pinnacle of the chess world. The Champion.

*As much as I hate to admit it... I should probably act like him right now. I really hate to admit it, but it was quite helpful.*

It's difficult to capture the feeling of his Scottish-accented English in Korean, but a similar approach should be sufficient.

"Why do you think you lost, Unnie?"

He always asked about the reason for defeat. He wanted me to analyze it out loud rather than just in my head, to understand the direct cause.

Ra-hee looked at me with what appeared to be a relaxed expression. I could see the anger hidden beneath that composure. Just as I was different from him, she was different from me.

Unlike me, who transparently showed my emotions, hers were barely visible. It almost seemed like I was picking a fight for no reason.

"...The reason I lost. Well, I guess you're just better at chess than me. Good enough to win even after giving up a Rook. Right? If I had played against those two, I would have won like that. That means there's that big of a gap. As expected from someone who drew against the Champion."

It seems I wasn't picking a fight after all. She appeared relaxed, but her words were thorny and her tongue sharp. Her response was surprisingly long, as if she'd never spoken that much in one breath before.

Though she hid her emotions behind a mask, that mask wasn't very thick yet. She was both different from and similar to my past self. If that's the case, I should become someone both similar to and different from the Champion.

"Is that all? Simply that I won because I'm better at chess than you. Just that?"

The Champion was more relaxed. In comparison, I was more provocative. I spoke in a way that might seem like I was picking a fight or mocking her.

The faces of the second-year representative and third-year vice representative grew serious as they approached, seemingly trying to stop us. I waved them away.

"More specifically. Which move went wrong, and how?"

She didn't answer and just glared at me. I quietly avoided her gaze and set up the chess board. It was the point where she had started giving advice.

"Shall I go first? First, this part."

About four moves after the starting position. The third-year vice representative was slightly impressed that I could remember and review the moves accurately without notation.

"Here, this move. It wasn't a mistake, but it turned out to be the wrong move. Let's see how the situation progressed. See how this piece gets sacrificed."

This time I stopped after three moves. The position already looked quite uncomfortable. Four more moves from that position. The piece Ra-hee had moved was trapped in a cramped position, difficult to use.

"Do you see?"

I tapped the board with the second joint of my index finger. The Champion was even less considerate than this. He would just roughly recite which move was what at which point in the notation and be done with it.

And he'd do it in a playful tone, occasionally mentioning impossible moves to confuse me.

*I'm being quite kind in comparison. I'm putting in a lot of effort.*

Ra-hee frowned and glared at the board.

"...So, that move was a mistake?"

"Looking at the result, yes, it was a mistake."

"Don't twist your words. Are you saying it was a mistake?"

"No. That move wasn't a mistake. It's hard to call it the best move, but it definitely wasn't a bad one. It was one of several possible moves."

Ra-hee pressed her lips together and glared at the board. She didn't seem to understand what I meant at all. I stood quietly and waited. Until she found the answer herself.

Not writing down the notation didn't seem to be a problem as she just stared at the board and thought. After three minutes of quiet contemplation:

"It wasn't... a mistake. Something turned a move that wasn't a mistake into one."

Ra-hee's answer after all that thinking exceeded my expectations. I thought she would at most find a better move, but she found the essence of the move.

"But... how is that possible? If I had responded like this here, this move would have been quite good. Wait, what was the intention of this move in the first place...?"

I remained silent. Ra-hee muttered to herself and moved the pieces around on the board. She moved so quickly that even I was getting confused.

"If it goes like this..."

As Ra-hee continued her imagination, I immediately jumped in. I interrupted the direction of the game she was imagining and made my own moves.

"If it goes like that, I would play like this."

"Then I would do this."

"Then if I try to attack here... I don't seem to be at a disadvantage."

"Hmm..."

There's something I always do when facing someone much stronger than me. I analyze their moves, deduce what they're thinking, and predict their next moves.

The more samples I have, the more accurate it becomes, and I'm quite accurate against people who play chess similarly to me.

Ra-hee met both conditions. When preparing for the simul against the Champion, I played quite a bit of chess with her and heard directly how she thinks when creating openings.

Moreover, her chess style is almost identical to my old style. She's the easiest person for me to predict. Even easier than Si-woo. Si-woo occasionally makes unexpected blunders.

"...How about this move?"

"Wait. Were you planning to attack here if I didn't defend this side?"

"Y-yes."

"That's a mistake. It's not time to attack yet."

Ra-hee stared at the board again, searching for moves. Does she still not understand? She can never beat me in that state.

Creative moves only emerge when you're psychologically stable and have time to think thoroughly. In this situation, she can only make moves I can predict.

*I've been through all this before. He would point out each move I came up with and tell me how he would win. That made me suffer from a sense of defeat for quite a while.*

I don't want to be like that. I may be imitating his style, but I don't want to be exactly like him.

"Unnie, look. It's good to try to resolve the situation through attack. But that doesn't mean sacrificing everything for the sake of attacking. There's no need to do it right now."

More warmly. In a better way than him.

"Look. Just be patient, wait one move, and that's all you need. Sometimes waiting can be more aggressive. By keeping your opponent constantly anxious, not knowing when you'll attack."

"That's... easy to say. Just be patient and wait one move. How do you distinguish between when to wait and when to attack? To me, it looks like time to attack."

"Well..."

I shrugged. This wasn't a question I could answer. Distinguishing between when to wait and when to go in. People who are good at that are called 'good chess players.'

There's no method other than improving your skill.

"This is something you need to find the answer to yourself, Unnie. Try to find it by the end of this Inter-School Tournament."

It's a short time to gain insight. I don't really think she'll gain something in this short period.

I just said it because I thought intensely pondering for a short time might help.

*It's strange for me to give more advice when I'm struggling to overcome my own wall...*

I stroked her arm encouragingly and announced the end of the meeting. It was a bit unfortunate for the second-year representative and third-year vice representative.

Ch.143 - School Competition (8)
Chapter 143

After our first meeting, the second one only happened about a week later. I had plenty of free time and could meet whenever, but the second and third-year students were quite busy.

Among them, I felt like Ra-hee was... avoiding me a bit. It seemed that way, but I only had suspicions without proof, so I couldn't say anything too forcefully.

As we kept postponing day after day, we were finally able to meet now, a week later. The Inter-School Tournament wasn't far off, and we were only gathering now. I was a bit worried.

*I need to take the lead this time. I won't get caught up in someone else's pace; I'll do what I planned to do.*

For a perfect victory in the Inter-School Tournament, I've been consistently analyzing the moves of skilled players from other schools. My analytical ability is among the best in the world.

I'm not sure if it's better than the Champion's, but I've trained it to the point where I can be compared to him. If I use this analytical ability to give everyone hints, our chances of winning will increase significantly.

"Ahem! Hmm."

I cleared my throat lightly to get everyone's attention. I rented a study room for today. I spent a hefty sum of ten thousand won per hour to secure the rights to use this small study room.

It was a small study room with a whiteboard and a beam projector. I tapped the whiteboard with my finger and drew our team lineup.

Board 1 was me. Board 2 was Ra-hee. Board 3 was the second-year representative, and finally, Board 4 was the third-year vice representative.

I arranged them by skill level. It was a placement that didn't consider psychological warfare at all. If the opponent arranged in reverse order of skill, we might be at a disadvantage.

*But what changes if I worry about that? If I think the opponent will arrange in reverse order, should we also arrange in reverse? What if we then meet someone who arranged in order?*

Psychological warfare or whatever is just luck. The person who's good at this kind of thing is the Champion, not me. He would figure it out by combining various clues, but that's impossible for me.

So I'm going with the straightforward approach.

"This is how we'll go. This is the arrangement with the highest chance of a clean sweep. If the opponent arranges by skill level, we can win 4-0."

I spoke confidently. There's no way I would lose, and Ra-hee doesn't seem likely to lose either. The second-year representative is honestly a skilled player who would find it hard to meet a match at the minor level. As for the third-year vice representative... I don't know much. Just trying to boost his confidence a bit.

"And what if the opponent arranges in reverse order? That doesn't matter either. Our Board 4 is! Um... the oldest among us! The last position is important for holding steady. It's the perfect arrangement."

The third-year vice representative's expression turned sour at the mention of age. Strictly speaking, he is the oldest because his birthday comes first.

He's only a few days older than Ra-hee, but older is older. The point of my speech wasn't based on evidence; it was just to instill confidence somehow.

"So we can win everything! Even if the opponent makes an arrangement that has nothing to do with skill, if our weakest is stronger than their strongest, we'll definitely win everything!"

Our weakest. The third-year vice representative. Even though he's the weakest among us, he's still quite skilled among chess players. Our weakest might be stronger than their strongest.

"Understand? We cannot lose, that's what I'm saying. We have the potential to win all games 4-0 without losing a single match."

Perhaps because of my baseless claims, they looked at me with disbelieving eyes. They seemed to be thinking something like, 'You're still young.'

They just clapped halfheartedly and cheered without much enthusiasm. I had expected this reaction.

"And, I've prepared for us to end all matches with a 4-0 score."

I immediately connected my phone to the beam projector and showed what I had worked hard on. Teams that were likely to be our opponents. And the games and tendencies of those teams' aces.

I had analyzed more thoroughly than most experts. With my analytical skills, which are so excellent that I can almost read others' thoughts, I created an answer sheet.

The look in the three people's eyes changed. Seeing my meticulously organized analysis results, their thoughts seemed to have changed. They now considered it not just a confident speech from a young student, but a confident presentation from an expert.

*How can I overcome the wall? I haven't found the answer to that. But the act of trying to overcome the wall itself has helped me. I've done detailed analysis that I wouldn't normally do.*

I tapped the whiteboard with my finger.

"With this, it's possible. Even against opponents with a skill gap, if you know what moves they'll make, you can definitely win."

It's okay even if it's hard to use in the middlegame. Just preparing the opening properly is enough. In master-level games, even 0.1 points are precious.

Sometimes dozens of people work together to research for a small advantage in the opening. They strain engines and brains to consider moves for that small advantage.

This small answer sheet I wrote is practically a path to victory. It's almost like doing the work of dozens of researchers in advance.

In short, it's like a shortcut to victory.

The three seemed to have realized the value of the analysis I had written. They focused on the window projected by the beam projector and slowly read through the analysis. It was a neat analysis sheet with important points marked with colorful highlighters.

If I had written it alone, the readability would have been quite poor, and I wouldn't have added such effects. All those details were completed with Si-woo's help.

Si-woo wasn't particularly meticulous or good at organizing, but he was much better than me. And he had the dedication to study how to write notes well for me.

*It's the masterpiece we created together. I didn't feel like I overcame the wall, but I don't think it was meaningless either.*

This much is simple if we want to win all matches 4-0.

While giving the three time to read and taking a short break sitting on the desk, Ra-hee poked my waist and asked.

"That... Don't tell me you think like that when making moves normally?"

Ra-hee pointed at my notes and asked.

"Not in that much detail. That's analysis. I'm not at the level where I can do such complex things during a game."

"If not during a game, then right after it ends?"

"Yes, well. That's possible then. It's not just possible; I focus on doing it. Analyzing games is what I always do."

Since there weren't skilled players around me who could compete with me, I substituted competition with analyzing Grandmaster game records. By analyzing their games, I got the effect as if I had played them myself.

"...Is this applicable to everyone? Such detailed analysis?"

"Not really. Even I can't analyze in detail with just one or two games. I need at least ten games, and to consider condition, I need over 30 or 40 games."

"So many games..."

"There is a way to reduce that. I can observe the opponent's reactions while playing directly. Of course, this doesn't work with just one or two games either."

Games comfortable enough to observe the opponent's reactions. Games that could be called friendly matches, playing close to ten of them. For such people, much more accurate and faster analysis is possible.

For example... like Ra-hee.

"You, then for me too..."

"Yes. I know more accurately than this. Because we've exchanged moves directly and researched openings together."

"Ha."

I wonder if she's upset again. The last time I won by a large margin, she thoroughly ignored me for a week. She had just gotten over being upset today, and now I wonder if she's upset again.

"Certainly, it's beyond me right now."

Ra-hee muttered in a small voice.

"Pardon?"

"No. It's nothing. You said you can do this kind of analysis with game records too."

"Of course it's possible if there are enough games. Calculation ability, visualization ability, along with analytical ability are what guide me."

"...Aren't you embarrassed evaluating your own abilities like that? No, anyway. Then did you analyze the Champion that way too?"

"Um... I did. But it doesn't work on him. He's someone who lives above the top of my head, and my analysis always misses the mark."

"Really? I see... Well, for someone of that level."

Ra-hee muttered in a dazed voice. Her appearance looked a bit scary, so I quietly moved away. It was quite eerie how she continued muttering without noticing I had left.

I didn't pay attention to her and started focusing on the other two people who had been left out last time. I summarized the core content of my analysis and pointed out what they needed to memorize.

In fact, most of it was me showing off. I spoke as if saying, "I'm an amazing person for creating something this incredible~". I knew it but didn't correct myself.

Every time I praised myself as an amazing person, the two nodded and had expressions like they were saying, "Wow, you really are amazing!" It was kind of fun, so I kept boasting.

Anyway, although the process was a bit strange, I was able to pass on everything I had prepared. Ra-hee still looks dazed, but... the possibility of a clean sweep seems sufficient.

Ch.144 - School Competition (9)
The day of the inter-school tournament had finally arrived. The 48 schools were divided into 12 groups, and we were in Group A. Our opponents seemed manageable.

One of the schools was a chess-specialized high school like ours, but I wasn't particularly worried. They appeared to have a high average skill level but no standout players, with only one Master among them.

It was slightly annoying that their Master was a Woman International Master... but there was absolutely nothing to worry about. After all, I would be facing that Woman International Master.

They should have brought a Grandmaster if they wanted a chance, not a Woman International Master.

*And she's not even highly rated among WIMs. If she were male, she'd probably be stuck at FM level.*

Woman International Master, or WIM, has a rating requirement 200 points lower than a regular International Master. They're treated the same officially, but the perception is somewhat different.

*I'm proof of that, looking down on a WIM right now. Though it is impressive, I admit. International Master and Grandmaster aren't titles you can earn just by having a high rating. It is impressive. She must be good at chess.*

But I'm a Grandmaster.

How could I lose to someone who's merely decent at chess? If I lost a match like this, I'd have to return my Master title and quit chess altogether. After quitting chess, maybe I'd become a maid at Si-woo's house.

"Everyone, we can win this, right?" I asked in a confident voice.

Being Si-woo's maid might be fun enough, but for now, I'll continue living as a chess master. That's something I could always do later.

"Isn't that obvious?" Ra-hee replied with arrogance that surpassed my confidence. She exuded a certainty that suggested she'd never even considered the possibility of losing.

I grinned and held out my fist toward her, waiting for a response. Knowing her, she'd probably respond with paper instead of returning the fist bump.

*She does have a playful side after all!*

Ra-hee slowly extended her fist and, just as they were about to touch, quickly changed to scissors.

"What are you doing?"

"Oh."

I guess I was wrong.

I scratched my head awkwardly. I thought she was someone who enjoyed teasing people despite her serious appearance, but maybe I was mistaken.

"J-just showing how we'll win. I believe in you, so go out there and win confidently."

After awkwardly recovering, I excused myself to use the restroom. I felt embarrassed, like I'd been shadow boxing with no opponent.

In the bathroom, I washed my hands thoroughly and dried them completely with a paper towel. Clean body, clean mind. The proper attitude for a chess player.

"Phew."

While I didn't think I would lose to a Woman International Master, I still felt nervous. In truth, I always approached matches with a sense of tension, even against amateurs.

I give my best regardless of who my opponent is. Not too tense, not too relaxed—just right.

*This feeling is perfect. I'm in top condition.*

After taking a deep breath, I returned to my seat.

"Where did Ra-hee go?"

Just then, someone placed their hand on my shoulder. I immediately turned around.

Poke.

"Hehe."

My cheek was poked.

She had placed her hand on my shoulder and held up her index finger. It was a simple prank—when I turned my head in that direction, she poked my cheek.

"Were you looking for me?"

Her voice sounded as serious as usual, but there was a hint of playfulness in it. Looking closely, her eyes were curved in amusement.

*I should have seen through this. What a shame.*

It was the kind of light prank Ra-hee enjoyed. A mischievous smile that matched her unique, subtle vibe. It was part of her identity.

"Aren't you going to use the restroom? I mean, you could go during the match, but wouldn't it be better not to break your flow?"

"I actually like breaking my flow on purpose. You know how I sometimes make mistakes when I get too caught up in attacking."

"Ah, that's true."

When you're too tense, going to the bathroom and splashing cool water on your face can help relieve tension. Many chess players I know frequently visit the bathroom during matches.

As we were preparing to enter the venue, Ra-hee quietly approached and linked her arm with mine. I flinched and tried to pull away.

But she held my arm firmly and wouldn't let go.

"But since you said you'd win today, I should use the bathroom now. If I make a mistake while caught up in attacking, it'll be your fault."

With my arm firmly in her grip, Ra-hee headed toward the bathroom. I was dragged along, unable to break free. She was stronger than me.

*I should have exercised more!*

So I ended up back in the bathroom just one minute after leaving it.

"Sigh... hurry up and finish."

"Finish what?"

As soon as we reached the bathroom, Ra-hee stood in front of the sink, looking in the mirror. She took out cosmetics from her small bag and began touching up her makeup.

"M-makeup...! A student wearing makeup!"

Ra-hee glanced at my shocked expression and smirked. She looked like a real "unnie" at that moment. Not just older, but a truly mature woman.

Makeup. That's something adults do.

In truth, I said that because I don't know how to apply makeup. I've heard kids these days start wearing makeup in elementary school. The world is going to ruin.

"No one's filming today's match, but it's still nice to look pretty. Do you want to try some makeup too, Yeon?"

"When you're young, looking natural is the prettiest!"

"Hmm, is that so? Well, you're pretty enough without it. But maybe just some lipstick would be good?"

Ra-hee took out her lipstick and approached me, eyeing my lips. I slowly backed away. Was she planning to apply that bright red thing to make my lips look like I'd eaten a mouse?

As I kept backing up, I soon felt the wall behind me. I should have retreated toward the exit.

Ra-hee gently held my cheek and brought the lipstick toward my lips.

"Eeeeeek!!"

I tucked my lips inside my mouth and squirmed. Ra-hee clutched her stomach and burst into laughter at the sight.

"Hahaha! What was that? If you don't want it, just say so—though I would have done it anyway."

Taking advantage of her laughter, I shook my upper body to fake her out, then broke free from her encirclement like a salmon swimming upstream. My pretty lips had nearly been transformed into mouse-eating lips.

"Hehe, if you dislike it that much, I can't force you. I really wanted to do your makeup. If you don't like how you look in the articles later, let me know. I know how to do makeup that photographs well."

"Y-yeaaah."

I dragged out my response.

"If you're done, let's go back. We should be heading in soon."

"Okay."

Ra-hee answered with a satisfied voice, as if she'd had her fun. We returned with our arms linked. It was draining my energy.

"She's so cute when it's not chess-related."

"What?"

"Nothing, forget it."

We entered the venue with our arms linked. As soon as we walked in, someone with a camera greeted us.

"I thought you said no one would be filming..." I whispered to her.

"How could that be? We're celebrities. The person who tied with the Champion. And the person who survived alongside her until the end. We're already closely linked."

As we allowed the reporters to take photos, I wondered why she'd been trying so hard to associate with me lately. Until the simul match, we hadn't been particularly close.

Initially, I had found her uncomfortable, which prevented our relationship from developing beyond a certain point. It was a businesslike relationship, like business partners.

But after that match, after I took all the spotlight, her behavior changed.

*It feels like she's forcing a connection. Before, we were just teammates who would compete in the Chess Olympiad together, but now... it's like she's trying to create a rivalry.*

She subtly establishes opposition. When I outdo her in chess, she outdoes me in real life. Even today, dragging me to the bathroom to do her makeup wasn't a meaningless action.

She's artificially creating give-and-take because a rivalry can't exist if one side only receives... that makes sense.

*She's more skilled than me in many ways. If I appear on a TV program with her in the future, and she dominates me like today, we'll be linked as rivals.*

That has nothing to do with the skill difference. Even though I'm much better at chess than she is, once we're established as rivals, we'll continue to be treated as such.

Just like my relationship with the Champion in my past life.

A program that brought together the chess genius of the new generation and the chess genius of the old generation to compete with chess problems. That program cemented my rivalry with the Champion.

In reality, the gap was too wide to call it a rivalry. The rating difference and head-to-head record showed an overwhelming disparity. But we were called rivals.

Because everyone thought we were rivals.

*Ra-hee and I can't exactly replicate that, but we can come close. We're similar in age, from the same school, and senior-junior female players.*

I sat down with a smirk. Actually, I don't mind being linked as rivals. It's not disadvantageous for me. It might even be beneficial, as it would bring attention one way or another.

*This could be fun. If Ra-hee and I are rivals, the scenario changes a bit.*

The Champion and I had a relationship of champion and challenger. But Ra-hee and I would have a relationship of growing through competition.

In this relationship, the Champion isn't the protagonist. He's just the villain boss at the end of a rival growth story.

The villain who gets defeated after we grow together through our battles. Imagining the Champion as a villain makes me feel good.

*I don't like being played with, but I'll go along with it this time.*

Either way, I'll be living a different life than in my past one.

Ch.145 - School Competition (10)
I scanned the text and identified all character names and terms from the glossary. This appears to be a chess-focused chapter with technical terminology.

"Game start. After shaking hands with my opponent, I take a deep breath. I inhale deeply and exhale the tension away. Just enough tension to not take things too lightly.

This level of tension is perfect.

I glance down at the board. The white King greets me. To return the greeting, I reach out and move the pawn in front of the King up two squares.

'This is chess. Chess means moving the pawn in front of the King two squares as your first move. It opens the diagonal for the King's Bishop for quick development, enabling a fast Kingside castling.'

In short, a perfect move. Chess is a game where you win by capturing the King. To protect your King, castling is ideal. For quick castling, you need to move the Bishop out. To move the Bishop out? Push the pawn in front of the King.

A perfectly logical progression. Indeed, moving the pawn in front of the King two squares is the strongest move.

'Come to think of it, lately I've only been pushing the King's pawn. Well, it doesn't matter. Back when I used various openings, I was just poorly imitating The Champion.'

A world-class chess player who could use all openings at a high level. In the past, I thought I couldn't lose to that person, so I forcibly broadened my opening selection.

That wasn't the only reason, but it was the main one. If The Champion hadn't existed, I would never have pushed the Queen's pawn myself.

My opponent's first move was pushing the Queen's pawn two squares. I tilted my head and looked at them.

'Scandinavian Defense? Really? Why bother?'

I moved the King's pawn two squares for my first move. My opponent moved their Queen's pawn two squares for their first move. Since pawns attack diagonally, I can immediately capture their pawn.

Of course, if I capture that pawn, they can recapture with the Queen. But recapturing with the Queen itself is disadvantageous. Bringing out high-value pieces like the Queen or Rook early in the game makes them vulnerable to attack.

When attacked, you must retreat, and if you can't counterattack while retreating, you definitely lose tempo.

'That's why the Scandinavian Defense is rarely used at the master level. It has the advantage of being simple with little theory, but the disadvantage of tempo loss is too great.'

Perhaps they prepared some unique line? With this question in mind, I captured their pawn. When facing the Scandinavian Defense, capturing the pawn is always advantageous.

And my opponent didn't immediately recapture with the Queen, but developed their Kingside Knight. This is the Scandinavian Defense: Modern Variation.

(Scandinavian defense: Modern variation)

The main line is simply recapturing the pawn with the Queen. Deviating from the main line already suggests they've prepared something.

'Then I'll twist things a bit too.'

In this situation, I have about four possible moves.

First, pushing the Queen's pawn two squares. The simplest move. I can take the center pawn with no real disadvantage. It's the most commonly played move.

Second, developing the Kingside Knight. Not much different from the first option, since I'd push the Queen's pawn two squares on the next move anyway.

Third, pushing the pawn in front of the Queen's Bishop two squares. This protects my pawn currently at d5. The move beginners play most often. A simple idea of protecting the pawn I just captured.

But it's not a great move. My opponent would push the c-pawn one square to immediately counter, and if I capture the c-pawn, I'd suffer a positional disadvantage.

If:

(White captures Black's c-pawn with the d-pawn. Then, Black recaptures with the Knight.)

(After White advances the Knight, Black takes control of the center. White loses control of the d4 square. Black controls d4 with a pawn, Knight, and Queen, while White can't control d4 with a pawn.)

This is a trap many beginners fall into. You gain a pawn, but the positional disadvantage is too great.

'Surely they didn't set this as a trap? Even intermediate players wouldn't fall for it.'

In the end, I chose the fourth option. My favorite move against the Scandinavian Defense, Modern Variation.

Not the main line, but quite a good move that creates a nice position when played correctly.

A Bishop check as an in-between move. Perfect for this situation. My opponent seems to be subtly underestimating me, but after seeing this move, they won't underestimate me anymore.

'It's a move that says, "I've studied the Scandinavian!" How would someone who hasn't studied come up with this move? It looks like I'm just wasting a move with a Bishop check.'

I glanced at my opponent's reaction. No reaction. I thought they might be underestimating me because of my low rating, but maybe not.

I shook my head to clear my thoughts. What does it matter if they underestimate me or not? All that matters is winning.

The Scandinavian isn't a complicated opening, so there wasn't much to think about. There aren't many moves worth playing to deviate into side lines. Just playing solidly will give White an advantage.

That's the Scandinavian. An opening with no major advantages except simplicity.

My opponent blocked the check with their Bishop, so I retreated my Bishop. They recaptured the pawn with their Knight. I pushed the Queen's pawn to take the center.

My opponent redeployed their passive Bishop from d7 to f5. I developed my Kingside Knight to enable castling. My opponent pushed the pawn in front of their King one square. I castled.

My opponent developed their dark-squared Bishop. I pushed my a-pawn one square to protect b4. Without protection, the opponent's Knight could infiltrate b4.

My opponent castled. I pushed my c-pawn two squares to attack their Knight. Since I had pushed my a-pawn earlier, their Knight couldn't escape to b4.

The situation is already quite favorable. I firmly control the center and can develop my pieces to good positions. Meanwhile, my opponent will struggle to break my center.

'This is why people don't use the Scandinavian. Whether you recapture with the Knight or Queen, you end up losing tempo and the center.'

Why did my opponent choose the Scandinavian Defense? I still don't know. I haven't prepared beyond this point, so I'll have to improvise the rest.

I wasn't worried at all. Even if there were a critical trap line, I doubt I wouldn't recognize it. Trap lines are hard to use in such stable positions. If they tried to force one, it would be too obvious.

'Why did they use the Scandinavian? And the Modern Variation at that? I really don't get it.'

The middlegame is when you're evaluated on how well you played the opening. If you played the opening well, the middlegame becomes comfortable. My middlegame was quite comfortable.

In the opening, I secured the center firmly and positioned my pieces in active squares. The efforts in the opening were rewarded with tactical advantages in the middlegame.

With bold queenside pawn advances, I shook my opponent's position, and though they tried hard to defend, it was impossible. They seemed to have decent tactical skills, but not as good as mine.

My opponent tried to counterattack for a comeback, but I was faster. Besides, situations where both sides attack in opposite directions are what I enjoy most.

As soon as we entered the chaotic phase, my victory was essentially secured.

Endgame. The stage that shows how diligently you've played chess. Being the final stage with no fallback, there's nowhere to postpone your skills.

If you're weak in the opening, you can make up for it in the middlegame. If you're weak in the middlegame, you can make up for it in the endgame. If you're weak in the endgame? Then it's just over. You lose.

Unfortunately for my opponent, they were weak in the opening and the middlegame. And the endgame offered no hope either. While I'm not especially skilled at endgames, I'm good enough to win games I should win.

I secured victory through polished endgame techniques showcasing my mature chess experience. It was quite an anticlimactic game. The scenario I envisioned when seeing the opening played out exactly as expected.

I offered my hand to my opponent and asked:

"Why did you play the Scandinavian? It's not very good."

"...What the hell."

"Excuse me?"

"Your rating. Why are you at that rating?"

"Ah... I'm working hard to improve it. But there aren't many weekend tournaments. And I couldn't participate in tournaments during the break because I had work."

My opponent trembled with frustration.

"Damn it..."

"So why did you play the Scandinavian?"

"I played it because I thought I'd win, that's why!"

"You thought you'd win using the Scandinavian...?"

I dislike the French or Caro-Kann, but I respect them. They're not incomplete openings. But the Scandinavian is just an opening that beginners dabble with.

"Against someone with that kind of rating, what does it matter what opening I use?"

My opponent snapped, then stomped away as if they'd said all they needed to say.

'Hmm... maybe my rating is quite low.'

Even so, choosing an opening based solely on rating? Did they not check win rates or match history?

'I need to raise my rating quickly. Today's unsatisfying game is partly my fault too.'

I scratched my head and went to watch our team's matches."
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To summarize the first round in one sentence: "There were no surprises." Teams that were expected to win did win, and teams that were expected to lose did lose. This wasn't just true for our group but for all groups.

There were no strategic victories from analyzing opponent lineups and finding optimal arrangements. The better teams simply won.

*Even though there might have been one or two underdog rebellions, overall nothing unusual happened. Maybe because it's still the group stage.*

Teams predicted to win 3.5-0.5 ended up winning 2.5-1.5. Even when there was an upset in one game, it didn't affect the overall outcome.

That's how the first round of group matches went. The gap between schools was quite large, so a reversal in one game couldn't change the final result. And most matches didn't even have reversals.

Our school easily won 4-0. The opponent probably expected to lose 3-1 with their WGM winning one game... but that was wishful thinking.

She wouldn't have beaten me even playing properly, but she chose the wrong opening after only looking at my rating. When the person with the best chance made such a mistake, a 4-0 result was inevitable.

"The next match is... in three days. Our next opponent is also manageable, so we should win easily like today, right?"

"Of course."

"I'm counting on you. Both of you just need to play like today. No mistakes, and your tactics were quite good. It was a textbook victory. Let's not aim for dramatic wins, just steady ones."

I held out my fist to Ra-hee for a fist bump. She smirked and pretended to extend her fist before suddenly opening her hand to paper.

My hand had already changed to scissors.

"Hmph!"

I won. I knew it. There was no way she'd just keep accepting fist bumps. I figured she'd throw paper at least once.

I left with a victorious smile. Today I just needed to tell Si-woo about my heroic exploits, then go to the dorm to study chess, shower, and sleep.

As I was texting Si-woo with this perfect plan in mind, Ra-hee grabbed my shoulder.

"Huh? What is it?"

"We need to go to the after-party. Invite your boyfriend too. We're splitting the bill anyway, and you don't eat much. The two of you can share three portions."

"He's not my boyfriend! But I'll go to the after-party. I forgot about that. Where are we going? He's not my boyfriend! But it would be nice if he came along."

"Yeah, yeah. Invite your not-boyfriend friend. I'll send you the location."

He's still not my boyfriend, but having Si-woo beside me would be much better than awkwardly picking at my food alone. When she sent the link for the after-party location, I immediately copied and sent it to Si-woo.

[Me: (link)]
[Me: Si-woo! We're having an after-party today!! Come here!!!]
[Si-woo: Okay]

"Ra-hee, where are we having the after-party today?"

"I just sent you the link."

"Ah, yes."

Why did she send a link instead of just telling me? Why specifically a link rather than an address? I realized the issue too late.

If I had remembered how much Ra-hee has been pranking me lately, I wouldn't have fallen for it so easily.

When I clicked the link she sent, it wasn't a restaurant but a love hotel. The kind of hotel clearly used for purposes other than just lodging—a somewhat indecent type of establishment.

"Oh."

"The two of you, three portions."

"Ahhh! Ra-hee! This is... crazy...! Really, why would you!"

She made a circle with one hand and extended the index finger of her other hand. I swatted away her inappropriate gesture and checked my phone.

[Si-woo: Yeon-a]
[Si-woo: Yeon-a? Something seems off about this link]
[Si-woo: I think that senior is playing another weird prank]
[Si-woo: I'm fine with it, so check and let me know]

Thankfully, Si-woo understood everything. He even realized Ra-hee was up to something strange. He really is the reliable person I acknowledge him to be.

"What? No fun."

Ra-hee peeked at my phone from behind me and pouted.

"Our Si-woo doesn't fall for these kinds of pranks, you know?"

"Really? For real?"

"Of course."

"Let me see your phone. I'll just send one line. If he doesn't fall for it this time either, I'll pay for the after-party today."

"No way. I can't say hurtful things to Si-woo. Even if you're the one doing it, I can't hurt Si-woo using my name."

"Aren't you being too serious? Okay, let's do this. You type what I tell you to. If you think the content is okay, send it. If you don't want to send it, don't. How about that? Sounds good, right?"

The compromise Ra-hee offered seemed pretty reasonable. If it was something I didn't want to say to Si-woo, I could refuse, and if it was acceptable, I could agree.

If I judged it to be okay, then Si-woo would probably understand too, so it was basically a no-lose situation.

*She must really want to buy dinner.*

It was a match I couldn't lose. I nodded readily.

"Okay. Go ahead, tell me what to write."

I opened the notepad app to write down what she said. Better than typing directly in the message where I might accidentally send it.

"Good. Write this down carefully. 'This is not a joke.' Just those six words."

"'This is not a joke,' just send that?"

"Yes."

"Um... how do we determine who wins? You said if he doesn't fall for it... should I wait in front of that place? And what about the after-party...?"

"It's simple. If he fell for it, he'll have something like vitamins in his wallet or pocket. Small packaged vitamins sold at pharmacies."

Ra-hee drew a small rectangle in the air with a mischievous smile. She seemed to be alluding to something, but I wasn't sure what.

I kind of had an idea, but I shook my head pretending not to know. It's better to appear innocent, so let's go with not knowing.

"Vitamins...?"

"Oh my, you don't know? Hmm~ You really don't know anything besides chess."

I just blinked silently, and Ra-hee took my hand and pulled me along.

"Let's go to the after-party then. Oh, and you know not to reply to anything that friend says, right? Same goes for phone calls."

"Yes."

How many times has Si-woo played along with my nonsense? He won't fall for such a trivial prank. Knowing that Ra-hee is with me, the probability of Si-woo falling for it is close to zero.

I ignored my vibrating phone and headed to the after-party venue. When I asked Ra-hee where it was, she just said I'd know when we got there.

*I need to meet Si-woo. Well, she said it's nearby, so I can text him after we arrive.*

The after-party venue really was nearby. After walking about five minutes from the venue, we arrived at a pork specialty restaurant. It was a good value place with reasonably priced samgyeopsal.

"Now I can call Si-woo."

"Has he arrived?"

"Oh, just a moment."

Glancing at my phone, I saw it was full of missed calls and messages. Looking at the texts, I saw one saying, "I'm here in front, where are you?"

*Si-woo... you didn't actually fall for it, did you?*

"He says he's arrived."

"Really? Then let's go get him."

"What?"

Following Ra-hee's guidance, we arrived at that love hotel. It was about a 3-minute walk away.

Si-woo was standing at the entrance, looking at his phone. I ran toward him with a bright smile.

"Si-woo!"

"Yeon-a."

I jumped into his arms as I ran. Si-woo caught me lightly and hugged me tight. Somehow it felt stronger than usual.

"Yeon-a, what was that message about? 'This is not a joke.' It's not... that, right?"

I remained silent. Ra-hee approached from behind, clapping softly.

"Well~ I guess not. Yeon-a and I made a bet. Whether you'd fall for it or not. But judging by your reaction... you didn't fall for it."

"Sigh... I thought so. When Yeon-a has something important to say, she calls rather than texts. She likes hearing voices."

"But we need to check for sure. Yeon-a, you search him yourself. See if there's anything suspicious in his wallet or pockets."

I glanced at Si-woo nervously. We'd essentially deceived him with this bet, but he didn't seem angry at all.

"Is it okay if I check? Ra-hee said she'd pay for everything today if I win the bet..."

"Sure. Go ahead. Do whatever you want."

I examined Si-woo's pants pockets, coat pockets, and wallet. There was nothing suspicious. His wallet only contained his student ID, money, and cards, and his pockets were empty.

"There's really nothing? Yeon-a, search more thoroughly."

Ra-hee spoke as if it was absurd. I put my hand deep into Si-woo's pants pocket and searched carefully. Si-woo subtly moved away.

"Is there something in your pocket? Why?"

"No... there's nothing there. Just don't reach in so deep."

"Okay."

I said okay, but my actions said otherwise. I was curious about what suspicious thing Ra-hee was talking about. Si-woo might have it, so I needed to check thoroughly.

So I put my hand deep into Si-woo's pants pocket, and my fingertips touched something.

"Oh my."

I knew what it was. And I also knew that it shouldn't normally be that far in.

I looked at Si-woo with a horrified expression. He was covering his face with both hands. I realized I shouldn't tease Si-woo carelessly.

"Really nothing? Wow... I didn't expect to lose. That's really impressive, really impressive."

Ra-hee patted Si-woo's back and headed toward the meat restaurant. Then she suddenly stopped, turned around, and said something incomprehensible.

"You're not planning to not use it...? Ah, never mind. That would be too much interference."

"Ra-hee keeps saying weird things. Si-woo, it's fine. Let's go quickly. I don't know anything. Let's just go eat meat!"

The meat was delicious. When I grilled it, it wasn't great, but when Si-woo grilled it, it was tasty. I wonder why, when it's the same meat. Maybe mine was burnt.
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A perfect record in the group stage, advancing as the top team. It wasn't much of an achievement—just the expected outcome. The highest-rated player I faced was the WIM in the first round, and after that, I only played against people rated between 1700 and 2000.

I could have won those matches with my eyes closed while spinning around an elephant's trunk ten times. My teammates had similarly easy victories, so unlike after the first round, we didn't have a team dinner.

We needed some tension-filled matches to justify a celebration, but since all our games ended without any suspense, there was no need for one.

Time passed, and finally, the day of the Round of 32 arrived. If everything up to now was the preliminaries, this is where the real tournament begins.

Since each match is decided by a single game, we need to be careful. Ra-hee unnie, with her personality and playing style, is bound to make at least one mistake. The second-year representative tends to perform well against weak opponents but struggles against stronger ones. As for the third-year vice representative... I'm sure she'll manage fine.

*Now the real tournament begins. Wait, no. Our opponents barely qualified as the third-place team in their group. Maybe the real tournament starts in the next round.*

Twelve groups. The top two teams from each group automatically advance. Eight of the third-place teams also qualify. We got lucky and will face one of those third-place teams in the Round of 32.

A team that barely qualified in third place probably isn't very skilled. So perhaps the next round is when the real tournament begins.

*Sigh... this is why my chess skills are deteriorating. I need to face a variety of skilled players, but I'm always playing against amateurs, which is killing my edge.*

Among the people around me, Ra-hee unnie is the best chess player. In fact, she's the only Grandmaster. You need to be at least a Grandmaster to seriously compete with me, and there's only one.

Even worse, she's a terrible match-up for me. I could give her a rook handicap and still win—that's how bad the match-up is. I can pretty much guess what moves will win against her, and when I play those moves, I win.

Playing chess with unnie won't improve my chess skills. I might pick up some tricks and techniques, but my calculation and tactical abilities won't improve. And you can't beat the Champion with just tricks.

*My skills are deteriorating, deteriorating.*

I worry that I'll get crushed by the Champion again and announce my retirement from chess. Worrying about useless things before a chess match isn't good, but I can't help it.

I was born to defeat the Champion and stand at the top. That's my destiny. When creating my character, I put all my stat points into chess.

*No, I invested a lot in appearance too. Maybe I invested more in looks than in chess... That's the problem.*

Maybe I should have taken some points from appearance and put them into chess. Perhaps my chess skills have declined because my good looks reduced my desperation. Since I could always pursue another path if I quit chess... is that why my chess skills deteriorated?

Various negative thoughts kept chaining together. I slapped my cheeks twice with my palm and shook my head.

*That's nonsense. If desperation could win games, I should have won when I was ready to sacrifice my life. What I need isn't desperation.*

Someone who put all their stats into chess, even at the expense of appearance—that was me in my past life. And even then, I couldn't win. My problem must be something else.

*Enough with these distracting thoughts. I'll figure it out eventually. I'm destined to open new horizons in chess!*

Someday, I'll look back on this moment and laugh at how foolish my current worries were. I don't know exactly how that will happen, but I'm certain it will.

*Because... I have Si-woo. Whatever I can't do, Si-woo will do for me.*

My mood improved instantly. I never realized how happy it would make me to know I'm not alone. It's incredibly reassuring to have someone who tries to help solve my problems.

Knowing that now, I don't worry.

Why should I worry when Si-woo will take care of everything even if I do nothing? I just need to trust Si-woo and stay put.

"Let's finish quickly today! Everyone can win, right? Let's wrap this up and go home to rest!"

I clapped my hands to encourage our team. I was concerned that our minds might have grown complacent after so many easy matches, but now is the time for confidence, not worry.

The average rating of our opponents is much lower than ours. We should win easily, just like we've been doing.

*Creeeeak—*

I entered the playing hall with a relaxed mind. Chess venues have a peculiar atmosphere.

A perfect silence for focusing on the chess board, with the subtle aroma of coffee from people sipping from their tumblers.

The wooden boards and pieces seem to emit a natural fragrance, and the tables appear to release phytoncides.

I gently sit down in a chair that's neither too soft nor too uncomfortable and close my eyes. The ticking of the chess clocks tickles my ears—a sound you wouldn't notice unless you paid attention.

The door opens, and the opposing players enter. Their clothes and faces are different, but their expressions are the same. Each looks like a general preparing for the small war about to begin.

These people embody the essence of a chess venue.

It's amazing how chess venues remain unchanged despite twenty years passing. Being in such a venue makes me feel a connection between my past life and present life.

Twenty years ago, forty years ago, even a hundred years ago—the venue must have looked like this. The design of chess clocks, tables, and chairs may have changed, but the atmosphere would have remained the same.

This is the Colosseum for those who have dedicated their lives to the unproductive board game called chess. If the venue carries this meaning, it will create this atmosphere regardless of how the surroundings change.

*The coffee aroma, wooden materials, clock sounds, chairs, and tables are just accessories. This atmosphere would exist as long as there are people who've dedicated their lives to chess and a board.*

It feels as comfortable as being at home. Soon I'll be playing moves against someone I've never met before. Just thinking about it makes my heart race.

Chess has given me pain and sadness, but ultimately, it's an enjoyable board game and pastime.

*Ah... this is when chess is most fun. Right before it begins, when I'm planning in my head. Once it starts, it becomes an infuriating game.*

Even Lenin, the super-red leader who split the Earth in half, couldn't overcome the frustration of chess and passed away. Chess is truly magnificent.

My opponent slowly looked around the venue before sitting across from me. Their eyes were alive with determination—brilliant eyes that said they would showcase their skills regardless of who I was.

"You seem well-prepared?"

"Yes. I need to reach at least the Round of 16."

My opponent answered with a resolute voice.

"But only one team can advance to the Round of 16."

"Then I'm sorry for you. Please cheer for us after you're eliminated."

This was the confidence I wanted. I respect chess players full of confidence. Fighting spirit and the desire to win are essential qualities for a chess player.

A few minutes later, the game began. I had the white pieces. For my first move, I naturally advanced the pawn in front of my king two squares. I could probably find the king's pawn with my eyes closed.

In response to my King's Pawn Opening, my opponent played the Sicilian Defense—the most aggressive response to advancing the king's pawn.

It's clear they've prepared something.

*But that doesn't mean I can avoid it.*

There are mainly two ways for White to deal with the Sicilian Defense. First, accept the Sicilian and enter the Open Sicilian, countering whatever the opponent has prepared.

Second, don't accept the Sicilian and instead play the Anti-Sicilian or Closed Sicilian, sticking to my own game plan.

Of the two, I chose the former. I was curious about what my opponent had prepared, and the Open Sicilian is advantageous for White.

Following the main line, we reached Black's fifth move. This is the crossroads. The Sicilian Dragon, Sicilian Najdorf, Sicilian Scheveningen, Sicilian Classical—numerous variations branch out from here.

Among the many branches, my opponent chose... the Sicilian Najdorf. My specialty opening. Bad news for them.

*They seemed to have prepared hard, but too bad. I'll give them a lesson instead.*

Everyone has a decent opening repertoire—until their opponent enters an obscure sideline they've never seen.

*Sicilian Najdorf, Freak Attack.*

When Black enters the Sicilian Najdorf on the fifth move, White can choose a variation on the sixth move.

White's options include the main line, English Attack, Fischer-Sozin Attack, Classical, Adams Attack, and Amsterdam Variation.

Of these, I chose what might be considered the least popular sideline.

A rather unique idea where White moves the kingside rook one square sideways on the sixth move—a variation I rarely see others play. Actually, I use it often. I've also been on the receiving end many times.

My opponent looked stunned by my lesson. They probably prepared for the main line or English Attack. Maybe even the Poisoned Pawn.

*But surprise! Your opening repertoire just got thrown in the trash. Any complaints?*

What could they do even if they had complaints? Nothing except resign.

*The second moment when chess is fun: when you mentally torment your opponent...!*

Chess is truly enjoyable. At least when I'm winning.
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The match against the 32nd seed was an easy win, but I didn't feel particularly good about it. It seemed like I'd been too harsh against an ordinary person who wasn't a professional or even a titled master.

It was like hitting a home run off my cousin who'd only been in baseball academy for three months and was proudly showing off the curveball he'd just learned from his coach.

An amateur had worked hard to prepare the Sicilian Najdorf, but I, as a professional, mercilessly pulled out a sideline. In baseball terms, it was like watching a slow curve with little drop all the way through, then making contact at the last moment and sending it flying.

I'd only meant to make contact, but my wrist strength was so good that I sent it flying out of the park. That's the kind of situation it was.

*I should probably hide my strength from now on.*

Here we go again, a chess master hiding their strength. Depending on my mood, I might hide it or not. It changes frequently, but for this match, I'm hiding my strength.

*Let's not end it in the opening. At least let them throw the first pitch before deciding whether to swing. They threw the ball with such energy—how could I hit a home run right from the start?*

I should go with a simple opening for this match. Nothing complicated like the Modern Defense, Pirc Defense, or Sicilian Defense—just something straightforward.

An Open Game wouldn't be bad, but I don't want to give my opponent that much freedom. After thinking briefly, I decided on today's opening.

*Caro-Kann Defense. The Caro-Kann should be appropriate. White has plenty of options, and it's quite decent for Black too.*

I don't like that it's somewhat passive, but I can work with that. Today, the Caro-Kann seems like a good choice.

I stretched my arm by putting my elbow behind my head and pressing down firmly. I rotated my neck and pulled my shoulders back to stretch.

"Unnie, you should stretch too. Play chess for too long and your neck and shoulders will develop chess-specific characteristics."

A turtle neck and rounded shoulders are practically accessories for chess masters, but it's much better not to have them. I suffered from turtle neck in my past life too.

"I sit with good posture when playing chess, so I'm fine."

"Really? I tend to stare at the chess board like I'm about to bury my head in it, so I need to stretch regularly."

"Want me to help you stretch?"

"Yes, that would be nice."

I stood back-to-back with Unnie. My hips were higher than hers. Partly because I'm taller, but also because I have long legs for my height.

I linked arms with Unnie. She bent forward, lifting me up. I felt my back arch backward, accompanied by cracking sounds.

"Keeeeee...!!"

"Hey, you're so young—why is your back making such noises?"

"Krrrreeeeek!"

My back bent like a bow. How bad must my posture have been to make such sounds? I was receiving karmic retribution for past sins in the form of pain.

*I won't sleep on my stomach anymore! I'll sit with my back against the chair!*

My bow-shaped back felt like it was turning to mush.

"Ogok, ogogok... ogogogok..."

Even after Unnie put me down, I continued groaning in pain for a while.

"But is this really stretching? Doing this incorrectly could actually be bad for your back."

"No, no, I'm sure it's fine! My back feels refreshed!"

"If you say so. That's good then. Shall we go in?"

"Yes."

If this stretching is actually bad for back health, I'm ready to roll my eyes back, make V-signs with both hands, and stick out my tongue. In front of Si-woo, of course.

*Si-woo would be shocked. I haven't seen him flustered in a while—maybe I should try it.*

I patted my back with my fist as I headed to the playing area. I could see players with serious expressions, seemingly reviewing their prepared opening repertoires.

The person sitting at board 1 must be my opponent. They were sighing with what looked like a very nervous expression.

I approached with model-like confident steps, pulled out the chair dramatically, and plopped down. I was about to cross my legs but remembered that doing so would misalign my pelvis, so I sat up straight.

"Nice to meet you."

Maintaining my upright posture, I extended my hand for a handshake. The back stretching didn't just loosen my back—the pain that made me groan served as a warning to maintain proper posture to avoid future pain.

Perhaps due to my confident and upright posture, my opponent also straightened their back and composed themselves. As their posture improved, their expression brightened too. Now they looked more like a proper chess player.

"Good luck. And goodbye. Making it to the Round of 16 is already an achievement."

I confidently mentioned my victory, declaring they would be eliminated in the Round of 16. My opponent responded with a light laugh.

"Yes, the Round of 16 is an achievement. Since you played well, go home and get some rest."

We exchanged verbal jabs. No more conversation was needed. Chess players should let their chess do the talking. Now we needed to determine who would be the one saying, "The Round of 16 is an achievement!"

Finally, the game began. The defense I had prepared today was the Caro-Kann Defense. Since the Caro-Kann can only be used if the opponent advances their king's pawn two squares, this first move was crucial.

If they advanced their queen's pawn instead, my Caro-Kann plan would vanish.

My seemingly clever plan was a fragile one that could collapse with my opponent's queen's pawn advance.

*If I had a hypnosis app, I could command my opponent to advance their king's pawn!*

That would surely rank in the top 5 wholesome uses of a hypnosis app. Though honestly, if I got a hypnosis app, I wouldn't waste it on making someone advance their king's pawn.

*King's pawn? I'd make them play into the Ruy Lopez! And not just any variation—the Ruy Lopez Open Variation.*

Making a Queen's Pawn player use the Ruy Lopez Open.

*Playing e4 is so obvious. Using an opening you don't even like—isn't that the greatest humiliation for a chess player?*

If only I could do that, it would make for a really fun game. It was quite disappointing. Unfortunately, no matter how much I searched my phone, I couldn't find anything remotely related to hypnosis, so there was nothing I could do.

Fortunately, my opponent advanced their king's pawn two squares. It seems I might have unconsciously hypnotized them after all.

As soon as I grabbed my c-pawn, I almost instinctively pushed it two squares. Against a King's Pawn Opening, pushing the c-pawn two squares would be the Sicilian, while one square would be the Caro-Kann. I had intended to play the Caro-Kann but almost mistakenly played the Sicilian.

Pushing the c-pawn just one square felt really uncomfortable. It would feel more natural to boldly push it two squares and hit the chess clock with a satisfying tap.

*Using an opening you don't even like! That's the greatest humiliation for a chess player!*

My opponent's second move was to advance their queen's pawn two squares. I also advanced my queen's pawn two squares, executing the main idea of the Caro-Kann.

First move: advance the c-pawn one square. Second move: advance the d-pawn two squares to attack the center. Now my opponent had three main options: accept the pawn exchange, develop a piece, or push a pawn to avoid the exchange. All three were reasonable moves.

This contrasts with the "French Defense," which feels similar but where only piece development is good while the other options are subpar.

*Perfect. I'm giving my opponent choices. This won't end pathetically in the opening like the Round of 32 match.*

After some consideration, my opponent chose to exchange pawns. Caro-Kann Defense, Exchange Variation. The game then naturally progressed into the Panov Attack variation.

The Panov Attack is probably the most common variation at the amateur level. Both Black and White can develop decently, and king safety is also quite good.

White ends up with an isolated pawn on the d-file but gains space advantage in the center. Black's big advantage is having no weaknesses.

It's hard for White to make progress. After Black castles, their king is safe, and there aren't really any weak pawns to target.

*Except for the fact that White has many options, it's a decent opening even for beginners. If played well, it can feel like an upgraded version of the Scandinavian Defense.*

Rather than attacking quickly, I focused on defense. I believed that harnessing the Caro-Kann's defensive strength while sharpening my attacking blade was the best approach.

The chess board isn't that large anyway. It's easy to transition from defense to attack, especially in positions where the center is wide open like this.

I went all-in on defense until the middle of the middlegame. I used my queen and rooks to fortify my position. My opponent tried to attack by pushing pawns, but I didn't show any weaknesses.

*Just a little more, come in just a little deeper.*

My opponent was now advancing pawns to depths that were becoming difficult to maintain. They deployed their pieces aggressively, as if trying to capitalize on their space advantage, thrusting their blade forward.

My opportunity had arrived.

The space advantage they had been building up was merely money I had lent them. Unless they had invested it well and hit the jackpot, they had lost even the principal to the point where they couldn't recover it.

*Time to seize the assets. First, confiscate the bishop.*

I exchanged two pawns and a bishop. My opponent realized their mistake and frowned. But what they had just repaid was merely one month's interest.

With my bishop pair roaming their territory and probing for weaknesses, things became too easy. If a bishop was worth one month's interest, then paying off all the interest would require at least a rook and a pawn.

I captured a rook with my knight and took a pawn as a bonus. My opponent, who had been smiling and expanding their territory, was now collapsing helplessly under my counterattack.

They had paid off the interest, but the principal remained. My two bishops pointed their blades at the enemy king. Apparently, my bishops had been Jewish priests in a past life, showing such financial talent.

"Haah..."

My opponent finally declared bankruptcy. It happened after 14 moves of debt collection.

Ch.149 - School Competition (14)
The match for the top 8 was played as an Open Game, transitioning into a Scotch Game, and finally into a Four Knights Scotch. While the Four Knights Scotch is used as a drawing weapon between Grandmasters, that wasn't the case against amateurs.

The two rapidly developed knights completely shattered the opponent's position, and I eventually won by successfully executing a queen trap.

For the semifinals, I had the black pieces. In such an important match, there was no room for taking it easy. As soon as my opponent moved their king's pawn forward two squares, I entered the Sicilian Defense.

Unfortunately, my opponent didn't accommodate the Sicilian. They went for an Anti-Sicilian line, specifically the simplest one—the Alapin Variation.

The Alapin is an opening for white players who fear the extensive theory of the Sicilian. It doesn't require detailed study to avoid disadvantage, and the amount of preparation needed is minimal. However, the center often becomes closed, leading to somewhat stifling games.

Not wanting a stifling game in the semifinals, I immediately advanced my queen's pawn two squares. When my opponent captured my pawn, I recaptured with the queen, aggressively opening up the center.

It was the Barmen Variation, which I occasionally used against the Alapin.

My opponent seemed to have prepared the opening quite diligently, responding to the Barmen Variation correctly. But their accuracy was limited to the opening phase.

Once we reached a point that was difficult to cover with opening preparation, my opponent's skill level rapidly declined. By consistently pressuring their weaknesses, I was able to secure their resignation.

Up through the semifinals, we hadn't lost a single game. The third-year vice representative, whom I had been most worried about, turned out to be surprisingly strong in actual competition.

His second-place finish in the third-year rankings wasn't luck. He showed considerable skill in learning and applying the counter-strategies I had taught him.

The more concerning player was actually the second-year representative. He had faced two masters so far and nearly lost both times. The first was a CM and the second was an IM.

*I didn't expect him to struggle so much against a Candidate Master. That match... was really nerve-wracking.*

While against the International Master I felt "he might draw if he plays well," against the Candidate Master I thought "wow, he's really going to lose this."

He somehow managed to hold on until the endgame and barely pulled off a comeback, but it was concerning. I had finished my own match early, so I watched his game in real-time, which made it even more stressful.

When you know the outcome beforehand, you don't worry even if the position looks bad, but watching it live...

*Just one more match. Just one more match to play properly.*

There can't be any such anxiety in the finals. The word "finals" has a strange power—even people who aren't interested in high school tournaments will click to watch.

The number of people who will watch the finals will probably equal the combined number of those who watched the semifinals, quarterfinals, and round of 16. When so many people are watching our match, we need to win with dignity.

"Just one more match to play properly...! We have just one more match left. If we just play this one match properly, we'll win the tournament without losing a single game. The best high school in the country. Those glorious days! The golden generation!"

I spoke with such excitement that I was out of breath. After catching my breath, I continued.

"So, please, let's just play well for one more match."

"Yeon-a. Why are you so excited? Even sudden outbursts need some moderation to be relatable..."

"Well, that's how important this is."

"Okay, okay. I get it. You want me to play properly, right?"

Ra-hee's attitude was in stark contrast to my tense demeanor. I was very anxious that she might make a mistake with that attitude. No, she would definitely make a mistake.

*She's already raised so many death flags. Her chess style is quite unstable. She's bound to make a mistake at some point, but she's been too perfect so far.*

If I estimate the probability of Ra-hee making a major mistake and losing at around 10 percent, then the calculation shows she has almost an 80 percent chance of making a mistake in the next game.

Three matches in the group stage, then the round of 32, 16, 8, and 4. She's made it through seven matches without incident, so that's 70 percent. Therefore, there's an 80 percent chance she'll make a mistake in the next match.

*Good thing this isn't a 10-game tournament. If it were that long, she would have definitely made a mistake in one of them.*

I stared intently at Ra-hee. Her confident attitude that she would win was also one of the death flags. If I don't keep a close eye on her, our perfect record will be broken.

"Unnie."

"Why so serious again? Our Yeon-i is cute and nice, but you seem to live too much in your own world. I can never tell what you're thinking."

"Would you believe me if I said there's an 80 percent chance you'll make a mistake in the next match?"

"Sure, I'll believe you. So you want me to try hard, right? Okay. What should I do to avoid making mistakes?"

"Um..."

I don't know.

"Well... Ah, I know! Play three chess games with me. If you play three chess games with me, we can reduce the probability of a mistake to 10 percent!"

If she makes one mistake while playing with me, then the probability drops to 10 percent for the next match. A perfect mathematical conclusion.

Ra-hee rested her chin on her hand and stared at me. Her gaze was so intense that I turned away. No matter how many times I see it, I can't get used to it. I wonder if there's such a thing as human compatibility.

"Yeon-a. Do you know about independent events?"

"Huh? Isn't that something from math? I know it roughly. I think I've seen it somewhere before. An Indian guy explaining it while writing numbers on a whiteboard."

"Right... that's good enough."

After setting up the board, I played chess with her. I'd heard rumors that Ra-hee had been practicing chess very diligently lately, and I could definitely sense something different about her.

It's hard to explain in words, but something had changed. Should I say her fighting spirit was more palpable, or that her competitive drive had strengthened?

*At this rate, she probably won't make mistakes.*

Before the preliminaries started, when I played two simultaneous games with Ra-hee. The difference between her then and now is like night and day.

Throughout our chess game, I felt conflicted. I was glad that she seemed unlikely to make mistakes, but I also felt anxious whenever I sensed her improvement.

The magnitude of growth she had achieved in such a short time made me uneasy. While I remained stationary, people around me were slowly progressing.

My skill level remains unchanged, but someone, somewhere, is improving their skills even at this moment. Among the countless chess players in the world, someone is breaking through their barriers right now.

While everyone takes a step forward, I stand still. Trapped by an invisible wall, struggling without making progress.

I build up trivial victories against amateurs and pretend to be good by overwhelmingly defeating opponents weaker than me.

"...Still, I can't reach it?"

"Pardon?"

"No, it's nothing. Let's continue."

We entered the endgame after exchanging queens. My victory was almost certain. Ra-hee is weaker than me, an opponent I can easily defeat. She has improved significantly, but not enough to surpass me yet.

*So what? Should I be happy that she's not good enough to surpass me?*

I asked myself. Honestly, I was happy. Whether it's a victory against an amateur or someone weaker than me, it feels good.

But it's a bit frustrating.

I don't know when I'll be able to overcome the wall in front of me and run toward the Champion. While people behind me are running hard to catch up, I'm just standing in front of the wall, tapping it with my hands. It's frustrating.

*I'm glad that Unnie's skill level isn't enough to surpass me. I want to enjoy this feeling forever.*

I pushed a pawn forward one square and promoted it to a queen.

Promotion. The miracle where the weakest piece transforms into the strongest upon reaching its limit. A piece worth just 1 point becomes worth 9, securing victory in the game.

Can this new life I've been given be called a promotion? My skill level is similar to or even below what it was in my past life.

"I lost."

"Good game. Your skills have really improved. It's noticeable even compared to a few weeks ago."

"Of course. Shall we play one more?"

"Sure."

We set up the board again, switched colors, and started playing. Her skills had definitely improved. The instability had decreased, replaced by solidity.

*I wish my skills would improve that rapidly too.*

The second game was easier to win than the first. In the first game, I misjudged her thinking because I wasn't aware of her skill improvement. But after exchanging a few moves and making minor adjustments, I could handle her comfortably.

Her skills had improved significantly, but she still couldn't reach my level.

"...I lost."

"Good game."

"Sigh... really, how on earth can I ever beat you?"

"Well, I guess just keep working hard as usual."

"What kind of answer is that..."

She responded with a deflated voice. I approached her and patted her shoulder, offering words of encouragement.

"It's okay. If you keep at it, you might surpass me someday. Hehehe, though that might be impossible."

It was a casually offered encouragement. And after saying it, I was quite taken aback.

My tone just now was similar to the Champion's. The Champion from that time when he wasn't yet perfect, when we had the most interaction.

Ch.150 - School Competition (15)
I've carefully analyzed the text and will translate it following the glossary and style guidelines.

Chapter 150

On the day of the finals, we entered the arena with a bold declaration that we wouldn't lose a single match. We are the strongest chess high school, and the results would prove it.

*And the person who created those results is none other than me. Without my analysis sheets and opening predictions, a perfect record would have been difficult. We might have reached the finals, but we wouldn't have won every match.*

I'm already famous among chess enthusiasts. It's not like I have people lining up to recognize me on the street or that I can't go outside without a mask and hat...

Still, if I walk around for more than three hours, at least one person will look at me like they know who I am. It would be nice if they recognized me immediately and came for an autograph, but that hasn't happened yet.

I understand. I'm not that famous yet. It would be difficult for someone to approach me based on just a few photos that have been released to the world.

*But that changes today. I'm the one leading our academy's golden generation.*

Even high school baseball, which most people don't care about, sees a significant increase in viewers during the finals. The chess league finals attract even more attention.

*I took the first board precisely for today.*

I'll play with the white pieces in the finals. White is the color that allows me to lead the game as I want.

If I can create a brilliant victory through proactive gameplay, that alone would be a success.

"Let's go."

"Yeah. Our captain is lost in his own world again. Is that how you have to live to be good at chess? Not easy."

"Hang in there, Unnie. Your form has been amazing lately, so believe in your skills."

"I always believe in my skills. And I'm far from having amazing form. I'm still lacking. I haven't won a single game against you."

"That's... because of bad compatibility. You're a skilled player, Unnie."

"Compliments that sound like charity don't make me happy. Let's chat after we win. Both of you, stay focused. Thinking 'one loss won't matter' is what ruins games."

I was about to give everyone a cool pep talk as the captain, but Unnie stepped in first. Directing the vice-captain is also the captain's role. If Unnie gave proper encouragement, that's also my achievement.

*So this is what being a captain means. The achievements are mine. The responsibility is yours. Since Unnie gave the words of encouragement, if those two lose, it's Unnie's responsibility.*

I've realized the essence of leadership.

"Now, players enter!"

We pushed through the massive doors. If this were a movie, there would be slow-motion effects and epic background music. Everything would unfold according to plan, and we'd all pop champagne together.

The four of us walked in formation. Actually, we weren't that synchronized. Since I matched my stride with Si-woo, I tended to walk with wider steps.

*This needs editing.*

The four of us stood in front of our respective seats and extended our hands toward our opponents. Meanwhile, the third-year vice-representative at board four misread the atmosphere, briefly sat down, then stood back up.

*This needs editing too.*

After my mental editing process, a perfect movie was complete. We walked in perfectly synchronized, mechanically extending our arms for handshakes.

After brief handshakes, we all sat down simultaneously. We didn't actually sit down at the same time, but through editing, I made it simultaneous.

*Now for the highlight section.*

I closed my eyes intently and visualized a chess board in my mind. Countless possibilities appeared instantly. There are 20 possible first moves in chess, but only about 6 are actually used.

Black's responses aren't that varied either. You could say there are 10 if you really stretch it, but not many are actually used.

Visualizing possible variations and thinking of responses isn't difficult. For someone like me who has devoted their life to chess, it's as natural as breathing.

*I'm so good at chess, why am I not the Champion? I really don't understand.*

The opening repertoire appears clearly in my mind. It's the first fork in the road to victory. Though not as good as the Champion, my opening skills are among the top tier.

The game's start time approached. I naturally moved to advance the pawn in front of my King two squares but changed direction and advanced the pawn in front of the Queen's Bishop two squares. In notation, 1. c4, the English Opening.

It's the third most commonly used opening, indirectly controlling the center. The Champion uses it quite frequently and uses it well.

Since it exerts influence on the center indirectly rather than placing a pawn there, it's difficult for beginners. Controlling the center with pieces rather than pawns, and frequent transpositions to other openings make it quite challenging.

If you only study the English Opening, you might be caught off guard by a sudden Queen's Gambit transposition. It's an opening that requires proficiency in various openings. That's the English Opening.

*The advantage is... because it's difficult, it's easier to gain an advantage in the opening. The difficulty applies to everyone, not just me. The English isn't bad if you want to fight in the opening phase.*

The English Opening has a higher win rate for White than the King's Pawn Opening or Queen's Pawn Opening. It's not that the English Opening is better, but rather that only skilled players use it, which raises the win rate.

If mastered properly, it's an opening that can completely finish off an opponent. I occasionally use the English because I like how flexibly I can use the d and e pawns.

The Queen's Pawn Opening and King's Pawn Opening advance a central pawn as the first move. In contrast, the English advances the c-pawn. This gives you the option to decide on central pawns later based on your opponent's response.

*Beginners can't utilize this, but I can definitely make use of it.*

My opponent entered a Reversed Sicilian. Responding to my c-pawn advance with an e-pawn advance. It's essentially a Sicilian Defense with colors reversed, hence the name Reversed Sicilian.

It's my favorite variation of the English Opening. It feels more comfortable than playing the Sicilian as Black. The moves feel similar, but I'm a tempo ahead.

*What if I just advance the a-pawn on the second move? That would enable a faster Sicilian Najdorf.*

Playing White like Black isn't good play, but it's possible to play that way.

I delayed advancing my central pawns as much as possible to maintain flexibility. I pushed the g-pawn one square, developed the Bishop to g2, then castled.

I planned to use the traditional method of giving space to the opponent before counterattacking. Pawns initiate the battle. This time, the two central pawns would be the signal flares.

I slightly pushed a side pawn to provoke my opponent. It was a sharp pawn advance, as if threatening to strike first if they didn't attack quickly.

To make my opponent misunderstand it as an all-in attack on the queenside, I pretended to redeploy my Knight backward. Looking at the formation, it appeared like an all-in attack.

I made moves suggesting I was targeting the queenside, redeploying pieces one by one, and looking like I would aggressively push pawns.

*Take the bait, take the bait, take the bait.*

Of course, that wasn't my real intention. I only pretended to position pieces toward the queenside without actually moving them there. From a broader perspective, it would look like I was waiting for something.

*Someone watching from the sidelines might figure it out. But someone sitting at the board from the beginning wouldn't see it.*

Thoughts have inertia too. Since I showed pawn movements targeting the queenside, my opponent became wary of that area.

When cautious about queenside movements, all my moves would appear to be heading in that direction. Few Grandmasters would avoid falling for this deception.

*Yes, they took the bait!*

The best way to counter a side all-in attack is to fight in the center. Even intermediate chess players learn this simple theory in chess academies.

Blocking a side all-in attack with central influence is fundamental. I knew someone skilled enough to reach the finals would make such a choice.

*If my side attack had been real, the central counterattack would have worked. But this was just bait.*

The pieces that were facing the queenside changed direction and advanced to the center. The opponent's reckless central attack turned into a huge mistake.

Not just the loss of a single pawn, but a massive disadvantage affecting their entire position. I followed with attacks forcing painful sacrifices.

I firmly held onto the gap I created, refusing to let go. I inserted pieces into small openings and forced exchanges. I manipulated my opponent to draw the picture I wanted, turning the game upside down.

Chess is a game for two, but at this moment, only I had the right to think.

*Now it's time for resignation.*

Before my opponent could announce their resignation, I clenched my fist. I kissed my tightly clenched fist and waited for my opponent's concession.

"Phew... Good game."

I raised my fist high to display my victory. The game flowed exactly according to my script from beginning to end. This time, it ended in victory, not a draw.

"Good game."

While shaking hands with my opponent, I didn't look at them. I could vaguely see the Champion waiting for me beyond.

Ch.151 - School Trip (1)
The Future of Korean Chess! The protagonist of "power chess" who dominates opponents. Who is Buyeo Yeon?

The revival of attack-first philosophy. A single girl who marked its beginning.

The Korean chess master who will stop the Champion's solo run.

The president of the Korean Chess Association... "She reminds me of that child from 20 years ago." Praise pours in.

Why did the Champion hide what happened that day? Is this scrutiny toward a young genius acceptable?

Articles appeared with each scroll. Though not numerous, their impact was significant. Koreans have always loved "geniuses" and worshipped "young geniuses."

Twenty-five years ago, even when Korea was a chess wasteland, articles about me frequently appeared. They praised my achievements and accomplishments all day, claiming that Korea's young chess genius was shaking up the world.

*This is it, this is what I want.*

Manufactured geniuses collapse under the pressure of such attention and love, but true geniuses like me actually enjoy the attention and affection.

Just crush the pressure with achievements. Silence those who say you'll eventually fall by overwhelming them with results.

"Hoo-hoo-hoot, hoo-hoot!"

"Are you that happy about it?"

"Of course! Look at this—'The Korean chess master who will stop the Champion's solo run!' They're acknowledging me as the next Champion. Because I'm the only one who can stop the Champion."

"You're really famous now. Won't people recognize you when you're out and about?"

"Maybe! I'll have to stick right behind you and hide. Since you're my most reliable bodyguard."

I clung to Si-woo's arm and hopped up and down. Si-woo looked at me—not as the incompetent me who couldn't do anything right, but as the strongest chess master who would defeat the Champion.

Though he still looked at me with eyes that saw a cute little sister, soon he would look at me with eyes that beheld a superstar.

*What if Si-woo gets depressed because I become too famous and he feels outclassed? I'll have to approach him as he's crumpled in a corner, swallowing his tears, and give him a big hug.*

Just thinking about it makes my heart pound. Si-woo burning with inferiority. It's hard to imagine, but it would definitely be cute.

Si-woo intimidated beside a friend who's too successful. Si-woo crumpled beside a friend who's become a superstar. Si-woo worrying alone.

"Heeheeheehee..."

"W-what? What weird thoughts are you having now, you pervert? No, stop, don't! My body is precious!"

"It's okay, it's okay. Don't worry. I'm always on your side."

I patted Si-woo's back. Feeling something was missing while patting his back, I changed direction and patted his chest.

"Kyaaak!"

"I don't scream 'kyaaak' even though I'm a girl, so why are you doing it? Don't worry. I'll always be by your side."

"Umm. But why are you suddenly saying that...?"

"Just because. Remember it. It might be a big help later. Hoo-hoo-hoo-hoo."

Me, so famous that even if we make plans, we can barely meet a month later. Si-woo secretly approaching me, crying profusely and clinging to me while shouting, "You said you'd always be by my side!"

*Ah, no. I don't like that. I don't want to make him cry. I couldn't bear it if that happened.*

Me, super famous but still available when he wants to meet. Si-woo approaching me confidently, muttering "You said you'd always be by my side!" and expressing his dissatisfaction.

This is enough. Just enough disappointment is sufficient—making him severely upset would be too hard on me. He should only be as disappointed as a baby who wanted apple-flavored jelly but whose parents brought grape-flavored jelly instead.

*Making him a little disappointed is okay, right? Of course, if it happened to me, I'd cry immediately.*

Since Si-woo knows what my mental state is like, that won't happen. I can tease Si-woo, but Si-woo can't tease me. An absolutely dominant position.

"Ah, while I'm thinking about it, I should register for a chess tournament. I need to raise my rating quickly and earn a master title. I feel like a bad person for confusing others."

To achieve that, I first need to become a superstar. I always talk about becoming a superstar, but I've hardly done anything to actually become one.

"Tournaments only on weekends? Or weekdays too?"

"Just weekends. I want to raise my rating quickly, but that's not more important than the present. Going to school and living a normal life is enjoyable too."

Those who are meant to rise will rise anyway. It's just a matter of speed—if I play enough games, I'll eventually earn a master title and become a Grandmaster.

Even if my skills have deteriorated somewhat, I'm still mid-tier Grandmaster material, not someone who can't become a Grandmaster at all. Once I regain my touch, I can easily reach the upper ranks of Grandmasters.

*The Champion won't lose anyway. No one thinks the Champion will lose. Even gamblers don't bet on whether the Champion will win or lose, but on how many games it will take for the Champion to secure the championship.*

The championship follows the rule that the first to reach 7.5 points wins. Theoretically, it could end in eight games, and many people bet on eight games.

The lowest odds are for eleven games—predicting that the Champion will end with 4 wins and 7 draws. No one thinks the Champion will lose. Without a heretic like "me," he would remain the eternal Champion.

*I'm the only one who can end the Champion's solo run.*

I'm the only one who pushed the Champion to the 14th game. In that final game... if I had played just a little better... I could have won.

*Damn it.*

It makes me sick. I really could have won if I'd played just a little better, but that "little" was too far away.

"I was planning to rest today, but I think I need to play some chess."

"Chess? With whom?"

"With you... is what I'd like to say, but I'm going to analyze games. A battle with myself, you could say. The Champion's number of games has increased a lot lately. I wonder if he's going to announce his return to rapid and blitz."

To be precise, it's not "lately" but since the day he played against me. Enough time has passed that the pain has diminished considerably. That old man's icy gaze colder than icicles—

*That incident must have had a big impact on his heart.*

He's really high-maintenance. Always tormenting me when I was alive, then moping around like a corpse after I died, and now acting like this again after playing one game of chess with me.

I may have weak mental fortitude, but the old man doesn't seem particularly strong either. He should stand firm like a great tree unmoved by wind and rain, not sway like a reed when I poke him.

*He's really played a lot of games. Is he possessed by the ghost of someone who died because they couldn't play chess?*

The board in my head was sufficient. With a board visualized in my mind, I used Si-woo's back as a stand for my phone.

"The Champion's Réti Opening... this is rare."

An opening where White develops the kingside knight on the first move. The knight on f6 attacks the e5 square, preventing the opponent from advancing the pawn in front of the king two squares.

Black can either develop their kingside knight like White, returning the choice to White, or advance the pawn in front of the queen two squares.

It often transitions into the Queen's Gambit, and since White has many factors to consider, it's classified as a quite difficult opening.

I watched the Champion's games, replaying each notation. The way he skillfully cornered his opponents was almost eerie. Every move had meaning, making it a pleasure to watch.

His skill was so overwhelming that it was difficult to call him the same "Grandmaster" as others. Capabilities two moves ahead of other players. The Champion was indeed the Champion.

"He really is good."

"Did you finish watching already?"

"There's still some left, but it doesn't matter. When the gap is this wide, he could win with one hand."

"Oh..."

Si-woo's waist looked sore, so I massaged it a bit. For some reason, I felt that if Si-woo's waist hurt, I would be the one to suffer. Suddenly my hand trembled and my chest flushed hot.

"Ah, I want to watch the Champion's games in person."

"...There's no news of the Champion coming to Korea."

"I want to watch in person!"

"Ah, okay. I'll look into it. But would our parents allow just the two of us to travel abroad...?"

I kept my mouth shut. If I were Si-woo's parents, would I allow Si-woo to travel abroad alone with a close female friend? No way. We'd definitely get into trouble.

*Of course, I have absolutely no intention of causing trouble... but! His parents wouldn't believe that. I have no intention of causing trouble, but.*

Especially his mother, who has already seen so much, would strongly oppose it. I have no intention of causing trouble, but there's no way to prove my sincere heart.

"So overseas travel is impossible...?"

"Let's go when we become adults. Then we won't need our parents' permission."

"I wonder if there's a good way to go on an overseas chess tour... to watch the Champion's games in person, play chess with foreigners, and participate in foreign tournaments..."

I clung to Si-woo's back and whined for a while. If I wish desperately enough, maybe someone will appear and grant my wish. Maybe some force that wants us to travel abroad will appear and show us a good way.

And my wish really did come true.

"Everyone! The school trip schedule has been set!"

A school trip, in the form of overseas travel. Although it wasn't a trip just for Si-woo and me, we could travel abroad without opposition from Si-woo's parents.

"Checkmate!"

As soon as I heard the news about the school trip, I laughed "Che-hahaha" and climbed onto Si-woo's back.

School trip, final destination: Madrid, Spain.

Ch.152 - School Trip (2)
I've carefully analyzed the text and will translate it following the glossary and style guidelines.

## Chapter 152

Madrid, the capital of Spain. Though I hadn't come for tourism, I did get to see it. Spain is also one of the countries with a rich chess tradition. It might be a stretch to call it a powerhouse, but its tradition is undeniable.

The opening I frequently use, Ruy Lopez, is also known as the Spanish Opening. Ruy Lopez itself is named after the Renaissance-era Spanish chess player "Ruy López de Segura."

The era was so long ago that there was no rating system or champion, but some call him an unofficial champion. Spain's connection to chess isn't limited to just Ruy Lopez.

The most basic form of chess began in India as "Chaturanga." As Chaturanga spread to Persia and Islamic countries, it became known as "Shatranj," and when Shatranj spread to Spain in Europe, it evolved into chess.

During the Islamic occupation of the Iberian Peninsula, Shatranj spread, and through various processes, it transformed into chess.

*There's even a saying that the chess Queen was modeled after Spain's Isabella I. Her husband Ferdinand II apparently loved chess...*

It's nearly impossible to discuss the history of chess without mentioning Spain. Though there aren't many famous Grandmasters from Spain, if you just look at the number of Grandmasters, it could be considered on the fringes of chess powers.

It's hard to call Spain a chess powerhouse when compared to Eastern European countries, the United States, China, and India. They don't have any Chess Olympiad victories, nor do they have players capable of reaching the Candidates Tournament... they're an ambiguous power.

*Vietnam has a superstar that Spain doesn't. That's a big difference. What good is a high average? People ultimately watch the World Cup, Candidates Tournament, Championship, and Grand Prix.*

While Spanish players often place in the upper-middle ranks of major tournaments, I've never seen them in the top ranks or winning positions. That's the current limitation of Spanish chess. They're good, but people don't recognize them.

Master Ruy López de Segura must be crying in his grave.

*Ah... is this when I need to step up? Master Ruy Lopez, wait for me. I will bring glory to your name.*

This trip to Spain is nothing short of destiny. Me, who uses Ruy Lopez as my main opening, going to Spain, Ruy Lopez's country, to become his successor.

Discovering a stone tablet imbued with his power, and when I place my finger on it, blue light flows out, granting me knowledge and strength... It's a common cliché and awakening scenario.

*I'll obtain Ruy Lopez's soul here, then go to Sicily to perfect the Sicilian Defense, and then to Poland to receive Najdorf's soul. As for QGD... I'm not sure.*

With that power, I'll defeat the Champion. The Champion will cry "Ugh!" and retire, and the protagonist will live happily ever after.

"Yeon-a. Shouldn't you start packing your things?"

"Waaah. Yeon-i can't do that. Si-woo should pack for me."

"At the very least, you should pack your own underwear..."

"Make sure to fold them flat so the wires don't get damaged. I'm going to the bathroom. I don't know how many pairs of underwear I have, so I might not notice if one or two go missing..."

Si-woo, who had come to our house to help pack for the school trip, wasn't just helping—he was doing everything himself. Since he arrived, he'd cleaned, organized clothes, and packed bags.

*The protagonist who lives happily ever after. The prince is always by her side.*

It might seem like I'm treating the prince too much like a servant... but I didn't ask him to do it; Si-woo offered first. If I had asked Si-woo for help, that would be different, but Si-woo volunteered to help. This isn't treating him like a servant; it's just receiving his consideration.

After washing my hands in the bathroom, I returned to Si-woo. He had really done everything. I felt almost guilty.

"Y-you really did it all. Now I feel a bit bad... Ah! I'll pack your things instead."

"I've already packed everything. And I offered to help first, so it's fine."

"Then... umm..."

"Really, it's okay."

After thinking for a moment, I approached Si-woo and stretched out my arms to hug him. Being small, I couldn't completely embrace the large Si-woo, but the warmth would definitely be conveyed.

I believe the warmest act one person can do for another is to hug. Holding tight, sharing body heat and affection. It's my favorite gesture.

"Thank you."

Thump-thump, I'm not sure whose heart is making that sound.

"Let's have fun on the trip!"

"...Yeah."

"Your ears are red. Should I bite them?"

I nibbled Si-woo's ear with my lips and chewed on it. After eating a bit, I spat it out, saying it was tasteless. I giggled and patted Si-woo's arm.

"You weren't thinking of me as a little sister you need to take care of, were you?"

"Of course not. I know you can do well on your own, but I just wanted to help."

"Yeah. I know. Please continue to take care of me."

A few weeks after Si-woo came to pack my bags, the day of the school trip arrived. I spread fake news that we had to wear our uniforms for the trip, but unfortunately, no one fell for it.

I thought at least one person would believe it... what a shame.

We boarded the buses in order, starting with the front classes. Naturally, people sat with whomever they wanted. This wasn't an elementary school field trip; they wouldn't make us sit in numerical order.

I wanted to sit next to Si-woo, but I was greatly disappointed when I heard that the class president had to sit next to the teacher. Si-woo offered to take my place, but what would be the point of that?

Fortunately, one of our classmates who gets severe motion sickness wanted to sit next to the teacher. I was able to sit next to Si-woo on the way to the airport.

Although I sat next to Si-woo, nothing special happened. Usually, I sit on his lap, but what would happen just by sitting next to him? I just slept the entire bus ride.

Upon arriving at the airport, we completed the necessary procedures and boarded the plane. Having frequently flown in my past life, I didn't feel anything special about it.

It would have been great if we could choose our seats on the plane too, but the school randomly assigned them. Boys with boys, girls with girls. Being in the same class, we were relatively close, but still out of arm's reach.

Since it seemed difficult to change seats, I just stayed put. Although it's quite far to Spain, I'm not so weak that I can't endure that time.

Just like running a lap around the playground on a hot summer day to better enjoy ice cream, we sat far apart on the plane to have a more emotional reunion abroad.

As a seasoned flyer, I slept well even in an uncomfortable seat and enjoyed the in-flight meal. And after a long, long flight, we arrived in Spain.

"Ah... so this is the air of Europe."

Spain, Europe's tourism powerhouse. Beaches along the Mediterranean and various cultural heritage sites blending different cultures. A country where architect Gaudí's buildings remain. The country of La Liga. The country of the Spanish flu.

Actually, the Spanish flu didn't originate in Spain... Anyway, it's a country famous for many things besides chess.

While the teacher was handling immigration procedures, I quietly moved to Si-woo's side. Si-woo, whom I hadn't seen in a while, looked quite tired, as if he hadn't slept well on the plane.

"Hey there, handsome young man."

"Ah, Yeon-a. Long time no see."

"I called for a handsome young man? What a confident young man you are."

"Of course. I'm the most handsome person in your eyes, aren't I?"

Si-woo's cheeky tone. But I couldn't refute it. Not only was he the most handsome in my eyes, but objectively speaking, there was no man better than Si-woo.

...Unless it was a man who was half Si-woo and half me.

*Oh my! Such lewd thoughts even in a foreign country. What would Master Ruy Lopez think if he saw this?*

I shook my head to clear away the lewd thoughts. Though it's called a school trip, it's essentially a chess pilgrimage. Hadn't I come to Spain to gain enlightenment in this place where chess was born and developed?

It would be better to have a reverent mind and adopt the posture of a seeker.

"Ahem. The weather is quite nice."

"It's raining outside."

"No, it's not! It's sunny and clear, without a single cloud in the sky."

"I just want to challenge you whenever you adopt a unique concept."

"Hmph! Well, you're quite the playful young man."

The day was clear. The weather was clear and warm, as if blessing our journey. Spain is along the Mediterranean, so it has a Mediterranean climate. Mediterranean climate... I actually don't know what that is. I've heard it somewhere.

"Hey, young man. Did you know? The strait connecting the Mediterranean and the Atlantic is called the Strait of Gibraltar. Though it looks like Spanish territory because it's surrounded by Spain, it's actually British Gibraltar!"

"Ah... really?"

"And Ceuta in North Africa is Spanish territory!"

After lightly satisfying my intellectual vanity, I smiled contentedly. Master Ruy Lopez was nodding in approval from afar.

Si-woo was trying to analyze the intent behind my words, but unfortunately, they were just meaningless chatter.

"Class President, Vice President! Check the headcount! If everyone's here, let's go to the accommodation!"

And now, the real Spanish journey begins.
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Chapter 153

If someone asked me what's most important on a school trip, I'd answer "stamina." School trips require considerable physical strength as you rush around visiting various places in a short time.

Walking through museums, trudging to unidentifiable cultural heritage sites, gathering for photos when teachers call, dispersing during free time... all these activities demand energy. There were no safari tours where you could just sit and look around.

There was actually a performance scheduled, but that was part of the second day's itinerary. The first day mostly involved walking tours. The only rest time was during bus rides.

Of course, I could find chairs to sit on during free time, but what's the point of traveling then? Free time should be spent exploring and enjoying foreign culture and scenery.

And so, despite my lack of stamina and abundance of ambition, I collapsed just six hours after arriving in Spain. Travel proved too difficult for someone like me who had never lifted anything heavier than a chess board.

"Si-wooooo..."

"Want me to carry you?"

"Uhhhhh..."

In Korea, I wouldn't be embarrassed being carried around since it's my territory, but Spain isn't my domain yet. Riding on Si-woo's back would be embarrassing. I imagined strangers who couldn't understand our language snickering at me and misunderstanding our relationship.

We're just really good friends... but they might think we're lovers or a married couple. If this were England or America, I could explain, but this is Spain. We can't communicate.

*First overseas trip and I'm being carried on Si-woo's back?*

To be honest, all other reasons were just excuses—I didn't want to ruin my first overseas trip. Walking arm-in-arm with smiles creates pleasant memories, but being carried on someone's back while groaning from exhaustion would become an embarrassing memory rather than a cherished one.

"I'll, I'll walk on my own."

I placed my hands on my legs, pushed myself up firmly, and stood. The brief rest seemed to have restored some energy. This was my first overseas trip after all—I should walk on my own.

"We still have an hour of free time. Want to rest until then? You'll probably feel better after resting for an hour and having dinner."

"No. I can do this."

"Pushing yourself isn't good... Alright. Tell me if you get tired. If you feel like collapsing, fall toward me."

"Okay."

My legs were trembling, but I tensed my muscles and endured. We'd already seen everything there was to see, but maybe there was something new. Leaning on Si-woo's arm, I slowly extended my legs forward.

"Where do you want to go?"

"Straight ahead for now!"

My posture was too unstable to call it walking. Rather than walking, it felt more like I was hanging on and being dragged along. Still, this was good enough to qualify as a "memory." Better than being carried on Si-woo's back with a lifeless expression while groaning.

I walked straight ahead, clinging to Si-woo's arm. Transferring some of the burden from my legs to my arms made it somewhat easier. But I had to focus all my attention on walking, so I couldn't look around. I think someone mentioned it was some kind of cathedral.

*It's probably not much different from Korean churches. If I'm really curious, I can look at photos later.*

I'm someone who lacks aesthetic sense and artistic sensibility. I probably wouldn't feel anything special even if I looked. What matters to me is the fact that I came on an overseas trip with Si-woo. That's enough to create memories.

Walking absentmindedly, we arrived at a crowded place. People were standing on what looked like a terrace, smiling broadly and taking pictures.

"Oh... Yeon-a, the sky is really beautiful."

"Huh, what?"

"I said the sky is beautiful."

"Ah! You're right. Maybe because it's an open space, the blue sky is clearly visible. Taking pictures when the sun is setting would look good. Or would it not work well because of the backlighting?"

"Shall we take a photo?"

"Sure."

This seemed to be a photo spot. I held Si-woo's hand tightly and took a picture with the sky as our backdrop. I checked the photo taken with Si-woo. My appearance could be summarized in one line: "I want to go home."

I was smiling, but it looked forced—like I was only smiling because I had to take a picture. I tried to pretend I was fine, but my face revealed everything.

*If I hadn't come with Si-woo, I probably would have locked myself in the hotel and done nothing. Maybe occasionally venturing out just to buy ice cream.*

Would it have been different if this were Italy? Italy has that famous gelato. Maybe I would have forced myself to walk around just to visit gelato shops...

*This kind of overseas travel doesn't suit me. I lack stamina, and seeing famous cultural heritage sites doesn't inspire any particular thoughts.*

I wanted to go home. That thought came just six hours into the trip. I had wanted to enjoy foreign culture by exploring various places, but it was too exhausting. My determination had been a light one that broke within minutes.

"I think we've seen everything now. Should we rest for a bit?"

"Let's rest... I think I really reached my limit. I should have rested when you suggested it instead of being stubborn."

Still, I hadn't been carried around, so I could consider it half a success. I might not create memories traveling with Si-woo, but at least I hadn't created an embarrassing memory.

"Hmm... wait here for a moment. I'll get drinks from that vending machine over there."

"Ice cream too..."

"Ice cream... I don't think they sell that."

"Hiing... Then get me a drink without carbonation."

"Got it."

As Si-woo headed toward the vending machine, the last bit of energy holding me together drained away. I had barely managed to keep it together in front of Si-woo, but now there was no need.

*My stamina... isn't it too serious?*

When we first arrived in Spain, I had bounced around next to Si-woo, exuberantly expressing my joy at being overseas. Maybe that was the problem. I was so drained that even if Si-woo brought me a drink, I wouldn't have the strength to hold it.

"Excuse me, are you okay?"

A middle-aged man and woman approached me as I sat on the bench, completely limp with all my strength gone.

"Yes... I'm just resting because I'm a bit tired."

"So you are Korean! Nice to meet you. Oh my, seeing a young lady sitting on a bench and groaning, I thought you might be sick."

"I'm fine... My friend went to buy drinks. I'll feel better after having something to drink."

"Is that so? Mind if we sit next to you? There's nowhere else to sit around here."

"Sure."

A kind-looking woman sat beside me. Meeting Koreans in such a distant place! I'm not usually one to feel a strong sense of belonging to Korea, but when I meet Koreans abroad, I strangely feel a surge of national pride. I don't know why.

"Are you traveling with your parents?"

"No... it's a school trip."

"A school trip to Spain! Wow, that's a good school. Which school is it?"

"Um, Enpassant Academy... a chess-specialized high school."

"Ah! I've heard of that place. It was in the news recently. They were saying the future of Korean chess is bright, and that Enpassant Academy won every match without a single loss. They even used terms like 'golden generation' that were popular in our day."

"Ahem."

I thought all my energy was gone, but apparently some remained.

I straightened up slightly and composed myself. After tidying my clothes, I looked at the woman with a relaxed smile.

"I was the key player in Enpassant Academy's victory."

"Huh?"

"That tournament. I was the first board player!"

The woman opened her eyes wide in surprise. I smiled arrogantly. Well, well, to think my fame would spread all the way to Spain. When I return to Korea, I should prepare a hat and mask in advance.

"Hmm? You were... the person who played first board?"

The man who had been sitting quietly next to the woman spoke up.

"Yes!"

"Haha, what a coincidence..."

"Why?"

"I'm one of the people who wrote an article about you. I don't have my business card with me..."

"An article about me?"

"There was a phrase like 'attack-first chess philosophy' in the article. I've been watching your games since the group stage. I didn't think your draw with that person was just luck."

"It was skill."

"Of course. It was skill."

As we started talking about chess, energy began flowing back into my body. I thought my stamina was completely drained and I could barely walk, but was that a misconception? Perhaps what I lacked wasn't stamina but chess. I was experiencing symptoms similar to anemia due to a serious decrease in my blood chess concentration!

*That sounds convincing.*

Si-woo returned with drinks. I introduced the man to Si-woo. He's someone who wrote a good article about me. I vaguely remembered which article it was. It was written by someone with remarkable analytical skills, so it left a deep impression.

I had thought the person who wrote this article must be good at chess too. The high level of analysis in the article could only come from someone devoted to chess.

"Student, if you have time... would you like to play a game of chess?"

Only someone devoted to chess would think about it at random times like this. I had been waiting for his suggestion.

"I'd love to!"

Energy finally started flowing through my body. Indeed, even someone with low stamina wouldn't collapse after just six hours. I was just experiencing chess deficiency symptoms that caused temporary dizziness.
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Severe Fever with Chessboardloss Syndrome (SFCS). That was the name of the disease I was suffering from. If you don't play chess for a long time, your blood chess concentration decreases, causing withdrawal symptoms.

There's no known cure yet. The only method is to consistently play chess to maintain your blood chess concentration.

"It's a serious 'chess addiction' that requires treatment."

"Hmph, nonsense. Judging by your tone, you must favor the Queen's Pawn Opening and French Defense."

Maybe it's because I haven't played chess for so long, but I think I'm hearing things.

I need to restore my blood chess concentration as quickly as possible. Just as dehydrated patients receive saline IV to replenish fluids, chess-deficient patients need rapid games to replenish their chess.

"We'll use this instead of a chess clock."

The man turned on a chess clock app and placed it next to the bench. A challenging environment with no table and no physical chess clock. Playing chess sitting sideways on a hard wooden bench.

I never thought I'd be playing chess like this while traveling abroad... but isn't this romantic? Like a troubadour wandering the world with a guitar on their back, I'm traveling the world with just a chess board.

Time and place cannot hinder my chess. Only the will to play chess is necessary.

"Hehehehe... kukuku... hihihi."

As I set up the chess board, the withdrawal symptoms gradually subsided. My whole body felt warm, giving me strength. I stroked the lovely head of a pawn. This is it, this is what I needed.

*Ruy López de Segura, are you watching?*

In the distance, Ruy López nodded. Ah, yes. I should play chess in Spain, the homeland of chess.

"Well then, shall we begin? You go first."

I gathered my thoughts. The power that allows us to transcend the constraints of time and place—we call it concentration. Concentration so intense you wouldn't notice lightning striking right beside you. With that power, constraints of time and place might as well not exist.

The man silently made his first move. Bishop's pawn forward two squares. Ruy López turned sulky and left. It was the English Opening.

I pushed my king's pawn forward two squares, entering a Reversed Sicilian. I could transition to a Queen's Gambit-type opening by developing my knight, but I chose not to.

After making my move, I touched the phone screen to pass the time. I missed the tactile feeling of pressing a chess clock. I needed to concentrate enough that such things wouldn't bother me.

I calmly focused my mind. I've studied the Reversed Sicilian for quite a while. Since The Champion occasionally uses the English Opening, I studied the Reversed Sicilian to counter it.

*I've won a few times using the Reversed Sicilian. Mostly in blitz games, though. The Champion rarely uses the English Opening against me.*

The Champion rarely using the English Opening against me means my Reversed Sicilian skills are considerable. My execution is so perfect that even The Champion is wary of it.

My opponent chose the Botvinnik System, opting to skip the opening. That's characteristic of openings with "System" in their name. You don't worry much about what moves your opponent makes; you just do your own thing.

Since you develop without being greatly influenced by your opponent's moves, system openings are recommended for beginners who don't want to study openings. System openings aren't that bad. They're openings where you don't suffer major disadvantages in the opening phase.

*Choosing the Botvinnik System means he doesn't want to compete in the opening. Good choice. Better to use what you know than what you don't.*

The fact that he didn't use the London System, the most famous system opening, probably means he knows my style. The London System is a defensive Queen's Pawn opening.

Unusual thoughtfulness for a journalist.

*So... how should I attack? The Botvinnik System strongly controls the d5 area, but the d4 point is relatively weak. Should I probe d4?*

With a knight and bishop guarding d4, it won't be easy to attack. Rather than aiming for an immediate attack, let's slowly shake things up.

I brought out my strongest piece, the queen. Bringing out the queen is high-risk, high-return. As the strongest piece in chess, the queen is difficult to use in exchanges.

The only cases where exchanging the queen is advantageous are trading for two rooks or three minor pieces worth 3 points each.

Since exchanging the queen for three minor pieces is rarely possible, it essentially means exchanging for two rooks.

*Not being able to use it for exchanges means you must always retreat when the queen is attacked. If used well, the queen can completely destroy the opponent's position, but if used poorly, you'll just lose tempo.*

Minor pieces worth 3 points don't need to retreat unless attacked by pawns. You can just accept the exchange. But that's impossible with the queen. If attacked, you must withdraw it.

*The way to punish an opponent who carelessly brings out their queen is to persistently attack it. By stealing tempo while continuing development, you can gain an advantage.*

What I'm aiming for is to counter-attack when my opponent attacks my queen. I'll use the queen as bait to shake up their position, and when the opportunity comes, exchange it for two rooks.

I tantalizingly waved my queen as bait. When my opponent came to capture my queen, I quickly escaped, and when they came again, I escaped again. I acted like a coy young lady.

I poked at weaknesses, threatening to devour them if not properly defended. My opponent hurriedly came to protect the weaknesses. And I moved my queen again to tempt them.

*It's about time to bring out the rooks.*

I'll create an imbalance by exchanging the queen for two rooks, and secure victory through rook operations.

My opponent, who had been holding up well, finally took the bait. They attacked my queen with a rook, and I executed the tactic I'd been preparing, creating an exchange of my queen for two rooks.

*Got it!*

Generally, two rooks and a queen are considered equal in value, but not in this situation. It's easy to connect the two rooks. If the two rooks can be developed in a formation where they protect each other, the side with the rooks has an advantage.

Beginners prefer the queen because they don't know how to operate two rooks, but someone at my level knows how to use two rooks effectively.

I quickly exchanged knights and queens, creating an endgame with two rooks versus a queen. I forced the endgame to maintain a solid blood chess concentration.

If I hadn't forced exchanges and just played normally, I could have ended it in the middlegame. But now I needed an endgame. My blood craved an endgame.

*A two rooks versus queen endgame is just right. It's one of the most difficult endgames.*

It's more difficult than a rook ending. Having a queen still on the board is already dizzying, and with the imbalance, it's even more serious.

It's one of the endgames that even Grandmasters can't easily handle. You need to calculate the queen's movements, ensure your king is in a safe place, and think about where to move your rooks.

On top of that, you need to push pawns occasionally and move your king. It's an endgame with too many things to consider.

*My chess concentration is rising...*

Having not played chess for almost a day, even deep calculation was fun. Visualizing the board in my head, predicting the opponent's moves, and thinking about my own moves... this is real chess.

My opponent struggled, making moves slowly. Since we set the time control to rapid, time pressure was approaching.

Now the real game begins. Making moves with only short increments when little time remains. No time for calculation, not even to check if a move is a mistake. Chess played by intuition and luck. A moment when moves that would never be played in normal conditions appear one after another.

I still had quite a bit of time left, but I imposed a constraint on myself. From now on, one move every 10 seconds. Calculations must be completed within 10 seconds. Intuition guides the hand.

My opponent and I continued this messy chess. My moves were slightly better than my opponent's, but they were close to mistakes.

My opponent occasionally made big mistakes, but I deliberately didn't capitalize on them. I wanted to prolong this tension a bit more. Playing like this, I could lose, but I still wanted to play chess this way.

*It hasn't really been that long since I last played, so why is it so fun? It reminds me of when I first learned chess.*

As we continued this heart-pounding chess, the end approached. The pawn that had been slowly advancing was now about to promote. Once my pawn becomes a queen, the game will be over.

I felt regretful, but it was time to end it.

My opponent had been making mistakes due to time pressure and fatigue. Until now, I had been lenient, but no more. I immediately capitalized on their mistake.

"I've been letting a lot slide until now. You know that, right?"

"Ahem..."

My opponent smiled awkwardly. Then they extended their hand for a handshake. I lightly took their hand and shook it. I was about to get up from my seat.

And then, I felt like lightning struck my leg. Sitting in an uncomfortable position on the hard bench for so long had given me a leg cramp.

"Eeeeek!!"

I had been so focused on chess that I didn't even realize my leg had fallen asleep from the pressure.
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"Then, goodbye."

I said farewell to the reporter and we parted ways. I felt much more energetic compared to before playing chess. It had been a while since I'd enjoyed such a fun game.

*I should definitely bring a chessboard whenever I go out from now on. I might suddenly want to play chess.*

Just like one might suddenly have a stomachache and need to use the bathroom, I could suddenly get a headache and need to play chess.

Defecation is ultimately the end of the digestive process. Chess is also at the end of activities that fill human culture, so the two can essentially be considered the same.

*Chess, a game like excrement...*

Of course, there's no basis for that. Since when did I start caring about such things?

"Si-woo, how much is left on today's schedule?"

"I don't remember clearly, but I think we eat dinner, go somewhere else, then return to our lodging. First, we need to have dinner."

"Dinner sounds good. I'm starting to feel hungry anyway."

Having enjoyed chess—the spiritual meal that nourishes the mind—now it's time to enjoy a regular meal that fills the stomach. Tonight's dinner was supposed to be Western food. There would probably be bread, meat, and salad. My favorite diet.

When I was a chess player in my past life, I spent most of my time abroad, so I'm quite good at eating Western food. As long as it's not "traditional British food" made by the Champion, I eat pretty well.

What the Champion made was an insult to food. Britain has many delicious dishes, so I don't know why he gave me that stuff.

Delicious British food... things that came from India, or were heavily influenced by France, or originated from Italy.

*I eat everything well except the Champion's British food. I just don't like some seafood, some vegetables, and mushrooms. That's hardly being picky. It's normal to dislike mushrooms, right?*

What I do isn't being picky—it's just natural behavior. Eating food that doesn't taste good isn't what a gourmet would do. I'm a gourmet, so I only eat delicious things. For example... beef, pork, chicken.

And as I expected, tonight's dinner was quite decent. Some students couldn't eat it, but it was perfect for me. It was a bit rich, but that was fine.

"Si-woo, how was it for you?"

"Well... it really felt like foreign food. It doesn't have that feeling you get from Korean food. It's hard to explain, but it feels very different."

"I think I know what you mean. It's probably because of how they season things? The way they use gochujang, soy sauce, garlic, or onions is different from our country."

"That's right. The difference in seasonings must be significant."

I might have just sounded like a real gourmet.

After proudly showing off my knowledge to Si-woo, we headed to our final tourist destination. I definitely knew where we were going, but I forgot. If I asked Si-woo, my image as "the smart one" would disappear, so I remained silent.

The night view at the tourist spot was quite beautiful. It was a clear night scene that's hard to see in Korea these days with all the fine dust warnings.

The moon was clearly visible, not hazy. That's uncommon.

"Wow, Si-woo. Look at that. The moon looks exactly the same as it does in Korea!"

"...Isn't that obvious?"

"No, it's not. The sun has changed. The sun we see in Korea and the sun we see in Spain look different. The surface patterns are completely different."

"Oh, really?"

"Yes. Take a close look tomorrow."

I made this evil joke that might cost Si-woo his eyesight as we walked around. While wandering, we found an ice cream shop, so I took out the Visa card that Si-woo had prepared from his pocket.

I put ice cream in Si-woo's mouth as he laughed.

"It's my treat, so eat a lot."

"You mean you're treating me with my card."

"Yes. So feel free to eat as much as you want."

I quickly finished my ice cream and stole Si-woo's. I felt no guilt whatsoever. Because I was the one treating him.

We continued walking around the streets. We made silly jokes, spent money from Si-woo's pocket, and took photos. When we had done everything we could think of...

Getting a bit bored, we were about to sit on a bench to rest when we spotted two people at the nearest bench.

The two were playing chess, just like I had done a few hours ago. However, they were more serious about it than I had been.

Two men had set up a chessboard on the bench, even placing a chess clock beside it. While the board was foldable and could be carried in a bag, the clock would be quite inconvenient to carry around.

They must be more than just casually obsessed with chess.

*Well, well, is it time to replenish my blood chess level again?*

I quietly moved closer, acting like someone obviously interested in chess. The two were speaking Spanish, so I couldn't understand them.

It didn't seem like an important conversation. Analyzing the universal body language, it looked like one person was just taunting the other.

He pointed at the board with his middle finger while saying something and laughing loudly, while the person across from him frowned and uttered what seemed like harsh words.

*This is what they call teabagging. Mocking someone after winning.*

If there was even a slight possibility of a comeback, it might be different, but the game was practically over. Unless someone made five consecutive blunders, there would be no upset.

Eventually, the taunting man won. It was predictable.

The loser slapped his thigh with his palm, stood up abruptly, and headed somewhere. Judging by that direction, angle, and the frustration of the chess loser...

This was an ice cream bet.

*I can't resist! This, this I cannot pass up!*

Si-woo would surely nag if I kept eating too much ice cream, but I couldn't resist this. Even if it meant eating five ice creams in a row, I couldn't give up on this bet.

I quietly approached the foreign gentleman and spoke to him in English. I told him I also liked chess and suggested we play a game, saying I wouldn't mind if he removed a few pieces, and that I really loved chess. Something along those lines.

"Hmm... OK!"

Being someone crazy enough about chess to play outdoors, he readily nodded at my sudden suggestion.

*Indeed, chess connects people worldwide... well, it's more of a European game. Maybe not worldwide, but it connects Europe.*

People who speak English generally connect through chess. That should be enough.

I set up the board with a big smile. Today was a lucky day for chess. I could play so much chess without even using my own board. What a fortunate day.

I tried to offer White to my opponent, but he offered it to me first. He spoke in Spanish so I didn't understand well, but it seemed like he was saying "you go first since you're young."

I could roughly understand words related to being young or small because I'd heard them countless times in my past life.

Having taken White, I moved the pawn in front of my king forward two squares. My opponent also moved the pawn in front of his king forward two squares, entering an open game.

In the distance, Master Ruy López hazily appeared. I moved the knight in front of my king and looked at Master Ruy López. He was smiling contentedly.

I was already feeling excited about using the Spanish Opening while in Spain. Then came my opponent's move.

"W, What?!"

My opponent's move was developing the kingside knight. In notation, it would be 2... Nf6, the Petrov Defense. He abandoned the natural second move for Black in open games, 2... Nc6, and went for the Petrov.

In the distance, Master Ruy López, who had been smiling, began to wail.

Like Edvard Munch's "The Scream," he pressed his hands against his cheeks, made a "Keeeeee!" sound, and hazily disappeared. And I was just as devastated.

*He's not someone obsessed with chess... he's just insane. Petrov in a friendly game? Someone call the mental hospital!*

The moves played so far in notation would be 1. e4 e5 2. Nf3 Nf6, deploying the same pieces to the same positions, creating a symmetrical pattern.

In chess, symmetry means balance. Balance means a draw. The Petrov Defense is the "drawish" defense that Black can most easily and reliably employ.

While Grandmasters who value every point might use it, it's not a good defense for amateurs in friendly games.

*This guy is crazy...*

I looked at Si-woo with trembling hands. Si-woo's expression wasn't good either. He also understood what it meant to bring out the Petrov in a friendly game.

*Just say you don't want to play chess! Or just say you want to play White!*

I continued the game with a sour face. While the Petrov is a draw-oriented opening, using it doesn't guarantee a draw.

If you try hard enough to break through, you can create imbalances. It's just that the process is quite annoying and cumbersome.

I forcibly continued with sacrifices to create openings. I attacked with the idea that material losses could be compensated by checkmate.

The attack led to victory.

My opponent went to buy ice cream without complaint. And at that moment, I grabbed Si-woo's hand.

"Si-woo, let's run. That guy is crazy."

I don't discriminate against people based on their openings, but the Petrov is a bit much. We held hands and ran. Under the bright moonlight, laughing, we pounded the ground hard.

There was no ice cream, but this was quite fun too.
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The moonlight run had been romantic, and when we arrived at our lodgings, I was surprised to find we each had private rooms. Originally, we were supposed to share two to a room, but it seems our outstanding performance at the Inter-School Tournament earned us extra funding.

*Even so, single rooms? If we'd had doubles, I could have roomed with Si-woo.*

The school had given us an unnecessary courtesy. With double rooms, I could have managed to share with Si-woo somehow, but single rooms made that much harder.

After rolling around on my bed for a while, I suddenly sat up. I couldn't spend the night alone like this. If necessary, I'd use brute force to see Si-woo.

I clenched my fist, opened the door, and made sure to grab my key card before stepping into the hallway. Other students were wandering around having fun.

I quietly moved toward the stairs leading to the boys' floor. A teacher had placed a chair on the staircase and was reading a book.

Sitting between the boys' and girls' floors reading a book—he looked exactly like a gatekeeper of hell.

*Surveillance! Is there no freedom of movement between floors? How terrible!*

I backed away before making eye contact with the teacher. I couldn't get past him through normal means. Fortunately, my brilliant mind came up with a solution.

The answer was in naturalness. No matter how wealthy our school was, they couldn't rent the entire hotel. Not only our school students were using this hotel. Other floors had ordinary tourists and traveling couples.

All I had to do was imitate them. Act natural, as if I belonged.

I channeled "American tourist" and casually walked up the stairs. I glanced at what the teacher was doing, ignoring him as if it had nothing to do with me.

"Hey, you there."

Since I was pretending to be American, I shouldn't understand Korean. Just keep walking naturally...

"Buyeo Yeon."

I couldn't continue. If he knew my name, pretending to be American wouldn't work.

*Should I say I'm an American who looks exactly like Buyeo Yeon? Would that work? Realistically, it wouldn't.*

My first attempt ended in failure. I trudged back. When I made the excuse that I was going to the roof to see the night view, he just said "the roof is off-limits" and sent me away.

The excuse was good, but that was all. I couldn't even make it halfway up the stairs, let alone to Si-woo's room.

Now I was determined to go. I immediately executed my second plan.

"Hikari! Lend me your board!"

A chess player should solve problems with chess. If the teacher was a man, he couldn't refuse this challenge. Even if not, any chess player with passion couldn't refuse.

I borrowed a chess board from Hikari and boldly headed upstairs.

"Teacher. Let's play a game of chess. If I win, let me go to the boys' floor."

"No. And didn't you say you were going to the roof to see stars?"

"...I wanted to see stars then! Now I want to see my own star!"

My most beautiful star that shines only for me. After all, this was still about seeing stars.

"So, let's play a game of chess!"

I held out the board toward the teacher. This was a challenge no chess player with passion could refuse. Chess on the middle of a hotel staircase—just thinking about it was romantic.

It was a request no chess player could refuse.

"Buyeo Yeon."

"Yes."

I answered seriously.

"No, Yeon-a. Do you... know what subject I teach?"

"Huh?"

Was he a teacher who came to our class? He did look vaguely familiar... Probably one of the new teachers from the second semester.

Several teachers left after the first semester. Korean, math, and integrated social studies teachers, I think. They quit for health reasons or to pursue their dreams.

And three new teachers came in to replace them...

*Which of those three could it be? I really don't know.*

I briefly attended classes in the first semester, but I hadn't properly attended any in the second semester. I only occasionally attended chess classes and didn't care about other subjects.

Realizing I wouldn't find the answer by thinking about it, I decided to guess.

"M-math!"

"Yes... so you do know. I only ever see you sleeping during my class, so I thought you might not even know the subject."

"What are you saying! Of course I know."

"Do you know my name?"

"No, I don't."

"Then... I guess you don't know that I'm terrible at chess?"

"What?"

"I explained on the first day... I'm a math teacher, but I'm terrible at chess. Other math teachers are good at chess, but I'm really bad at it."

"I-I'll remove my Queen and Rook."

The math teacher shook his head. I had nothing to say. A chess player would have had to accept my challenge, but I couldn't force a regular person who was bad at chess to take a bet.

*This is bad...!*

I finally pulled out my last method.

"C-couldn't you just let me go up once?"

That method was simply begging. Could anyone refuse a pretty high school girl sincerely asking? I wasn't going to do anything seriously wrong—just wanted to see his face. Would he stop that?

*Just see his face, play some chess, hold hands a bit, sleep together... but that's all the same thing.*

Misconduct refers to harmful activities like alcohol, smoking, drugs, and gambling. Is holding hands and sleeping together really harmful? Of course not.

"Since it's a single room... I'll just stay there quietly. I'll be quiet, please..."

"No means no. Go play with your friends."

"I only have one real friend..."

"Well, if that's the case, call them. But you can't go up."

"Then please just let me see his face..."

"No."

"Just once..."

Perhaps thanks to my pitiful pleading, the teacher finally gave up and took me there. However, I couldn't enter the room, and the teacher had to stay beside me while I saw Si-woo.

Since I wasn't planning to do anything inappropriate anyway, the teacher's supervision didn't matter much. Not being able to enter the room was disappointing, but... I still won.

It wasn't that I desperately wanted to see Si-woo—I was just being stubborn. It's not like they'd coated the boys' floor with honey, so why block access?

*Anyway, I made it up here, so I won. I achieved victory and can see Si-woo too. That's killing two birds with one stone.*

I followed the teacher up to the boys' floor. It wasn't any different from the girls' floor. No honey coating—just ordinary.

When we reached Si-woo's room, I knocked on the door with my fist. There was a doorbell, but I preferred knocking. Doorbells sound the same no matter who presses them, but knocks differ depending on the person.

Soon the door opened, and my star appeared.

"Hi!"

"Hi. Oh, hello, Teacher."

"I had to beg the teacher to come up here!"

"You worked hard... What's that in your hand? A chess board?"

"Oh, yes. I borrowed it from Hikari. She brought a chess board on an overseas trip. Want to play?"

Si-woo didn't answer and glanced at the teacher. Unless we were going to play on our knees in the hallway, we needed to go inside. It would be strange to have a female student kneeling in the boys' hallway playing chess.

I looked at the teacher with sparkling eyes. The teacher finally sighed deeply and let us into the room. It would have been great if just the two of us went in, but the teacher followed.

"Just one game, okay?"

"Yes, of course."

"You know this isn't normally allowed, right? By the rules, female students shouldn't come up here."

"I know. I'll keep it secret. If anyone asks, I'll say it was an emergency!"

"...Fine."

Smiling brightly, I threw myself onto the bed. I planned to lie down and rest while Si-woo set up the board. I buried my face in the blanket and breathed in, but there was no trace of Si-woo's scent.

Si-woo, the epitome of diligence, apparently rested in a chair rather than on the bed.

To make him think of me when he slept, I covered myself with the blanket and lay on the bed. When the teacher wasn't looking, I took off my socks and hid them under the blanket.

*Should I have brought fresh socks? No, Si-woo might like this better.*

Just as the chess board setup was complete, I got off the bed. My board was missing the Queen, as expected.

"So removing the Queen is standard now."

"Can't be helped. I still can't win even without your Queen..."

"Hurry up and improve."

"I'll try. By the way, Yeon-a, where are your socks?"

"Oops."

Si-woo, always attentive to my feet, immediately noticed the absence of socks. I laughed awkwardly, changed the subject, and quickly started the chess game.

Even without my Queen, I won. The difference of one Queen is significant, but the gap in our skills was even greater.

After enjoying a fun game of chess, I obediently returned to my room. My feet were cold, probably because I wasn't wearing socks. My socks... were in Si-woo's room.

A little souvenir to add interest to his boring overseas trip.
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The next morning of our Spain trip, after debating whether to skip breakfast, I decided to go check out the menu.

Si-woo is diligent, so he'll definitely go eat breakfast. If I'm lucky, I might run into him. If not, I can just call and ask him to come back down. He eats a lot anyway, so he could probably handle two breakfasts.

After washing my face and removing the sleep from my eyes, I headed to the breakfast area. Today's breakfast was a hotel buffet. I liked that I could choose whatever I wanted.

*No rice here, unlike in Korea. I'll have to eat bread instead... That's fine. I used to eat bread instead of rice a lot in the past too.*

I grabbed a plate and filled it with bread, bacon, and fried eggs. Plus coffee and soup. And some snacks and chocolate. I can't resist ice cream... just a little. And I couldn't pass up what looked like traditional Spanish dishes... just a little of those too.

Before I knew it, while browsing the buffet and adding things one by one, my plate was completely full. With my small appetite, I wouldn't be able to eat even half of what I'd taken.

"Hmm..."

But I wasn't worried about leaving food. My friend with the good appetite would finish it all. I put my plate down and looked around for Si-woo. He's easy to spot—tall and handsome.

After looking around once, I couldn't see him. Either he hadn't arrived yet, or he'd already eaten and gone back up. Probably the latter—Si-woo is diligent, so he likely got up early, ate breakfast, and went back to his room.

I called Si-woo right away. Since I hadn't bothered with roaming, I used the SNS calling feature.

"...Yeon-a?"

"Oh? Were you sleeping? You sound like you just woke up!"

"Ah... yeah. Where are you? The meeting time is still far away..."

"At the breakfast place. It's a buffet. Come quickly. I got some for you too."

"Mmm... you grabbed everything that looked good again, didn't you..."

"Hey, don't make it sound like you're just disposing of leftover food. I prepared this food for you in advance!"

"I'll come down right away."

"Okay."

This was unusual. Si-woo is the epitome of diligence. I thought he'd overcome travel fatigue and get up early for a hearty breakfast. Instead of him waking me up from oversleeping, I was waking him up. Definitely unusual.

*I guess even Si-woo finds international travel tiring. I learned how to adapt from traveling abroad in the past. I get tired, but not that tired.*

I was only as tired as the energy I'd spent yesterday. The stress of international travel and sleeping in a different bed weren't factors for me. In the past, I'd handled even more demanding schedules, so this wasn't particularly difficult.

*Si-woo still has a long way to go. Getting tired from walking this much... He needs more physical training.*

I smiled to myself while picking through the food I'd brought. I tried a bite of everything, ate more of what tasted good, and left the rest for Si-woo. I wasn't making him dispose of leftovers. Unlike my picky palate, Si-woo eats everything well... so he might actually enjoy these.

No, Si-woo would definitely enjoy them. Even food that's just okay to me would taste good to him. So this isn't leftover disposal—I'm sharing delicious food.

After eating roughly a slice of bread, a piece of bacon, a cup of milk, a cup of coffee, and one ice cream, I waited for Si-woo. He entered the restaurant looking very tired.

"Hey there! Was the bed uncomfortable last night? You look exhausted!"

"Yeah... I didn't sleep well."

"Oh dear... I should have sung you a lullaby..."

"You're not good at singing."

"But lullabies are different! They're made with notes and melodies that even tone-deaf ladies can sing easily!"

"That's true... I'll ask you tonight."

"Okay. Come sit down quickly."

Si-woo staggered over and sat beside me. He really looked exhausted. Holding a fork and picking at his food, he looked genuinely ill.

I asked in a worried voice, "Are you okay...?"

"Yeah. I'm fine."

I placed the back of my hand on his forehead. He had a slight fever. Not burning hot, but definitely warm.

*Is it a cold? Or maybe Spanish flu!! That would be terrible!*

Was it a mistake to mention Spanish flu as a famous Spanish product? My strong, reliable Si-woo had fallen ill.

I immediately brought him warm soup and fed it to him. After blowing on it to cool it down, I said "Ah—" and popped it into his mouth.

"When you're sick, you need to eat a lot. Eat plenty to get energy to fight the illness."

"Mmm."

I fed Si-woo all the leftover food and soup. With a good meal in him, he should feel better by the afternoon.

With that thought, I sent Si-woo back to his room. There was still time before we needed to gather, so he should get some rest.

Back in my room, I washed up, changed clothes, and rolled around on the bed until it was time to meet. I went to the meeting place with an inexplicable sense of unease.

Our classmates were gathered in the space, yawning and rubbing their eyes. Among them, Si-woo was missing. The always diligent, punctual Si-woo hadn't shown up yet...

*He must really be sick! What should I do!*

I stomped my feet anxiously and told the teacher. The teacher suggested we check on Si-woo's condition first. I immediately ran to Si-woo's room and knocked loudly on the door.

The door opened slowly. Si-woo appeared, looking extremely tired but neatly dressed, walking out slowly.

"Si-woo... are you okay?"

"Ah, yes. I'm fine. The teacher's here too... I'm sorry for being late. I was a bit tired."

He was pretending to be fine, but he didn't look fine at all. The teacher kept asking if he was okay. Si-woo insisted he was fine and could walk around.

"...I'll take care of Si-woo. Teacher, please go ahead."

I sent the teacher ahead. Now that we were alone, we could have a much more serious conversation. I looked into Si-woo's eyes and said:

"You're sick. Why are you pretending to be okay?"

"It's our first trip. Our first overseas trip together. It's our trip—how could I miss it?"

"I-I'm fine! It's more important that you're not sick!"

"You're not fine. And I feel better being by your side. If I just follow the teachers around and sit still, I'll get even sicker."

I pressed my lips together. Honestly, if I were Si-woo, I'd probably act the same way. It's better to walk around leisurely with someone who cares about you than to follow teachers and get unwanted attention.

I understood Si-woo's choice. And I realized what I needed to do.

*Now... I need to take care of Si-woo.*

He wouldn't recover in a day even with plenty of rest. Eating foreign food and walking around all day wouldn't help him get better. He'd probably stay in this condition until the end of the trip.

I needed to take care of Si-woo.

With firm resolve, I nodded. I'd always been protected by Si-woo. Now it was my turn to protect him.

"Si-woo, give me your bag."

"It's okay. I'm not that sick."

"No. I've decided to protect you. I can do it."

Si-woo finally handed me his bag. His face looked more relaxed after giving me the bag. It was quite heavy. No, I'm probably just seriously weak.

The joke about not lifting anything heavier than a chess board wasn't actually a joke. Even though the bag wasn't that heavy, it felt quite heavy to me.

"Phew, let's go now."

"Okay..."

Si-woo followed me with his tired voice. I offered my shoulder for him to lean on. There was a height difference, but not so much that he couldn't lean on me.

I started walking step by step with Si-woo's heavy arm on my shoulder. This weight must be the weight of responsibility.

I headed to the meeting place with Si-woo. We were a bit late, but not enough to affect the schedule.

"Are you here? Class president, vice president. Check attendance."

"Yes."

I stood still for a moment when the teacher asked us to check attendance. I always left these tasks to Si-woo.

*Now I have to do it.*

I sat Si-woo down on a nearby chair and completed the attendance check. On the bus, I checked attendance again. After arriving at the tourist site, the class president and vice president had more tasks when taking group photos.

These were things I'd never done before. I had... always left everything to Si-woo as if it were natural. Now I was carrying a heavy bag, helping Si-woo, and handling various annoying tasks.

The activities I was doing for the first time were things Si-woo had always been doing.

At tourist sites, I used to just follow Si-woo without thinking, and beautiful scenery and impressive buildings would appear. If I got tired, I just had to tell Si-woo. He would take me to a chair or carry me on his back.

When I was thirsty, I just had to say so. He would take water from his bag or get a drink from a vending machine.

*That was actually harder than I thought...*

Even with a map, finding your way isn't easy. Places to sit, bathrooms, and vending machines are nowhere to be found when you need them. Places I thought would be pretty turned out to be disappointing, and when plans went awry, my mind would freeze.

I realized how much help I'd been receiving from Si-woo. At the same time, I realized I was still living in a small world.
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Siyu and I were walking around the tourist spot, hand in hand. I was taking care of him with complete devotion. As for me, I'm a once-in-a-century genius. Give me a little time to adapt to something new, and I can do it perfectly.

I was getting used to reading maps now, and I'd figured out how to find places to sit. Supporting him physically was still difficult, but that was just a matter of strength that couldn't be helped.

"Still, isn't this pretty perfect? Hm?"

I looked at Siyu with a satisfied smile. He looked quite tired, but thanks to my help, he seemed much better than this morning.

"Yeah... it's comfortable."

"Hmm. But we still have a long way to go. True perfection would be when you could just follow me without thinking and everything would work out. We're not quite there yet, right?"

"This is plenty good enough."

"Liar. I see you glancing at the map every time I look at it. You're ready to find the way if I can't."

"...That was unconscious. It's not that I don't trust you."

"It's okay! I understand. I'm not criticizing you for that. Anyway, my escorting isn't perfect yet, right?"

"Mmm..."

Perfect escorting would mean reaching the level where I could recreate exactly what Siyu does for me. Only after I've repaid what he's done for me could we talk about anything else.

*It won't be easy. But there's someone who does this routinely.*

I wanted to repay Siyu's kindness, even if just during this short trip. I have both the will and the ability. It can't be impossible.

I held Siyu's hand as we wandered around. I calculated his energy levels and walking distances to make sure he wasn't getting too tired, gave him breaks, and kept talking to him so he wouldn't get bored.

Surprisingly, it wasn't as difficult as I'd thought. I was worried my head would spin from having too many things to do, but once I actually did it, it wasn't that hard. I didn't have many tasks. In fact, there was just one. Everything Siyu had been doing for me required just one thing.

Finding the way, escorting comfortably, finding places to sit, getting drinks—they were all the same task.

The desire for you to be comfortable. The wish for you to be happy, even a little. The longing to see your relaxed face for as long as possible.

If you carry that feeling deep in your heart, all these activities become not "consideration" but "natural." I find the way because I want my precious person to be comfortable, and I look for places to rest because I don't want my precious person to get tired.

After that realization, escorting wasn't particularly difficult.

In the end, everything was one and the same.

"Shall we go over there now?"

"Yes. Please escort me."

"Of course. Follow me comfortably, handsome gentleman."

I playfully pulled Siyu's hand with a cheesy line. Then I knelt on one knee and naturally kissed the back of his hand. It was my first time kissing someone's hand, and it was kind of fun.

"Isn't that supposed to be my job?"

"Right now, you're the lady and I'm the gentleman. So this is correct."

I held Siyu's hand as we toured around. The whole time, I kept fidgeting with my lips. I had kissed his hand to match the mood, but... wasn't that a bit much?

It wasn't just anything—I had touched his hand with my *lips*. I knew it was a common greeting in Western media, but it still felt a bit strange. I kept thinking about the unexpected softness of Siyu's hand.

"Ahem, um... Siyu, should we sit down and rest for a bit?"

Maybe I kept thinking about it because we were holding hands. Though we hadn't been walking long, I found another chair and had Siyu sit down. Glancing at his face, he didn't seem to be thinking much about it. The spot was perfect too.

It was a place with a beautiful view of the city. This spot that chance had given us was more beautiful than any place we'd seen so far. The trickling river, the lush green trees, the sunlight gently settling on the ground. A cool breeze relieved the heat, and warm sunlight dispelled the cold.

I stared intently at Siyu. The shadows on his profile made his handsome face look even more three-dimensional. He looked good even from a 45-degree angle above. Looking at his face, I became conscious of his lips again. Siyu was just sitting there with no reaction, so maybe I was the only one making a big deal out of it.

Was I the only one who cared? Well, it was just a common greeting after all.

I sat down next to Siyu. If he had been well, I would have sat on his lap, but he was in pain, so I couldn't. I tilted my head slightly and looked at him.

This time it was his profile. Unlike when looking from above, his nose line stood out. Even the fatigue in his eyes had its own charm. Siyu's tired face was quite nice too.

Siyu must have noticed my gaze because he turned to look at me. A gentle breeze blew by, caressing my hair. I heard the rustling of leaves. Looking around, I saw no one else. I felt a fateful pull.

Thump-thump. My heart was racing. This atmosphere—it felt like something should happen. I fidgeted with my lips. Perhaps because of the memory of kissing Siyu's hand, I kept thinking about it.

*Overseas trip, tourist spot, romantic atmosphere... this is it.*

Suddenly, a scene straight out of a movie unfolded. Light and shadow creating dramatic contrast, close-ups of two people's faces. What would happen next between them could only be one thing.

The genre of the movie would probably be romance.

"S-Siyu."

"Yeon-a."

A thrilling feeling pierced my heart. This was it. Definitely it. It couldn't be anything else.

I folded my hands demurely and closed my eyes. I gently lifted my head to match Siyu's height, and waited while breathing slowly. I prepared myself mentally so I wouldn't be shocked if it felt strange.

Siyu's thick hand caressed my cheek.

"Open your eyes. I'm not thinking of doing that."

"Uh... huh?"

Siyu caressed my cheek with a gentle smile. Our heads hadn't gotten any closer. I felt my heart sink.

"Why...?"

Wasn't this the perfect moment? Siyu must have known what I wanted. Even looking with my eyes closed, or standing on my head, this was that kind of atmosphere.

"Why, you ask?"

Siyu took my hand and pulled me up. I looked at him with a face that seemed about to cry. If it had been me a few months ago, I would have burst into tears the moment I opened my eyes. And even for the somewhat improved me, this was too much.

"I wanted to see our Yeon looking flustered for once."

"Eep!"

Siyu said in a playful voice, and then he did it. I was so surprised I forgot to close my eyes. I made a stupid sound, opened my eyes wide, and analyzed what was happening step by step.

Overseas trip. Tourist spot. Beautiful scenery. Two people looking into each other's eyes. They like each other. And, and... after the man pulled the woman up... he might have brought his head closer, or maybe not...

Then something touched... that something might have been lips...

I stood stiffly in attention, dazed. Then suddenly Siyu's face moved away.

"Uh, um, ah...?"

"Sorry for teasing you."

"Uh, um... w-what just happened...?"

"Don't remember well?"

Nod, nod. I nodded. Siyu's face came close again. I stood still like someone being punished. This time I felt more. Siyu's hand gently pulling my lower back. And the feeling of something touching my lips.

It was soft yet rough, squishy yet firm. While I was trembling and focusing on this mysterious sensation, Siyu's face moved away again.

"I-I still don't quite understand..."

This time I embraced Siyu too. My eyes were wide open, but my hands moved more naturally. I felt more. The hands embracing me and the warm body temperature. Siyu's lips clearly felt against mine.

When Siyu tried to move away again, I held him tight so he couldn't. This time I closed my eyes too. When I closed my eyes, my senses became clearer. I could hear my heart beating wildly.

"Huff... hah... gasp..."

I must have been holding my breath, because when we separated, I gasped for air. Siyu's face was flushed red. Mine was probably even redder.

"Huff, hah... huff..."

"Are you okay?"

"No! I-I still... I still don't understand!"

Like a Muay Thai fighter, I grabbed Siyu's neck and pulled him in. I squeezed my eyes shut and crashed my lips against his with all my might. It didn't seem right, but it felt good anyway. A feeling like electricity flowing through my body. A shock that hit my entire body as if the world was turning upside down.

"Ahhhh!!"

After letting go of Siyu, I stamped my feet. Saying it's as sweet as candy or like flying in the sky would be a gross understatement. Even falling into the deepest part of a happiness swamp wouldn't be as thrilling as this.

"Y-Yeon is an idiot... doesn't know anything..."

I felt so good I was becoming stupid.

"Stiiill... still don't know..."

I thought I might die of high blood pressure. We didn't stop until people started gathering around. Even after people gathered, we continued until it seemed like it might become a problem.

We hurriedly left and headed for a secluded corner.

"...Do you understand now?"

"I-I kind of get it... but we've only k-kissed so far... right?"

I said, fidgeting with my hands. I saw it in movies. Just touching lips isn't a real kiss.

"Want to try a real kiss too?"

I shook my head. Though no one would believe it, we were still just friends. It's really unbelievable, and honestly I don't believe it either... but we're not dating.

*Good things shouldn't all happen in one day... and if we did that now, I might really faint.*

Lips are somehow possible even between friends. Doing something stronger would drain my energy. It's not good to do too many good things at once. For those reasons, I postponed it.

"Th-that... I'll do that after I get tired of this..."

I embraced Siyu's neck again. Oh dear, I'm too happy.
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Chapter 159

A thief who learns late doesn't know when dawn breaks. This saying often applies to chess too. Some people who first encounter chess in college tend to play it obsessively.

And among those who play obsessively, some earn the Candidate Master title, while others even reach International Master. As for those who become Grandmasters... they must exist somewhere in the world.

The most unfortunate person is the one who starts late and becomes a Candidate Master. They've earned a master title, but it somehow feels lacking.

That regret of "if only I'd started a few years earlier, could I have become a Grandmaster?" Or thoughts like "what if I had attended chess academy when I was young?"

Actually, that very regret becomes the driving force for late learners. To compensate for not starting earlier, they cling desperately to chess and run like mad to catch up with those who started before them.

I've met men in their 30s and 40s who earned their first master titles, so I understand. I know all too well how desperately late learners cling to their pursuit.

And I know it's inevitable. It's natural to feel regret for starting late and wanting compensation for that regret.

Yes, it's natural! Since it's natural, there's no reason to be criticized! And this can apply to activities other than chess!

...I'm not particularly perverted or anything.

"Um, ahem. Si-woo, want to take a break?"

I gently tugged at Si-woo's sleeve and pointed to a chair.

"Already? It hasn't even been five minutes since our last break."

"But you're sick... when you're sick, you should rest."

"I don't think you want to rest... you seem to want something else."

Si-woo approached stealthily and attempted theft. What he stole was my lips and heart. I feel like I could hop around like a rabbit and run a lap around the field.

"Whoa, heeee..."

"Ha, seriously, what should I do? I feel like I might cause trouble."

I suddenly felt relieved that we did this for the first time while traveling. If we had done this for the first time at my home... something would definitely have happened.

A few months ago, I would have refused somehow. Back then, I lacked confidence and was in an anxious state.
But now it's different. I'm confident that Si-woo will be by my side no matter what happens. I'm confident that even if we cause trouble, we can somehow fix it.

There's a chance I might get so caught up in the mood that I'd forget all about chess.

*Fortunately...? Maybe going all the way wouldn't be so bad...? No! I can't! If I eat the marshmallow now, that's it. I should wait and eat two marshmallows.*

For a moment, I imagined feeding my marshmallow to Si-woo's mouth. Two big marshmallows... Si-woo would like that too.

*Stop! Enough!*

I took a deep breath to calm myself. Late-learning thieves are scary.

"Phew... Si-woo. Think about the marshmallow story. If you eat it now, you get one marshmallow and that's it. If you wait until the end, you can have two!"

"Really...? And who's giving these marshmallows?"

"Me!"

Si-woo stared at my face and then lowered his gaze. Too low to be looking at my neck, too high to be looking at my stomach.

"N-not that...! It's a metaphor!"

"I know. So, you're saying we should wait? That good things come to those who wait."

"Exactly."

I don't know what those good things are either. That's for future me to figure out. Present me just needs to postpone.

*When you're more mature, you'll find a good reward!*

I chose to gloss over it this time too. I've glossed over so many things that when the time comes to settle my karmic debt, it's going to be a disaster.

But ultimately, that's future me's problem. It doesn't seem to concern present me.

"Are you rested now? Let's go over there next."

"Yeon-a, look at the time."

"Oh, why is it already this late...?"

I was sure we'd have plenty of free time after going around once, but it was already time to gather. We hadn't even seen a third of the place, let alone half.

It's mysterious. I definitely used time efficiently and followed an optimized route, so why did this happen?

"Well, since we don't have time to look around... shall we sit over there and rest for a bit?"

Si-woo didn't refuse. As if he'd completely recovered from his cold, he pulled me into a corner and kissed me until I felt dizzy.

A tingling sensation like being struck by lightning. A powerful impact that makes me forget even to breathe. No matter how many times, I can't get used to it.

"Phew, haaa, phuuu..."

Like drinking salt water when thirsty, it makes me crave more. I become so immersed that the flow of time becomes blurry. How can a simple act of contact instill such emotions in me?

I couldn't understand it intellectually.

"It seems there's still something I don't know..."

Since I couldn't understand, I needed to keep trying until I did. That's the true attitude of a seeker.

"Yeon-a, time."

"What about the time...? We still have plenty."

"Look at the clock."

I glanced at the clock and discovered that we really didn't have much time left. The feeling that the flow of time had become blurry wasn't just a feeling.

We had actually been doing that without realizing how much time had passed. I was so embarrassed my face burned hot. I held Si-woo's hand and headed to the meeting place with my head bowed.

*I still don't understand anything...! Why is time so fast?*

I fidgeted with Si-woo's hand. I tickled the back of his hand with my fingertips and kneaded his palm. I played with his hand as if I was going to fill myself with knowledge on the bus.

After gathering, we quickly completed the headcount and boarded the bus. The very front seat. The teacher sat beside us, and the driver was right in front.

I sat by the window and Si-woo sat in the aisle seat. This way, Si-woo's broad back would shield me.

As soon as the bus started with a vrooming sound, I immediately grabbed Si-woo's hand.

"Do, do you want to rest for a bit?"

"We're already resting."

"Not physical rest... something mentally good... good for colds, you know... right? They say the best medicine isn't herbal medicine but the person who stays by your side, there's a saying like that..."

Si-woo glanced at the teacher. Honestly, I wanted to tell him not to mind the teacher. I looked at Si-woo while stomping my feet.

"Um, Yeon-a. Don't you think we need to exercise some restraint? I'm really sorry to say this, and I'm sorry for pushing you away after I started it first... but I think it's a bit much..."

My expression instantly became that of a child whose ice cream was taken away.

"I really like it too and want to do it all day, but... isn't it too much... like this, at any time?"

"Hmm..."

I wanted to pretend to be upset to change Si-woo's mind, but I held back. Si-woo is sick right now. Even if he seems better, he's still quite ill. I shouldn't add psychological pressure.

*And... honestly, I thought it was a bit excessive too. We've been just resting to the point where we couldn't do anything else.*

There's still a lot I don't know, but I agree that we need to exercise restraint.

"Okay. I admit it. I want to continue, but we can't live just taking breaks all the time."

"That doesn't mean I don't like it. I... enjoy it too."

If you like it, you should just go along with it! I looked at Si-woo, who spoke shyly, with a reproachful gaze. The reproach didn't last long. Just looking at his face makes me so happy that I can't harbor any resentment.

"Then, give it as a reward. Like when you praise me for doing something well. That would work, right? I'll try to earn rewards, and we won't just be resting all day."

"Is that okay...? Saying it's a reward makes it sound strange. It's not something I do alone, we do it together."

"I don't mind. Rather, you should hold the reins in this matter. I... though I hate to admit it, I'm not particularly good at self-control."

"Acknowledging your shortcomings, that's good. This deserves praise."

It seems Si-woo wasn't much better at self-control either. Si-woo, who knew how to be patient and hold the reins, was praising me for strange reasons.

Si-woo was a late-learning thief too. We continued our rest until we were satisfied, occasionally checking if the teacher was watching.

"S-since we're arriving soon, let's rest one last time."

"Mmm. Good self-control."

Si-woo used praise as an excuse, and I used rest as an excuse. We both chose to speak indirectly because it was a bit embarrassing to say directly.

*K-kissing sounds embarrassing too. Pronouncing those syllables is burdensome. Ugh! Just thinking about it makes me embarrassed.*

Acting like someone who knows no shame while speaking like a refined lady. It wasn't intentional, but somehow it turned out that way.

We ended up resting and praising until we arrived. I'm not sure if the teacher didn't notice or just pretended not to.

"H-here there are many tourists, so we have to hold back. Okay?"

"Yes. Let's definitely try to hold back... though it won't be easy."

"You have to do well! Don't trust me."

I entrusted Si-woo with a truly difficult mission. Though I assigned the mission, we were both certain it would fail.

The atmosphere felt through our held hands suggested as much. Though we said we'd hold back, it seemed neither of us had any intention of doing so.
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The time had come to admit that restraint was necessary. No matter how enjoyable something is, you can't spend all day doing just that—eventually, you'd get tired of it. So for the sake of the future, breaks were needed in between.

This was something we both understood in theory. But theory and reality are different things. Even when you understand something theoretically, it's often impossible to put into practice. Our current "rest" was exactly like that.

Young couples in their prime were like motorcycles with broken brakes. Though we knew we shouldn't keep doing this outdoors, especially in a foreign country, we couldn't help ourselves.

Even the rational and composed Si-woo couldn't overcome reality. It was unavoidable. After everything I'd done so far, he wanted some kind of reward.

"Yeon-a, I'm tired. Since you're already doing a good job as a guide, should we take a quick break?"

"I knew it! Let's go over there for a bit?"

A dark corner that seemed unsuitable for resting. Taking a break in such a place defied common sense, but Si-woo nodded anyway.

Resting in a dark corner was beyond common sense. But then again, our rest was different from the conventional definition. Normally, rest means giving your body and mind time to calm down and recover energy.

Our rest was different. After resting, my body would be flushed red, my mind racing uncontrollably, and my energy not particularly restored. It was closer to doping than rest. In the way it made you forget pain through momentary emotional elevation, it could be compared to narcotic painkillers.

"Hee, heehee! Hehee! Hehehehe..."

Looking at my condition after resting, you could tell it was truly like a drug. With a dazed face like someone intoxicated, wearing the most foolish expression in the world, I gazed at Si-woo with eyes stickier and sweeter than honey.

If that wasn't a drug, what was? It was the most powerful drug Si-woo could give me.

"Si-wooooo..."

I hugged his arm tightly and nuzzled my face against it. When I gently lifted my face after nuzzling, Si-woo softly held my chin and we rested again.

"Uh, uah..."

"...If I'd known it would be like this, we should have done it sooner."

"Mmm. No, I'm doing this because you waited for me."

"Really? I'll believe that..."

"It's true. Until now, you've been so good to me... Thanks to you, I can live with a smile."

I smiled at Si-woo. The excessive trust I had in him. From the very beginning of our emotional exchanges, I trusted him enough to give him anything he asked for.

It was like gambling—high risk, low return. If Si-woo had been even slightly a bad person, I would have been ruined immediately. The person I am today exists because Si-woo held firm to his principles despite my wavering heart.

"You're making it sound so grand..."

"It's true. You're my most reliable friend."

"Thanks for saying that. Have we rested enough now?"

The atmosphere created after this touching confession was more suited to a friendship movie than a romance. I pressed my lips together, unable to say anything.

*But we haven't had our finishing rest yet! I created the wrong mood. Shouldn't we rest at least three times?*

As I stomped my feet in regret, Si-woo gave me a rest on my forehead.

"The finishing rest. Right?"

I nodded vigorously. Indeed, deciding to trust Si-woo was the best choice of my life.

"Let's go now!"

We wandered around the travel destination. This time, we properly regulated our rest periods. If I had been in control, we would have spent the whole day just resting, but since Si-woo was in charge, things were somewhat balanced.

Though saying it was "balanced" might be a stretch since we rested quite frequently... Still, it was much better than if I had been in charge. It was also quite entertaining watching Si-woo rack his brain trying to come up with compliments.

When he really couldn't find anything to compliment, we just rested without compliments. This happened because there was no penalty for breaking the rules.

After dinner, the final activity of our second day arrived. A perfect schedule to fill my blood chess concentration—a chess exchange program called "A Midsummer Night's Chess Party."

Simply put, it meant playing chess with Spanish people. Spain is a foundational chess country and one that enjoys the game. They have various active chess clubs, some with more members than our school's chess club.

The Midsummer Night's Chess Party was about playing chess with those chess club members!

"Checkiyathou!"

"You're that happy?"

"Of course. Look, Ruy López is nodding over there."

I waved my hand toward the horizon. Ruy López nodded and waved back. I could already feel my opening getting stronger.

"Well... do your best then."

"Aren't you excited?"

"Not really? It's not like we're playing against someone with a Master title, just Spanish people. What's so special about that? I'd much rather play with you."

"That's true. Still, playing chess with strangers is always fun."

"Even though you don't like meeting people."

"Let's just skip over such trivial details. Anyway, my blood chess concentration is low, so I need to replenish it now."

Severe febrile chess... something. Anyway, I have an incurable disease that requires me to play chess occasionally. Thanks to the narcotic painkiller provided by Si-woo, I didn't feel the pain and went wild, but symptoms could suddenly appear while sleeping at night.

"So you're not going to play?"

"No. I'll just watch. My condition isn't normal, so I'll probably make a lot of mistakes, and if I lose because of mistakes, my condition might get worse."

"Oh right, you were sick?"

The narcotic painkiller seemed to have affected Si-woo as well. He was walking around so normally that I thought he was fine. Getting flushed after resting was normal, so I had forgotten he was sick.

"If you're sick, it can't be helped! Just watch my game."

I said while massaging his arm. A few minutes later, they selected students who wanted to play chess with the Spanish chess club members. There weren't as many as I expected. The trip must have been quite tiring.

Most students chose to watch the chess games. It seems like students from other classes also preferred watching.

*A lot of people will be watching my game, I bet.*

I headed to the game venue with a big smile. It seemed to be a café operated by the chess club. Chess boards and goods were displayed everywhere, and they also sold chess-related souvenirs.

The tables and seats were perfectly set up for playing chess. It felt more focused on chess than being a café. They said we could sit anywhere, so I went to the most noticeable central seat.

"The center is best. Si-woo, watch carefully. This time I'm going to release 100 percent of my power...!"

"Oh... cool."

"Right? Cool, right?"

"When someone says you're cool, you're supposed to just smile quietly and nod. When you cling so desperately... it becomes less cool."

I smiled quietly and nodded.

"Do that when I actually say you're cool, not now."

"Got it."

As Si-woo and I were chatting, people started gathering. Chess club members in neat suits came pouring in, and the noisy students gradually quieted down. A good atmosphere for playing chess was forming.

A quiet, static atmosphere. A place where only breathing and the sound of pressing chess clocks existed. My heart started pounding.

*Since Si-woo is watching, I need to try really hard.*

Sitting across from me was a gentleman who didn't quite fit the chess club image. A handsome man with a somewhat gloomy feel. A man whose appearance reminded me of a vampire.

When you think of an outstanding chess club member, you imagine someone with a sturdy turtle-like neck, a plump chess belly, thick glasses that seem to widen your field of vision, and an appearance that suggests they would enjoy chess.

*He looks like he belongs in a regular club, not a chess club? Is his body type the only thing that suits chess?*

He seems to belong to the skinny side of chess-suitable body types. If people with plump chess bellies are strong in standard chess, those with thin arms and wrists are strong in rapid and blitz.

It's a baseless prejudice, but that's how it is.

"Well then, nice to meet you."

I spoke in Korean and offered a handshake. He responded in Spanish and accepted my handshake. As we shook hands, Si-woo cleared his throat behind me. I immediately looked at Si-woo upon hearing the cough.

Si-woo's expression looked somewhat uncomfortable. Looking back and forth between Si-woo's expression and my opponent's appearance, I quickly understood the situation. With a grin, I asked my opponent to excuse me. Fortunately, he understood English.

"Are you jealous?"

"No... it's not jealousy..."

Someone who looks weaker than me could never be my type. That man might look handsome, but he's not my style. I like Si-woo's style.

With a playful smile, I hugged Si-woo's neck to reassure him. While hugging, I took a quick rest.

"I guess you wouldn't be jealous over something like this. You just wanted to rest, right?"

"Y-yeah..."

Si-woo nodded with a comfortable expression. Perhaps because of the stimulating doping, I felt like I could play chess better.
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I carefully analyzed the text, identifying all character names and terms from the glossary. Here's the translation:

The vampire-like man offered me the white pieces. Remembering that I had asked for understanding in English earlier, he addressed me in English. His pronunciation wasn't bad, but his voice was somewhat unpleasant.

Unlike a deep baritone, his voice was rather high-pitched for a man. Some might find it boyish and appealing, but unfortunately, it was far from my taste.

*A man's voice should be a deep bass that resonates below the chest! Like Si-woo's. Well, Si-woo's isn't extremely deep, but it's just the right level of bass that's pleasant to hear.*

Actually, Si-woo's voice is the ideal bass. Any deeper would sound strange, like a growling beast.

I had hoped Si-woo would relax after hearing that high-pitched voice, but instead, his wariness seemed to increase. Perhaps some people might find that voice attractive?

He would deny it, but that reaction was clearly jealousy. It made me happy. It meant he cared enough about me to be concerned about my reactions to such trivial things.

*It seems that first break affected Si-woo deeply too. He usually doesn't act like this... Has he finally realized that I belong to him?*

Some people might dislike excessive possessiveness, but I'm not one of them. I don't think it's bad to be so possessive that you can barely function.

*It feels so good...! Thrilling! Si-woo is concerned about me! I feel like I've become Si-woo's precious possession, not just the kid next door...!*

Of course, that doesn't mean I'll deliberately provoke jealousy. Though I enjoy teasing and playing around, I know not to toy with someone's feelings.

Just enough for Si-woo to misunderstand and feel jealous on his own, like now. This is perfect. With an inner smile, I moved the pawn in front of my King forward two squares.

My opponent extended his pale hand and pushed the pawn in front of his King forward two squares, then gently wrapped his hand around the chess clock and pressed it. I wondered if it was possible to press a chess clock so quietly.

It contrasted with my style of hitting the clock with a sharp tap!

After that, we naturally developed our Knights and entered the Ruy Lopez. Somewhere far away, Ruy López de Segura must be shedding tears of joy in the afterlife. I could finally play the Ruy Lopez.

Not some strange opening like the Botvinnik System or Petrov Defense, but Spain's fundamental "Ruy Lopez Opening."

"Heheheh..."

The main line of the Ruy Lopez followed immediately. Ruy Lopez—Closed Variation. We didn't fall into the Marshall Attack but followed the Closed line.

Perfect. The essence of the Ruy Lopez is indeed the Closed. The Open, Marshall, and Berlin are good too, but the Closed is the most comfortable.

*Actually, I don't mind much as long as it's not the Berlin, but it's been a while since I've encountered the fundamental Closed.*

Kids these days are so disrespectful, always trying to draw with Black. They're not even Grandmasters and haven't studied drawing pawn endings, yet they try to draw with Black and win with White.

When they face the Ruy Lopez, they bring out the Berlin Defense to force a draw. It's exasperating to encounter that.

*After blocking the Anti-Berlin and fighting it out, they'll collapse immediately, yet so many people insist on playing the Berlin.*

Fortunately, my current opponent didn't do that. He entered the Chigorin Variation, a fairly famous variation of the Closed.

The Chigorin Variation involves moving the Knight from c6 to a5, clearing the way for the c-pawn to advance and forcing the white Bishop on b3 to move elsewhere.

Since there was no need to accept the Knight-Bishop exchange, I developed my b3 Bishop to c2. A standard opening progression. The imbalance wasn't significant, and we didn't enter any unfamiliar sidelines.

*This progression is too ordinary. Should I be the first to deviate?*

I immediately entered a sideline. Not a particularly good move, but one that could shake my opponent and create imbalance. It was a move that broke through the characteristically stifling progression of the Closed Variation.

Seeing my move, my opponent placed his hand on his chin and made a "Hmm..." sound as he began to contemplate. Being a foreigner, his "hmm" sounded different from a Korean person's "heum..."

Perhaps because he was pale and skinny like a vampire, even his contemplative pose seemed dramatic. He looked like he might suddenly cough up blood and collapse. Like someone who would play chess all day and turn to dust when the morning sun rose.

If there were a vampire who loved chess, I imagine they'd look just like him.

After contemplating for a long time, my opponent heaved a sigh and moved his thin arm over the board. The move he found after all that deliberation was... an ambiguous one. A move that would probably get a "?!" in analysis. Not a mistake, but not good either.

Exploiting such moves effectively is the mark of a Grandmaster's skill. Tenaciously capitalizing on an opponent's weakness is one of my specialties. I immediately pounced on his mistake, giving him no time to breathe.

Playing a move as soon as I saw his move—applying both time pressure and psychological pressure simultaneously. This is a strategy that works even at the Grandmaster level. The consecutive tap! tap! sound of the clock shatters a player's mental fortitude.

*A sound mind in a sound body. Conversely, a weak body houses a weak mind. This must be quite pressuring for him, right?*

On the next move, and the one after that, I played immediately after he made his move. My opponent, who had been calmly pressing the chess clock, now began to slam it. He was getting impatient.

*When someone who looks ill does that, they seem even more distressed. But what can I do? This is the essence of chess... a game designed to irritate people...*

I relentlessly exploited his weakness. I targeted his weakness so mercilessly it could be called brutal. Perhaps due to the combined time and psychological pressure, his error rate increased.

Then came my move that sealed the match. It turned an already difficult situation into an even more hopeless one.

"Oh..."

My opponent clutched his head with both hands. His legs trembled as he continued to think. He pushed back his sweat-soaked hair, unbuttoned the top button of his shirt, and rolled up his sleeves. He seemed upset.

"Hehehehe."

A smile of victory formed on my face. Once again, I harvested victory as if it were natural. For me, victory is a given. Like a farmer harvesting crops, I simply gather victories.

If I were my usual merciful self, I would have leisurely prepared for promotion and gotten ready to play around, but now I was a Grandmaster with 100% of my skills unleashed. I pressed my advantage to the end, even in a winning position.

I showed off my impressive skills to Si-woo. He might not have understood the full meaning behind each of my moves, but he must have felt how cool I looked.

With a satisfied smile, I glanced behind me. There stood Si-woo, looking somewhat anxious.

*Huh? What's going on? Isn't this when he's supposed to be moved by how amazing I am?*

I wondered why Si-woo was acting that way. Was he anxious because of my perfect chess? Was he worried I'd become a superstar too quickly and grow distant from him? I had no intention of becoming a superstar that fast.

I wanted to jump up and reassure Si-woo, but the game wasn't over yet. I prefer to stay seated until the end of the game, even in tournaments, so I remained in my seat.

The game would be over soon anyway. I could see Si-woo after it ended.

*I want to see Si-woo quickly... Hurry up and move. Why are you playing so slowly despite your light build? The game is already over anyway.*

I stared intently at my opponent. It wasn't polite, but I didn't care since I wouldn't see him again.

I stared at the top of his head as if trying to drill a hole through it, chanting, 'Move quickly, move quickly, move quickly.'

Winning a chess match perfectly is certainly an achievement. Si-woo would definitely praise me, and we might be able to take a short break before the next match.

My mind was already filled with thoughts of resting with Si-woo after the game.

My cheeks flushed at the thought of finding a secluded corner to rest with Si-woo. Hidden behind Si-woo's broad back... we would take a break that would make my mind burn.

Just thinking about it made me excited. I looked at Si-woo with an expectant face. Si-woo looked back at me with an anxious expression.

*I can't understand why he's acting like that! I need the game to end quickly so I can go ask him!*

I glared at my opponent. It was about time to resign, why was he hesitating? Shortly after, my opponent resigned. After a quick handshake, I immediately headed toward Si-woo.

Si-woo embraced me tightly. He held me more firmly than usual and took a break in the center where everyone could see. I made eye contact with a few of our classmates.

"S-Si-woo...!"

"Who cares. After everything we've done. They won't think much of it."

True. It would be stranger if we hadn't done this until now. I boldly pulled Si-woo's neck closer. Being overly affectionate in tourist spots might be inconsiderate, but here there were only people from our school and chess club. We could be a little bold.

"Hehe."

Si-woo held me close. Then he released the embrace and walked deliberately to sit in the chair I had occupied.

"Let's play a match."

Since the opponent couldn't understand Korean, I translated into English. He nodded. I wondered why Si-woo suddenly wanted to play chess with that person. Did Si-woo also have chess addiction symptoms?

*Actually, I like it. Sharing the same pain. How romantic.*

The chess game began with Si-woo and I having switched positions.
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I carefully analyzed the text, identifying all characters, places, and chess terms from the glossary before translating.

Chapter 162

It's been a while since I watched Si-woo's match in person. Whenever Si-woo played chess, I was usually playing too, and when I wasn't playing, Si-woo typically didn't play either.

*Playing chess together doesn't count as spectating, so that's an exception. So... I haven't watched many of his matches live.*

Even thinking about it, I can't recall many instances. I'm such a chess fiend that whenever there's an opportunity to play, I rush in and play myself, so I rarely set aside time to watch Si-woo's matches. I'd rather play another game of chess with that time.

This is a rare chance to watch Si-woo's match. Viewing a game from a third-person perspective offers a different experience. It should be quite exciting.

If we simply compare skill levels, Si-woo's chances of winning aren't great. His opponent is fairly good at chess, while Si-woo still has much to learn. However, the opponent has already expended energy playing a game against me. Being so skinny, his stamina probably isn't great either.

If the opponent can quickly recover his concentration and return to his original condition, he'll win. If Si-woo can apply pressure early and shake his opponent, then Si-woo will win.

*To do that, he needs to make his move in the opening. If it's just a standard opening progression, the opponent will recover his energy comfortably and the game will end routinely. That would mean Si-woo's defeat.*

I'd love for Si-woo to win through skill alone, but honestly, that seems unlikely. A chess match between someone active in a chess club who regularly enjoys chess versus a first-year high school student—there's a clear experience gap from the start.

Does Si-woo have overwhelming talent that could overcome this experience difference? Si-woo is talented, but he's not a genius or prodigy. His opponent seems to be at least average, so I have to assume the opponent has better skills.

"I look forward to our game," said Si-woo in Korean, while his opponent responded in Spanish. Though they spoke different languages, they understood each other's meaning. The opponent offered White to Si-woo again.

I'm not sure if he prefers Black or if he thinks it's proper to give White to a young student. Si-woo didn't refuse. He immediately set the clock and moved the pawn in front of his King forward two squares.

The opponent thought for a moment. Then he moved the pawn in front of the Queen's Bishop forward two squares, entering the Sicilian Defense. Looks like he wants to fight.

White developed a Knight, and Black pushed the d-pawn one square. A d6 Sicilian. This is the most common Sicilian variation, with options like the Dragon, Najdorf, Scheveningen, and Classical variations.

After some consideration, Si-woo entered the Sicilian Open. If you've studied the theory thoroughly, entering the Sicilian Open is a good choice. That's what I often tell Si-woo.

*Si-woo knows the d6 Sicilian variations well. After all, I frequently use the Sicilian Najdorf, which is a d6 variation. He probably won't be at a disadvantage in the opening... but what Si-woo needs right now is to gain an advantage.*

Is he planning to branch into a sideline of the Sicilian? Or perhaps play a standard opening and fight in the middlegame? The game might even end with a mistake in the endgame.

I wish I could read Si-woo's strategy. I can roughly guess what moves he might make, but I don't know what victory plan he's crafting.

I chose to watch without overthinking, just enjoying the match. I don't know what suddenly inspired Si-woo to want to play chess, but now that the game has started, I should properly observe it.

The game proceeded into a Sicilian Dragon. I thought it might become a Najdorf, but he went with the Dragon instead. It's a difficult opening, but surprisingly common in amateur games.

It's an opening beloved by many beginners for the simple reason that the name sounds cool.

*I occasionally used it against Si-woo... but very rarely. Even at Grandmaster level, the Dragon is difficult to employ effectively, so I don't use it much either.*

I'm not sure if Si-woo knows exactly how to counter the Dragon. The Sicilian Dragon is one of the more aggressive openings Black can play. The Bishop controls a long diagonal for central control, and sometimes opposite-side castling occurs, with both players aiming for checkmate.

White has several ways to counter the Dragon. The Classical Variation's traditional response is decent, the Yugoslav Attack with opposite-side castling is good, and at amateur level, the Levenfish Attack works well too.

Among all possible moves, Si-woo chose to advance the f-pawn two squares. White's response to the Sicilian Dragon: the Levenfish Attack. It's a somewhat aggressive line, but if Black responds with the best moves, it's unfavorable for White. It rarely appears at master level.

I clenched my fist when I saw Si-woo's move. The Levenfish Attack. Among all the moves Si-woo could make now, this is the best one. An aggressive opening with many trap moves. This means he can pressure his opponent right from the opening.

If countered with the best moves, it's disadvantageous for White. But finding those best moves is never easy. If someone hasn't specifically studied the Levenfish Attack, they'll surely make mistakes.

*The opponent probably hasn't studied it. The characteristic of openings not used at master level is that beginners don't study them. With few game records and rare tournament appearances, many people take them lightly.*

Openings not used at master level but quite suitable for beginners include the King's Gambit, the Knight Attack, and this Levenfish Attack.

The King's Gambit still has quite a few people studying it, and the Knight Attack appears often enough that people study it, but the Levenfish Attack truly rarely appears.

Dragon users who study the Grand Prix Attack, another Sicilian variation, rarely bother to study the Levenfish separately.

*Even if they studied it, they'd probably forget it. I've only encountered the Levenfish Attack a few times myself.*

I was impressed by Si-woo's excellent opening choice. He seemed to be studying hard lately, but I didn't expect him to show such an opening. Si-woo plays chess cautiously. He never uses openings he doesn't know well. The fact that he played the Levenfish means he knows it quite well.

And Si-woo methodically pressured his opponent according to opening theory. The opponent made two small mistakes, and while Si-woo didn't capitalize on them fully, he didn't let them slip by entirely either. Though there were some regrets, it was enough to take a step toward victory.

*Yes, that's it! Advance slowly like that! It's okay to be slow. As long as you're heading in the right direction, you'll eventually reach your destination.*

Si-woo was performing exceptionally well. I wanted to jump in and shower him with praise—he was playing beyond my expectations. I clasped my hands together tightly. If I didn't hold myself back, I might end up patting Si-woo's head.

*It feels like watching a baby take its first steps...! I want to hold his hand and hug him tight, but I must resist! My job is to cheer from the sidelines and let him rest when he finally crosses the finish line!*

The opening ended and the middlegame began. But Si-woo didn't falter. Even in tactical battles with a skilled chess club member, he wasn't overwhelmed—rather, he gradually took control.

The remarkable thing about Si-woo was his lack of mistakes. A characteristic of beginners is that they can be winning but then make one mistake that turns everything around. Engine analysis comments like "one player was winning but gave it away" are quite common.

Avoiding mistakes is harder than executing tactics successfully. Without my noticing, Si-woo had become quite skilled.

Before I knew it, the game had entered the endgame. José Raúl Capablanca, a chess champion famous for his endgame skills, once said the secret to endgames is to start them when you're already winning.

Si-woo's endgame perfectly matched that saying. His material advantage was just one pawn, but his position was overwhelmingly favorable. If we ran an engine analysis, it would probably show +4 or +5. He had entered the endgame in an already winning position, fulfilling that near-universal truth.

The endgame concluded without major surprises. Only then did the opponent fully focus, using his remaining time to search for brilliant moves, but it was too late. Despite his efforts to solve the position, he couldn't reduce the gap.

Si-woo achieved promotion and began a 2nd-rank pawn vs. Queen battle. A Black pawn on the 2nd rank means it will become a Queen on the next move. White needs to attack the Black King while bringing his own King to capture the opponent's pawn.

It sounds difficult, but it's actually a position that can be easily won by following established rules. With proper study, one can win routinely.

*And... the pawn vs. Queen endgame is one I often emphasized. How to capture a pawn about to promote. This is surprisingly important.*

Si-woo played textbook moves and secured the victory.

"Good game," said Si-woo, offering a handshake with an arrogant victory smile. The opponent frowned, refused the handshake, and left. It was Si-woo's perfect victory.

"Amazing...!!"

"Well, it was only natural."

Si-woo mimicked my manner of speaking and gestures. Hands on his hips with his chin raised—this was a rare sight indeed.
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After finishing the chess match with the vampire-like man, we played chess together again. Though I say "again," we had played just yesterday, but twenty hours is plenty of time to consider it a while.

Anyway, we were playing chess again. I took white and started with Queen's Pawn Opening, which transitioned into the Queen's Gambit Declined Exchange Variation.

The Queen's Gambit Declined Exchange Variation is quite popular for white players. White's win rate is considerably high, and the game progression is straightforward, making it a pretty good opening.

Queen's Gambit Declined is one of my main defenses. I originally used King's Indian Defense, but after getting crushed by the Champion, I sealed it away.

*Queen's Gambit Declined Exchange. I think it's a really good opening... but I haven't seen the Champion use it much. I've faced it a few times, but they all ended in draws. Did he realize I defend well against it and seal it away?*

The Champion used the Catalan Opening more frequently. His win rate was better with Catalan too.

*I can't use Catalan well. Actually, I struggle with all Queen's Pawn variations. I can use them if I want to, and I don't mind since I play to win in the middlegame... but they're difficult to use well.*

Of course, when playing against Si-woo, I don't worry about such things and just play whatever moves I want. Because Si-woo is Si-woo. I could play blindfolded while spinning around twenty times and still win, so what does it matter?

"I can predict every move you'll make!"

"...Isn't there some kind of paid item? Something that lets you move twice in one turn."

"Not just giving up a move, but moving twice in one turn? Isn't that too much...? That would make checkmate too easy. Couldn't you just capture the queen without trying?"

"I won't checkmate you. As for capturing the queen... does it matter? I've never won without my queen anyway."

"That's true."

An item that allows moving twice in one turn. If chess were an online game made in Korea, such an item might exist. Then they'd make another item to counter that one, and another to break through that counter...

Chess could easily become a broken game. I shook my head. It's an interesting idea, but allowing such things would make it no longer chess.

"Just ask me to remove my queen instead... I'll throw it right in front of your knight."

"But that's no fun. We're just playing for fun, so what's the problem? Let's try it."

"Ehh... we're playing for fun, but that doesn't sound fun at all."

"Is it a cash item that needs to be unlocked... can't be helped then."

Si-woo raised himself slightly, then leaned toward me and gently kissed my cheek. It was different from our usual rest—this was contact between my cheek and his lips. My mind went dizzy and hazy.

I could beat Si-woo even playing chess blindfolded while spinning around ten times, but I could never beat him while experiencing something like this. The dizzying sensation was impossible to get used to.

A warm feeling gradually spread from the point of contact. My head buzzed, and my judgment plummeted.

"I-it might be fun after all...? But I'm not entirely convinced yet, so I can't give you a definite answer...?"

I fidgeted with my fingers while looking at Si-woo. He smiled at me with a grin. Where did he learn to smile like that? It's a charming smile that even someone with my mental fortitude finds hard to resist. I should firmly tell him not to go around smiling like that elsewhere.

To scold Si-woo, I rounded my lips and closed my eyes. Then I gently tilted my head forward. Not for any other purpose, just to scold him.

Unfortunately, Si-woo blocked my mouth. Not wanting to be scolded, he firmly sealed my lips. I tried to break free by gently tilting my head and embracing the back of his neck.

Not because I had any other intention, but to scold him for his bad behavior. Anyway, that's how it was.

"Mmm... haaa..."

"Yeon-a... are you not even trying to hide anymore?"

"Huh... what?"

I immediately looked around. The atmosphere was strangely quiet. People were snickering while looking at us, then quickly averting their eyes when they met mine. Girls were frantically tapping their friends' shoulders, while boys were giving Si-woo strange looks.

It was an odd atmosphere that's hard to describe. The Chess Club members were even more blatant. If the atmosphere hadn't been so quiet, they looked ready to approach Si-woo, pat him on the back, and offer him a drink.

Even our homeroom teacher wasn't an exception. One of the younger teachers, our homeroom teacher's face was flushed red, unable to say anything.

*I didn't expect to draw this much attention... can't be helped. What I need now is shamelessness.*

I boldly grabbed the back of Si-woo's neck. A natural neck grip like something from Muay Thai. A position also called the plum clinch. It felt like I could land a solid hit if I kneed him from this position.

"Is this right?"

"Shut up— just do it."

"Oh, that was kind of cool... mmph!"

And with everyone watching, I sealed Si-woo's lips. I needed to mark him as mine, and this was the perfect opportunity. Now Si-woo is mine.

I released Si-woo while giggling. He fidgeted with his lips like a girl who had lost her innocence. Acting all shy even though it wasn't our first time.

"Let's continue the chess game."

"Y-yeah..."

Is Si-woo actually weak in these moments? Si-woo, who lives within the bounds of common sense, seems unable to handle my creativity. In situations like this, you just need to be brazen. I'm strong in these situations, so I wasn't flustered at all.

Usually, I'm the one who melts while Si-woo remains composed, but now it was the opposite. I was confident while Si-woo was embarrassed and melting.

"Hey, stop thinking about other things and focus on chess! I'll allow you to move twice in one turn."

I issued Si-woo a "move twice in one turn" coupon. Si-woo's lips twitched as if he wanted to say something, but ultimately he closed his mouth without saying anything.

The chess game continued. The difference was that Si-woo had the opportunity to move twice in one turn, but I wasn't too concerned. Since I said checkmate wasn't allowed, at worst he'd just take my queen.

A one-queen difference is something I could reverse in the endgame. All my pawns are potential queens. Even if I lose one queen, I can just make another.

"Um, Yeon-a... aren't you bothered?"

Si-woo spoke to me as I switched to chess concentration mode.

"About what?"

"I mean... didn't you hide because this situation was uncomfortable?"

"That's true, but we've already been caught. So there's nothing we can do. It's better to push through than to make excuses."

"Is that so?"

"Just think of it this way. Even if we handed out wedding invitations during winter break, people would just accept it..."

After everything we've done, what's a little break? Shamelessness is one of my strengths. I'll push forward on my path regardless of what others say.

I continued the chess game with an arrogant smile. The paid item I gave Si-woo was unexpectedly concerning. It was more troublesome than starting without a queen. Being able to make two moves at once was worth more than 9 points.

He could forcibly create weaknesses, exploit them, and score more than 9 points. I needed to read more complex sequences, not just simple calculations.

*The scariest thing is... I didn't specify that the item could only be used once. Si-woo might suddenly purchase more paid items.*

The current exchange rate was set at two kisses. Since Si-woo lives within the bounds of common sense, he probably wouldn't recharge the item by kissing me twice after every move. But he might use it two or three times.

I read the moves with secret anticipation.

"I'll use the item now."

"Oh... now? Okay. Go ahead, move twice."

Si-woo used the item to capture my queen and gain a positional advantage. It was quite a painful loss. If he used the item one more time, I might actually lose.

But unfortunately, Si-woo didn't recharge the item. I regrettably secured the victory. Winning is natural for me, but... I was a bit disappointed. Wouldn't it be better to give Si-woo the item and lose?

*Winning but not feeling good about it! What is this!*

I spent the rest of the time fully expressing my disappointment. Since the teacher kept paying attention to us, I rested next to the teacher. Si-woo took his rest with a guilty expression.

And then today's schedule was over. I went up to Si-woo's room again, and today I just rested without playing chess. The teacher who followed us as a chaperone scolded us, but I let it go in one ear and out the other.

Perhaps because I was very tired, I didn't dream. And the next morning, Si-woo's condition had worsened. Si-woo looked at me with a guilty expression.

Somehow, I felt like Si-woo had dreamed. I must have appeared in that dream. I could roughly imagine what kind of dream it was. Breakfast was a bit awkward.
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It's the last day of our school trip. Before we left, I thought that since we were going abroad, we should stay longer, but now that it's time to leave, I applaud the school's decision.

The schedule was too intense for just a two-night, three-day trip. As first-year high school students, we're at an age where emotions and instincts take precedence over reason.

The students played to their hearts' content without considering how to conserve their energy. They started to drag by the second day, and finally, on the last day—today—everyone was completely worn out.

Like flat tires, melted ice cream, or melting ice. Everyone looked like they were about to die.

Surprisingly, I was among the most functional ones. I slept well and rested whenever I needed to. When things got tough, I just used my "Si-woo chance" and that was that.

And even more surprisingly, Si-woo was in the worst condition. The superhuman with a muscular build who was known for his athletic abilities had come down with something like a cold. He didn't just look a little sick—he looked very sick.

*After all the effort I put into nursing him yesterday...!*

In the morning, when Si-woo was struggling, I made sure he got enough sleep. At lunch, I took good care of him while we were out, and in the evening... we rested a lot. Well, it was more like resting the soul rather than the body, but we rested nonetheless.

Despite all that rest, his condition worsened. At this point, it couldn't possibly be my fault.

"I honestly think I did everything I could."

"Huh...? What did you say?"

"Nothing... I just mean, after all that nursing, shouldn't you be better by now?"

I know that a cold doesn't just disappear in a day, but since it was Si-woo, I thought he'd recover in a day.

"I gave you medicine... but I also gave you a disease."

"Gave me a disease?"

"I couldn't sleep properly because of you..."

"Huh?"

Si-woo hugged me tightly and buried his face in my neck, inhaling deeply. An electric current ran through my entire body.

"Hey, hey...!!"

"Ah... sorry."

"You don't look sorry at all!"

"Well, I'm actually not that sorry..."

Does Si-woo's personality include talking nonsense when he's sleepy? This wasn't the usual sweet Si-woo; there was a hint of decadence about him. A sense of no-turning-back.

*Not that I dislike it, though?*

Unpredictable Si-woo. That has its own charm.

"So what do you mean you gave me a disease?"

"This... why did you leave it behind?"

Si-woo pulled my sock out of his pocket. Why was my sock in his pocket? For a moment, I looked at him suspiciously, but then I remembered that I had taken it off, so I withdrew my suspicious gaze.

*My socks are clean! Sure, I was wearing them, but they're not bad enough to call them a disease!*

My suspicious look changed to an indignant one. My clean socks would be hurt by this.

"Why is my sock...!"

"I stayed up doing laundry."

"Huh?"

I touched the sock Si-woo handed me. It was fluffy and clean. There's no way a sock worn all day would feel like this.

"You could have just slept... we could have washed everything at once when we got home..."

"It's yours. I have to take good care of it."

Was there still some sweetness left in tired Si-woo? Maybe that sweetness is passive. Though his shadiness intensifies when he's tired, there's still a bit of sweetness remaining in a corner of his heart.

I clutched the sock tightly with a touched expression. But something felt off.

*Why is there only one?*

Isn't a pair of socks made up of two socks? I'm sure I took off both socks back then, so why do I only have one in my hand?

"Where's the other one?"

"I did your laundry, so I can keep one, can't I?"

"But it's mine. You said we have to take good care of it."

"Cherish the one that remains."

In tired Si-woo, sweetness existed selectively. Shadiness was the foundation, and sweetness was something he brought out only when he wanted to. I ended up losing one sock.

*Socks come in pairs... what am I supposed to do with just one? I might find a use for it someday, but it's much more likely to just remain as clutter.*

I recalled a story about Mahatma Gandhi. While traveling on a train, Gandhi dropped one of his shoes outside. Upon seeing this, he immediately threw the other one out as well.

One shoe has no value. So it's right to throw the other shoe to whoever might pick up the first one.

I handed the remaining sock to Si-woo.

"One sock is meaningless... you take both."

"Even one sock has plenty of value... and I don't need that anymore."

Just in case, I took off the sock I was wearing and handed it to Si-woo. All my socks have the same design, so it doesn't matter if I switch them.

"Then this...?"

Si-woo was so tired that he spent a long time contemplating something he would have quickly refused under normal circumstances.

"Hey... Yeon-a, what do you think I am? I said I don't need socks, why are you giving me the one you're wearing?"

"Huh? I thought you'd like it."

"Why would I like that... you're misunderstanding. The reason I'm keeping one sock is because I really want you to value your belongings."

"Really?"

"Yes."

It was hard to believe, but I nodded anyway. Then, after seating the tired Si-woo, I went about my class president duties while pondering.

Why did Si-woo, who wasn't in his right mind due to fatigue, suddenly refuse? Suddenly, I saw the bright sun in the distance. The morning sun slowly rising in the east.

That's right. It was morning. Morning, when we had just started our activities. Less than an hour since I had showered and gotten dressed!

*No way... did he refuse because I hadn't worn them long? That can't be it. No matter how suspicious Si-woo is, that's too much. Our Si-woo is so kind.*

I decided to trust Si-woo. My sweet Si-woo doesn't know about such things. He's a pure boy who blushes and enjoys our first kiss.

I returned to my seat and boarded the bus with Si-woo. Today, we'll have lunch and then take a flight straight back to Korea. Some classes left in the morning, but we departed a bit later.

"Yeon-a."

"Yes?"

"Why are you so pretty?"

"Huh? What did you say?"

"You're really cute..."

Si-woo taking mental rest as soon as he got on the bus. I was too flustered to close my eyes. This was too much to blame on fatigue. It seemed like he was just saying what he wanted to say.

*I actually like it...!*

I started to melt like ice cream on a hot summer day. And Si-woo devoured the melting me. We blocked each other's airways until we were out of breath, then gasped for air.

"Yeon-a. You think I'm like this because I'm tired, don't you?"

"Um... no?"

"But I'm not. Judgment may be clouded when tired, but not to this extent. I'm not drunk either."

"So you did drink?"

"No, I didn't. I just thought there's no reason to hold back. If it interfered with daily life, that would be different, but we're on a trip now. Aren't we allowed to have fun until the trip ends?"

"You're right... that's true...!"

I could have argued, but there was no reason to. Let's just have fun like this until the trip ends. Let's enjoy the last few hours brilliantly.

Si-woo's persuasion was sweeter than ice cream. We continued our rest, whispering cheesy compliments into each other's ears.

And after all the scheduled activities, we boarded the flight back to Korea. Our seats were close. Si-woo's seat was right in front of mine.

"Is it over now?"

"Yeah. It's a bit sad. It was fun."

"Let's come again next time. Then, it'll be for your tournament."

"I guess so... let's come back later and reminisce about the past while resting again."

"Yes."

The plane heading to Korea took off. After clearing my ears by pinching my nose and blowing, I fell asleep not long after. This time, I had a dream.

In my dream, I was the Chess World Champion, living such a successful life that I traveled to overseas tournaments on a private jet. Si-woo, with his hair slicked back and wearing a suit, served as my manager.

We played chess while leisurely sipping drinks on a plane bound for Spain. We reminisced about the past, recalling memories and resting in a state of happiness.

After winning a light game of chess, I demanded a prize from Si-woo. He made a resigned expression and handed me the baby he was holding.

I don't think the baby was there when we were playing chess, so why did it suddenly appear? And whose baby was it? As questions began to form, the baby called me "mom."

...And then I woke up.

*What kind of dream was that...? I can understand dreaming about a plane since I'm on one, but what was with that baby?*

For a young maiden to have such a dream. This is all Si-woo's fault. I had that dream because we kept taking mental rest until we boarded the plane.

I kicked Si-woo's seat a few times with my foot, then went back to sleep. This time, I didn't dream.

I woke up when I heard that the plane would soon arrive. I could see the familiar sky. The sky is certainly blue, but Korea's sky had a hazy, yellowish tinge to its blue.

"Are we arriving...?"

The superstar who will bring tension to the relaxed Korean chess scene is making her entrance. I got off the plane with an arrogant smile.
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After returning to Korea, my daily life resumed. Competing in tournaments on weekends and relaxing while playing chess on weekdays. I spent my days watching major chess tournaments unfold and seeing the Candidates Tournament spots being filled one by one.

*I could do well if I entered tournaments. Even though my skills have declined a bit, I could still reach the middle ranks.*

Unfortunately, I didn't have the qualifications to participate. Occasionally, there are major tournaments without entry requirements.

But those tournaments have extremely long qualifying rounds. You have to get through regional tournaments, then national tournaments, then Asian tournaments before finally reaching the starting line.

With my skills, I could advance well beyond the starting line, but honestly, it would be a waste of time. Tournaments aren't just held on weekends, and if they're on weekdays, I'd have to skip school, which is a problem from the start.

It's annoying to travel to distant tournament venues, and it's also annoying to play chess with unremarkable opponents after making the effort to get there. Having to endure all that hassle just to play against people I could beat even if I spun around blindfolded? Why would I bother?

Getting a Grandmaster title, securing solid sponsors, and receiving tournament invitations would let me bypass the preliminaries. That route was obviously more convenient for me.

*Besides, if I enter a major tournament now... I'll meet that person again. It would be uncomfortable whether I face him or not.*

After drawing with me, the Champion's skills have completely improved, and his energy and motivation have become much more vibrant than before.

He's been so actively participating in tournaments that it's safe to assume he'll be at any competition with a prize pool of over 100 million won. To be honest, the reason I don't enter such major tournaments is because of the Champion.

While laziness is one reason, proportionally speaking, the Champion accounts for 70% of my reluctance and laziness for 30%. I'm not yet prepared to defeat him.

*But to beat the Champion, I need to improve my skills by playing against strong players. To play against strong players, I need to enter major tournaments, and if I enter major tournaments, the Champion will be there...*

I sighed. Actually, could this all be part of the Champion's plan? The old man is intensely blocking the ace to protect his throne.

Maybe it's because he grew up in the harsh lands of Scotland, but his personality is extremely stubborn. Scotland is a land that even Rome couldn't conquer. Rome consumed France, Italy, Spain, Portugal, Turkey, England, and Wales, but not Scotland.

*They say generosity comes from a full storehouse... Is it because he grew up in such barren land that his personality is so stubborn?*

But who am I? The hope of the chess world recognized by Master Ruy López, a rising star who will lead the future of chess.

Although this relic of the past era is desperately trying to block the rising star who will lead the future, can one really hide the sky with their palm? I'm like an awl in a pocket—impossible to conceal no matter how hard one tries.

*Even if he thoroughly blocks me from entering tournaments, I have my ways!*

That method is using connections. I happen to have a close Grandmaster friend. One of the few minor Grandmasters in the world.

She's attracted attention since her International Master days and has expanded her network by appearing on various chess programs. And that network includes Korean Grandmasters.

"Hmm... this guy is late again."

"That's understandable. He is a Grandmaster representing Korea."

"Representing Korea? Not quite. He may have the highest rating in Korea right now... but he's far inferior to that former Challenger."

"Ahem, that's true."

"What's with that laugh? It feels unpleasant somehow."

The current top rating in Korea is probably what I achieved when I was 18. I continued to increase my rating after that and reached second place, while the current Korean number one has hit a wall. He's not old enough to retire yet, so we'll have to wait and see, but his chances of breaking into the top 50 are almost zero.

*Comparing skills, he's probably similar to my current level or slightly better. The decline in skill is an issue, but the loss of standard time control feel is also a problem.*

Standard games last at least an hour. Usually, there's a rule prohibiting agreed draws before 40 moves, so unless there's a draw by repetition, games definitely last over an hour.

Each player typically gets 1-2 hours. After 40 moves, they get about another hour, and after 60 moves, 15 more minutes. Plus, after 60 moves, there's a 30-second increment per move.

It varies by tournament, but if you use all your time, games easily last 4-5 hours. It's better to mentally prepare for games lasting at least 3 hours.

This sounds simple, but when you actually do it, your mental strength and physical stamina wear down quickly. If you're behind on the scoreboard, it feels like your blood is drying up.

*All the games I've played recently were either Rapid or Blitz. Rapid games last at most 40 minutes, and Blitz at most 15 minutes. To play 3-4 hour games, I need to regain that feeling.*

What I did during the inter-school tournament was practically child's play, and playing with Ra-hee isn't... honestly, not that difficult. If I had to count, the only real experience was the simul with the Champion.

*I need to build a relationship with the person Ra-hee is introducing today and regain my feel for standard time control.*

I've been analyzing his games for several days, and he's definitely an upper-tier Grandmaster. He doesn't have the awe-inspiring moves characteristic of top-tier players, but he's solid and flawless.

He attacks when it's time to attack and defends when it's time to defend. His endgame is reasonably good without mistakes. His opening repertoire is adequately broad and deep. In summary, he's like a "budget Champion."

The Champion is nearly perfect in every aspect. If you reduced all his stats by 2 or 3 points, you'd get this person.

"But why is he so late? Yeon-a, wait a moment. I need to call him."

"Okay. We have plenty of time, so take your time."

Ra-hee steps away to make a call.

*But Ra-hee is being a bit harsh... He's still in his late 20s, isn't calling him "mister" a bit much?*

Maybe it's similar to calling a soldier "mister." Since she said they've known each other for a long time, it might just be a nickname.

While absentmindedly staring at the hazy sky, I noticed someone approaching from the distance. Despite being "in the distance," he was quite noticeable.

Not particularly tall, but with a large build visible even from afar. A man still wearing short sleeves despite the weather getting colder and trees changing their clothes.

And... a unique hairstyle of unknown origin. Men with long hair have never been fashionable, but this man had a particularly minor variation—a queue cut.

I instinctively realized this must be the person Ra-hee was introducing. If not, I should run away immediately. How could I just stand there while a Khitan general came charging?

"Yeon-a, he's almost here..."

Ra-hee couldn't finish her sentence and dropped her head.

"...Don't misunderstand. He's not a weird person. But, but he has strong opinions."

"I see... He looks like he'd be amazing at chess."

"Yeah... That's why he's like that. He claims that intimidating opponents with his hairstyle increases his win rate? He's crazy..."

Her voice grew quieter as she sighed more deeply. Soon, the large Khitan general approached us and greeted us.

"Oh, Ra-hee, long time no see. And this is... Yeon, right?"

"Yes. I'm Buyeo Yeon."

"Buyeo! What a cool surname. Nice name too. Yeon, Yeon, Yeon.... My name is Won-gwang. Jeong Won-kwang. Feel free to call me whatever! I'm not old enough to be called 'mister' yet, but you can call me that like Ra-hee does if you want."

He turned out to be a surprisingly decent person. From a distance, he looked like someone with a thick chess belly, but up close, it was more muscle than belly. Not pure muscle, more like a muscle-pig feeling.

He was slightly shorter than me, with a short, very thick neck. His build seemed more suited for powerlifting or weightlifting than chess.

*He really does look like a Khitan general...*

His profile picture showed an ordinary man in his late twenties. I was more interested in his chess skills and game records than his appearance, so I hadn't paid much attention.

"Sigh, mister. Play a game of chess with me. Loser shaves their head."

"Shave my head...! Do you know how much effort it took to grow this?"

"Why would you put effort into something like that? If you won't agree to shave your head, walk separately from us. Yeon-a, come here. If you stand next to a weird person, you'll be grouped with them."

"Weird person? I made time in my busy schedule because you called me! Isn't that too harsh?"

"...What's too harsh is your hair, mister. I wouldn't say anything if you just tied it back. Why did you shave all your front hair?"

"Because hair in the front gets in the way when playing chess."

"Sigh..."

Ra-hee sighed and massaged her temples. This was the first time I'd seen her like this. She usually speaks with a smooth tone and only loses her composure when pushed in chess, but here she was already agitated.

*Is it personal chemistry? Ra-hee cares a lot about appearances, so she probably feels aversion to someone with such an unusual look.*

I stood as an observer, watching the scene unfold. While his appearance was certainly distinctive, he was someone who might one day be on the same Chess Olympiad team as us.

It would be better to maintain a good relationship. Besides, I'm someone who appreciates distinctive appearances.

After exchanging greetings, we ate at a nearby barbecue restaurant and then headed to the chess cafe managed by Mr. Won-gwang.
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The coffee made by the oddly-shaped man was surprisingly good. Judging by his appearance, I'd have expected him to dump coffee mix into cold water, stir it with his finger, and gulp it down. But unexpectedly, the coffee had a deep flavor.

"This coffee is quite good."

"Right? Honestly, I'm more confident in my coffee than my chess. I sometimes lose at chess, but I've never lost with coffee."

"Hmm... I'll give you that. When you retire, I'll hire you as my coffee manager."

"Wow, that sounds great! Maybe I should retire right now."

"That's not allowed. You need to win the Chess Olympiad first."

Before I died—when I was about 18 or 19 years old—I was skilled enough to be considered a favorite in every tournament.

It was because of the Champion that I didn't have many championship trophies. If the Champion hadn't existed, I would have won at least once in every tournament.

But even for someone like me, winning the Chess Olympiad was like a dream. The Chess Olympiad isn't an individual competition but a national one. No matter how well I played, if the other three lost, we'd lose.

If there had been a winner-stays-on rule, I could have grabbed them by the collar and taken on all four opponents myself. That's the struggle of being from a chess underdog nation.

*But now things are different. The seeds I planted have grown so large.*

Won-gwang must have nurtured his dreams watching me when he was young. Or maybe not.

"Winning the Chess Olympiad! That'll be fun. I wonder if I can be part of it."

"Of course you can. You're not even old enough to be on the aging curve yet."

"That's true. But seeing young people like you with Grandmaster titles and doing so well makes me feel like I should step aside."

"Come on, stop talking like an old man and sit down. You're not even that old. You're still in your twenties."

"True. Well then, I'll learn from you."

Won-gwang laughed heartily as he sat down. He wasn't old, but he had an aged aura about him. I don't mean his appearance. There was something about him that suggested he had no attachments to the mundane world, which made him seem older.

*Is this late-onset chuunibyou? Very late indeed.*

He tied his queue with a red string and sat down, then extended his hand for a handshake.

"Looking forward to our game."

"Yes, likewise."

His hand was extremely large and thick. Not a chess player's hand, nor a barista's. If anything, it resembled a powerlifter's hand.

*His hand is almost the size of my head. How can someone have such proportions?*

Perhaps he was a legendary general born in the wrong era. If he had been born in an age of horseback riding and spear fighting, he might have become a renowned commander.

*Chess Grandmaster, and Korea's number one at that. A general with both brainpower and physical strength! He's overpowered, seriously overpowered.*

Unfortunately, born in modern times, he ended up as a somewhat strange man.

"How do you want to decide black and white?"

"I'll let you choose. Whatever you want."

"Then I won't hold back."

I placed the white King in front of me. As the chess match was about to begin, Ra-hee came over, put down a chair, and sat beside us.

"I'll be the referee."

"Great, sounds good. Please be a fair judge!"

"Mister, yellow card. Reason: threatening appearance."

"That's too harsh!"

"I'll cancel the yellow card if you shave your head."

"...One handicap card is fine."

The man started with a handicap from the beginning. I smiled slightly and moved my b-pawn forward one square. The Nimzowitsch-Larsen Attack. Usually abbreviated as the Nimzo-Larsen.

An opening that adds interest to a chess board dominated by e4, d4, c4, and Nf3. It's not the best opening, but it's not bad enough to be unusable.

In fact, if you study and use it diligently, it could be better than open games.

"Not the King's Pawn, but Nimzo-Larsen? Unexpected."

"Is it really that unexpected... I use quite a variety of openings."

"But in important moments, you always go for King's Pawn, right? It's your highest percentage play. Using Nimzo-Larsen now means you're confident?"

"Is that how it works...? Well, I am confident."

Today we agreed to play with standard rules. Starting with 1 hour and 30 minutes, adding 1 hour after move 40, adding 15 minutes after move 60. After move 60, there's a 30-second increment per move.

If the game drags on too long, it could be disadvantageous for me since I'm not yet accustomed to standard time controls. I need to finish the opening quickly and aim for an advantage in the middlegame.

Traditional open games with deep history tend to have lengthy openings no matter how you play. But with the less deeply researched Nimzo-Larsen, I can enter the middlegame faster.

He developed his kingside Knight, entering the Nimzo-Larsen-Indian variation. I ignored this and developed my Bishop.

The reason the first move of Nimzo-Larsen—advancing the b-pawn one square—works is because of Bishop b2. It controls the longest diagonal from a1 to h8, which passes through the center.

This strategy gains influence over the center and develops the Bishop to a safe position, making subsequent fighting easier.

To counter my powerful Bishop, he prepared to develop his own Bishop in the same way. Taking the f6 Knight with my Bishop to damage his pawn structure would be a good choice, but... I chose a different path.

I developed my other Bishop in the same way. I didn't want to exchange my powerful Bishop for a mere Knight. I could damage his pawn structure, but to capitalize on that advantage, I'd need to reach the endgame.

If I'm planning to end the game before move 40, is such an exchange really necessary?

Seeing my g-pawn advance, my opponent began to think. It didn't seem like a quick decision, so I quietly stood up.

*Normally I prefer to sit at the table and concentrate throughout the game... but if I waste energy like that now, I'll run out quickly.*

I stood up, stretched a bit, drank some coffee, opened the window for fresh air. When I returned to my seat, it was my turn.

Since I already had a strategy in mind, I didn't need to think much. I made my move immediately and waited for my opponent. After a few moves, the first significant move appeared.

Bishop development, Knight development, castling—these are moves that pass the turn to the opponent. Both black and white were avoiding placing pawns in the center, quietly passing turns.

I could have castled and developed my queenside Knight, passing the turn to my opponent, but that style of play doesn't suit me. I planted my flag in the center first, opening the battle.

My opponent had enough strength to counter in the center. He had pawn support, Knights, could use his Bishop, and had already castled, so opening the center wouldn't be a problem for him.

As I expected, he immediately attempted a center counter. I had no need to accept the pawn exchange. I pushed my c-pawn to counter-attack.

He also had no need to capture my pawn, so the pawn tension would be maintained for a while. The move that would release this tension would likely be his e-pawn advancing two squares.

"Phew..."

Perhaps because it's been a while since I've played chess seriously for a long time, I feel my energy draining. I immediately got up and headed for the sofa.

I lay down on the sofa briefly, closed my eyes, and rested. In the past, I would have pushed through with sheer willpower, but now I felt there was no need for that.

Mental strength is also a limited resource. It doesn't infinitely expand just because you force yourself. You need to rest when it's time to rest.

So I repeated the pattern of making a move and then lying down on the sofa. Before I knew it, the moment of confrontation arrived.

It was time to resolve the pawn tension. Two pawns were attacking my d-pawn, so protecting it with the e-pawn wouldn't work.

Capture or retreat—I had to choose one. I pressed my lips together and began to think.

*If I capture, what happens? And if I retreat, what then? Which situation is better? If I retreat, Black can push the e-pawn one more square, and I'll have to move my Knight. If I move the Knight to g5, it attacks the e4 pawn, so he'll probably develop his Bishop to f5.*

It's also possible to push the pawn once more to e3. But after I move my Knight to e4, White has many more options, so Black probably won't choose that.

Suddenly, a good idea flashed in my mind.

Assuming I avoid the pawn exchange, my d-pawn would be positioned at d5. D5 is a good position to prepare for promotion. Additionally, the pawn structure is quite favorable.

*In that case, having one extra pawn might be more significant than I thought!*

At the very least, it wouldn't put me in a disadvantageous position.

I resolved the tension by pushing my pawn, and the game proceeded as I had anticipated. It was an equal position where it was hard to say who had the advantage.

Not a single piece had been exchanged yet—an extremely static situation.

I smiled and created a variable.

First, a Bishop-Knight exchange. My opponent tilted his head in confusion. Since all my pawns on the a, b, c, and d files were on light squares, my dark-squared Bishop was a good Bishop.

I had used this good Bishop for an exchange.

After my opponent captured my Bishop, I immediately implemented the strategy I had in mind.

Capturing a pawn with my Knight to gain a one-pawn advantage...

This would have been impossible originally because Black's Knight was at f6. But since my dark-squared Bishop had removed Black's Knight, I could now capture the pawn.

And in return for capturing the pawn...

I gave up my Rook to my opponent. An exchange sacrifice. Giving up the Rook to win a Bishop and a pawn.

In terms of points, it's an exchange of 5 points for 4, so I'm at a disadvantage. But I considered it a worthwhile situation.

"Haha, you're a bold student."

I lost a Rook. But I captured a pawn and removed the powerful Bishop at g7. The remaining Bishops are of the same color. My Knight has better activity.

The opponent's Rook on the d-file is annoying, but... I'll manage somehow. The die has been cast. The imbalance has been created, and the game will reach a conclusion.
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My exchange sacrifice of a rook and bishop for the opponent's pawn, knight, and bishop... Let me evaluate it honestly: it wasn't an amazing move. Not a mistake either, and not mysterious enough to deserve a "?!" evaluation.

It was a playable move. Better than average, but difficult to handle—not perfect. Chess engines might actually prefer this kind of position.

Engines don't make mistakes and only play the best moves. Perhaps that sacrifice was an engine move. I've noticed that when material is down but the position becomes sharp and playable, it's often an engine move.

*And as always, an engine move is only good for an engine. The sacrifice only matters if I don't make mistakes in the following moves.*

I started pushing my pawns to capitalize on my pawn advantage. The opponent's king side had weaknesses on the dark squares. If I could advance my pawns quickly to target those squares, opportunities would arise.

I pushed my e, f, and g pawns forward, expanding my control of the center and king side. The opponent responded with a counterattack on the queen side.

Fortunately, I had eight pawns. I wasn't outnumbered on either the queen side or king side, so defending against pawn-based attacks was easy.

The opponent captured my c4 pawn with their b-pawn, and I recaptured without hesitation, closing off the queen side.

*I just need to be careful of counterattacks on the queen side while I attack. My king side pawn advantage is solid, so I should make the most of it.*

I immediately stood up from my seat. The situation... doesn't seem favorable. It seems slightly disadvantageous. To be precise, it feels exactly as disadvantageous as the material difference.

Roughly -1 point, rounding up. I don't think it's better than that, and it might be closer to -2 points.

*I shouldn't have allowed two rooks to stack on the e-file...*

I spent quite a bit of time then, but couldn't find a way to prevent the rooks from stacking. I must have made a small mistake there.

At this rate, I'll lose. It was an unpleasant situation, but I decided to look on the bright side. Losing in a friendly match isn't so bad. If this were an official game, I might be criticized endlessly.

People would ask what I was thinking with such an absurd exchange sacrifice... they'd give me side-eyes on TV programs...

*Why did I make that move? Because it was playable! I'm the Master, not them! These people who can't analyze without an engine think they're Masters!*

For a moment, I felt irritated remembering the past. A few days after earning my Grandmaster title, I made a huge mistake that cost me a winning position.

To be honest, my judgment wasn't great back then. I didn't even realize I was winning, and made a gambling move because I thought I was at a disadvantage.

That gambling move turned out to be a blunder worth four question marks... and I lost right there.

*Compared to then, I'm much better now. At least that sacrifice wasn't a mistake. The problem came from how I handled the position afterward.*

I lay down on the sofa, closed my eyes, and rested briefly. While I made some mistakes, my opponent also played well. Rock-solid defense. And perfect timing for counterattacks.

As I said before, he was definitely a "0.7 Champion." At least not someone who would easily give up an advantage.

*Should I try to reach the endgame... My endgame skills seem slightly better than his. But the difference isn't decisive, so even at my best, it would be a draw. I want to win though. If I had been aiming for a draw, I wouldn't have sacrificed material.*

After confirming my opponent had made his move, I got up from the sofa. I gulped down some cool water.

"Phew..."

I had about 50 minutes left. My opponent had about 1 hour and 5 minutes. I had less time remaining. Back when I used to sit at the table from start to finish, I always had more time.

Even when playing against the Champion, I usually had more time. Only when things got tricky and I couldn't see the future no matter what move I considered would the time advantage reverse.

*Having less time in the middlegame... That's unusual...*

I sat down, made my move, and immediately left my seat. It was a psychological tactic of sorts.

Some players intentionally leave right after making a move. Then they casually return to see the opponent's move, immediately make their own move, and leave again.

The only time they stay seated after making a move is when victory is imminent, waiting to accept the opponent's resignation.

This is possible in tournaments where the playing hall and rest area are separate, with televisions in the rest area showing the board positions.

Repeatedly leaving right after making a move can put subtle pressure on your opponent. It's hard to explain, but it creates a strange feeling. With nobody at the board... it feels lonely.

*I've lost that way too. I've actually lost in quite a variety of ways. I've experienced every possible psychological tactic in chess.*

Let's think positively. Having experienced these tactics means I understand how intimidating they can be, and knowing their power means I can use them too.

You never know. When facing the Champion, these psychological tactics might give me an advantage. More likely they'll just waste my time, but still, you never know.

I was doing my best with psychological warfare. Showing my opponent—who was struggling at the board—the image of me sprawled comfortably on the sofa.

I wanted to appear completely unconcerned... though I wasn't.

I sauntered over, glanced at the board, then flopped down on the sofa. My opponent had already moved, and my time was ticking down. I needed to find a move quickly.

But I just sat on the sofa, staring blankly at the ceiling. No need to keep looking at the board.

*What should I play... Sitting on this sofa is making me sleepy.*

After sitting there blankly, a decent move came to mind and I jumped up. I made the move, then went back to sit on the sofa.

"Yeon-a. Is that right? Even if you're free to move around... is it okay to spend so little time sitting down?"

"As long as I play good chess, what does it matter? It's not like I'm going to the bathroom."

"That's true. But didn't you used to prefer sitting at the board?"

"Today I just feel like sitting here. And if we're talking about what's not allowed, isn't chatting more of a problem?"

"You're right. Sorry."

I raised my hand slightly to indicate it was fine, then went back to staring blankly at the ceiling. The move I just made was my 20th. Since I had the first move, this would be my opponent's 20th move too.

We get additional time after 40 moves, so we've played exactly half the moves. Time used so far was about 55 minutes. We've played half the moves, but used more than half the time. I need to play faster from now on to avoid time pressure.

*An opportunity will come eventually. Let's conserve energy for that moment.*

In the past, I'd sit at the board all day and end up physically exhausted. I need to show improvement from those days. Even with less time, I should preserve my energy to use when needed.

A few moves later, something felt strange.

Can that work?

I thought he would just capture the a-pawn and play solidly, but this was an unexpected move. I can guess what he's aiming for. He wants to attack my e-pawn with two rooks and a knight while simultaneously attacking my g-pawn to break my king side pawn advantage.

*But it doesn't seem like it will work.*

I sat quietly in my seat, looking at my opponent. His expression was calm. It doesn't seem like he made a mistake.

*It looks like a mistake though.*

It's true that I have a pawn advantage and I've been maximizing it. It's also true that if he captures my king side pawn, that advantage disappears.

However, if he loses a piece while trying too hard to eliminate that advantage, it becomes meaningless.

My deliberation wasn't long. When you're winning, wasting time rarely leads to good results.

I immediately pounced on my opponent's mistake. Realizing his error, he retreated his knight.

A retreating knight. Horses can't back up well because of their bone structure. Chess embodies this principle—retreating a knight stupidly leads toward defeat.

"Sir, you're in trouble."

"Heh heh..."

He was laughing, but it wasn't really a laugh. It was good that he realized his mistake and pulled his knight back, but the fact remained that he had made a mistake.

I actively used my d and e pawns to threaten my opponent. The strategy I had in mind when I made the initial exchange sacrifice—winning through promotion threats—was finally blooming.

*When an opportunity comes, you have to grab it with both hands.*

With about 30 minutes left, looking at the position, it seemed possible to finish before move 40.

"You're really strong in these situations."

Ra-hee, sensing the game was coming to an end, started adding exclamations and comments. Her occasional remarks, just enough not to be distracting, added nice flavor to the game.

It felt less like she was genuinely impressed with my chess and more like she was teasing Mr. Won-gwang. Losing a winning position due to a mistake is the most humiliating thing for a chess player.

Mr. Won-gwang finally resigned exactly at move 40. Looking at the result, my strategy to finish within 40 moves succeeded.

"Phew! Sir, you're really good. I almost lost."

"Haha... quite disappointing... Maybe I should have taken breaks. I made a mistake when my concentration dropped."

"Shall we review the game?"

"Let's do that."

Ra-hee joined us for the review. We used the café's computer to run analysis, shared our opinions, and came up with creative ideas.

The analysis took longer than the game itself. During the analysis, we lost track of time and truly enjoyed ourselves. It was a fun session.

"Sir, can I come visit again? I'll introduce you to my friend. She's good at sports too."

"Come anytime! I probably won't be here on weekdays, so Sunday would be best. I'll give you the password so you can come in and make yourself comfortable. Help yourself to drinks too."

"Thank you."

"I should be thanking you... Chess Olympiad victory. It really seems possible now. I can see hope."

He said this with brightly shining eyes. As night approached, we said our goodbyes and parted ways. Even as we were leaving, Mr. Won-gwang pressed strawberry smoothies into our hands.

Despite his rough appearance, he was a good person. People who make sure you're fed are good people.
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"Chapter 168"

A week had passed since I played standard chess with Uncle Won-gwang. Since he'd be at the café on the weekend, I immediately headed there with Si-woo. I'd already contacted him in advance, so we could have a cup of coffee and play chess when we arrived.

"So Jeong Won-kwang also runs a chess café..."

"Hmm? You didn't know?"

"No. I couldn't find anything about it online. Maybe he just owns it?"

"He makes really delicious coffee too... Oh, maybe he only makes it for people he knows. He said he's not at the café on weekdays. I guess it's a regular café on weekdays, and on weekends it becomes a café where a queue-wearing Khitan tribesman plays barista."

A queue-wearing Khitan barista café. It might be even more interesting than a maid café. Since the uncle had quite an interesting appearance, it might actually become a hit.

"But what exactly is this queue-wearing Khitan tribesman...?"

"Uncle Won-gwang's hairstyle. He shaves the front of his head and leaves only the back hair tied up. Don't worry too much, he's not a weird person."

"So that's his style now. The mohawk he had before really suited him."

"Mohawk? Oh, that would suit him. I was thinking of dyeing my hair pink and wearing pigtails."

"That would suit you."

"Pink hair and... pigtails? Me? That's a bit... You're the only one who thinks I'm cute. I'm not actually that cute, you know? I'm tall, and, well, other things are big too! I have good style!"

I put my hands on my hips and made my assertion strongly. I pulled my shoulder blades back and opened my shoulders wide to show off my overflowing confidence. Making yourself look bigger to intimidate—wisdom learned from nature.

But Si-woo laughed like someone watching a red panda standing up and raising its arms. It's a bit unfair. Even when I look at myself in the mirror, "cute" isn't a word that comes to mind, so why does he say that?

"But you are cute. You say you're tall, but you're a head shorter than me. You say you have good style, but I bought those clothes for you."

"What difference does it make who bought them? If I dress up nicely, that's good style."

"True. But why do you still look cute?"

"You're the weird one."

"Am I? I'm not sure. Let me take a closer look."

With those words, Si-woo gently pulled me closer and positioned his face near mine. Too close to even focus properly. Soon I felt a soft sensation on my lips, pressing firmly like a stamp before pulling away.

"...Is that how you look?"

I tried to give Si-woo a pointed look with a prim tone, but the sound that came from my mouth was stickier. My heart rate increased, making my breathing faster, and my voice mixed with more breath.

"After looking closely, I confirm you're definitely cute."

"Tch."

I clicked my tongue to express my dissatisfaction, but the sound that came out was even more prim. I don't know why I keep doing this. My body isn't moving as I intend.

Without realizing it, I pressed myself against Si-woo's arm and clung to it. And without realizing it, my mouth moved on its own and blurted out unintended words.

"C-can you really tell just by looking once?"

Actually, what I meant was, "You can't judge whether I'm pretty or cute just by looking like that. Prepare a more objective method." But it got transformed into a question about whether he could tell just by looking once.

"Since I asked if he could tell, it's probably similar enough."

Si-woo would understand what I meant and prepare a more objective method. Like a paper on distinguishing between cuteness and beauty, or criteria for cuteness.

But unfortunately, Si-woo didn't catch my "true intentions." What I said to Si-woo was that he should find an objective method!

"You pervert."

At Si-woo's sudden insult, my heart trembled and I closed my eyes to calm myself down. I also pushed out my lips as if I had a lot to say and wrapped myself around Si-woo's back like a snake.

This time, the stamping lasted longer. Our lips met, stayed together for a long time, and then slowly separated.

"Hm, hmph... Whew, haah..."

"Did I do it for too long? Sorry, you couldn't breathe."

"C-couldn't breathing be replaced with artificial respiration...?"

"Well... Want to try next time?"

I meant it as a joke, but Si-woo took it seriously. I blushed my face and ears in disbelief and shook my head slightly to indicate refusal.

"Emergency training is a basic skill..."

I mocked Si-woo. It was mockery anyway. I couldn't even come up with creative ideas to rationalize anymore. Si-woo must not have caught my intention again, as he smiled slyly and stroked my hair.

I didn't like my carefully brushed morning hair getting messed up, so I rubbed my head against Si-woo's hand.

"Isn't it too much to claim you're not cute while acting like this?"

"What are you saying... I'm not..."

To break Si-woo's arm for talking nonsense, I held his hand tightly and hung onto his arm. Unfortunately, I couldn't break it. It was because Si-woo had taken my breath away, reducing my strength.

Suddenly, I thought it would be more beneficial to drain Si-woo's stamina than to break his arm. I immediately stretched both arms toward Si-woo. It was telekinesis.

When I take this pose, Si-woo comes in front of me and bends down. I just need to proudly climb on.

"Ugh, tsk... I should reduce the amount of ice cream. You've gotten a bit heavier."

"No, I haven't."

"Really?"

I have gained a little weight, but it's at a cute level. It'll come off if I fast for a few days. Si-woo tells me not to lose weight by fasting, but... exercise is too bothersome.

A few minutes later, we arrived at Uncle Won-gwang's café. We entered by typing in the password he had given us. The uncle was studying chess alone.

I jumped off Si-woo's back, pulled up a chair, and sat down in front of the uncle.

"You're looking at an old game."

I can't memorize all game situations, but I recognized the game the uncle was studying at a glance. That's because I was the person who played that game.

"A game from 24 years ago... White is the Champion, and Black is that person. At that time, their head-to-head record was 0 wins, 1 draw, 8 losses, wasn't it?"

"You know it in detail. Let's see... That's right. 0 wins, 1 draw, 8 losses."

"It's Black's turn, and it's the eighteenth move."

"Yes. They say Black made a mistake here and the game ended right there."

I suddenly felt indignant. That move wasn't a mistake. The Champion made it look like a mistake. It was a perfectly reasonable move, and if White had made just one mistake, I could have won.

If I had won, it would have been "the genius's brilliant wit." But because I lost, it became "the mistake that threw away the game."

I took a deep breath and calmed myself down. I can't get upset with Uncle Won-gwang here. It was my fault for not winning and tarnishing my move. If I want to vent, I should do it to my past self.

"Hmm, but this is hard to call a mistake. The opponent played too well. If they had slipped just once, they would have collapsed."

"So you think so too, Uncle...!"

"Yes. This person was also a genius..."

The uncle pushed the chessboard aside and stood up. He really is a good person. He gives food and has a good eye for chess.

He then approached Si-woo with a smile and offered a handshake.

"This is Si-woo, right? Yes, you said you were friends with Yeon! What a handsome friend."

"Nice to meet you."

"Do you like coffee? How about an Americano? You're not going to ask for ice, are you? I'm someone who thinks iced Americano isn't coffee."

"I like hot drinks too. I'll gratefully enjoy it."

"What a polite friend. You know, Yeon just takes whatever I give her. I thought she might refuse once, so I gave her cake and made her the most expensive drink, but she just ate everything!"

Si-woo turned his head to look at me. I avoided his gaze.

"Hey, don't blame her. I'm the one who gave it to her. How much can she eat anyway? It's not much. I was just joking, just joking."

"...Yeon praised you a lot, saying you're a good person. You must have given her a lot of food."

"Hmm? I did give her a lot."

Si-woo nodded with an understanding expression and looked at me. I blinked with an innocent face and went to the refrigerator to take out a cake.

"Want one?"

"So that's why you gained weight..."

"That's unrelated! This is the first time I've come since last week!"

Si-woo looked at the uncle, seeking permission. Uncle Won-gwang, being a good person, nodded and gave his approval.

"How much can I eat anyway? This is much less than the prize money for winning the Chess Olympiad."

While I'm at it, I'll also play chess with the uncle. Compared to the value of such activities, cake and drinks are cheap. I have my reasons for doing this; I'm not just shamelessly eating.

"I'll enjoy it gratefully."

"Thank you, Uncle!"

The uncle nodded with a hearty laugh. I sat Si-woo down and brought spoons. It would be fine to bring just one, but I didn't want to play around while eating, so I brought two.

I naturally sat on Si-woo's lap and opened my mouth like a baby bird.

"...Didn't you say you were just friends?"

"Eh."

Since Si-woo put cake in my mouth, I ate it. While munching on the sweet cake, I answered casually.

"These days, this much is basic for friends."

The uncle looked at us with a shocked face. I might have taught him some strange common sense, but... it'll work out somehow. The cake was delicious.

Ch.169 - Korean Grand Master (5)
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The brain makes up 2 percent of human body weight but uses about 20 percent of our caloric intake. So, if I increase my calorie intake fivefold, wouldn't that mean I could use my brain twice as effectively?

With this logic in mind, I devoured two cups of coffee and a cake, then opened the refrigerator to grab another one—tiramisu this time. I'd calmed my stomach with the first slice of cheesecake, so now it was time for something sweet.

"Mister, can I get a banana shake please?"

This is all for my brain. Chess is a mind sport. It's common sense that the brain needs ample energy to improve, rather than skeletal muscles.

"You're eating again?"

"It's all for chess."

"...Mister, make that an Americano instead of the banana shake."

"Whyyy!"

"Americanos don't make you gain weight. It's just espresso with water, hardly any calories."

"Banana shakes don't make you gain weight either!"

I'm the one who gains weight, not the banana shake. Isn't that obvious? The shop owner glanced between us before starting to boil water. He was clearly on Si-woo's side.

"I trusted you!"

"Haha... when your friend is so concerned, you should listen. I make delicious Americanos, remember?"

"That's true... as the recipient, I can't complain. I'll enjoy it!"

I hadn't given up on the tiramisu though. There was a reason I brought two spoons—to eat two cakes, of course. Si-woo rarely eats snacks, and when he does, he meticulously counts calories.

He only really eats sweets when he buys me ice cream. Even with cake, he just takes one bite and stops. The rest ends up in my stomach.

I handed Si-woo a new spoon and opened my mouth like a baby bird.

"After this, no more eating."

"Okay. I'm too full to eat more anyway."

I kneaded my soft belly. Surprisingly, I hadn't gained much weight there. My thighs had gotten thicker, and certain fatty parts of my body had grown a bit, but my stomach was mostly fine.

*Though calling it "mostly fine" might be generous... it's quite squishy. But that's okay. It's still normal.*

Since I was originally quite thin, gaining this much is fine. I've just gone from slightly underweight to a little above normal.

I stroked my growing Chess Belly as I finished the tiramisu Si-woo was feeding me.

"That was delicious."

"Yeon-a, your mouth."

"Mm."

I turned my mouth toward Si-woo and instinctively closed my eyes. But what touched my lips wasn't something soft—it was a tissue. Si-woo neatly wiped the cake from my lips, then smiled and kissed my forehead.

"Is that all you think about all day? Why did you close your eyes?"

"It could happen..."

Si-woo pressed his thumb against my lips. I gently stuck out my tongue and licked his finger.

"Salty. Ugh, doesn't taste good. Let's play chess instead! Mister, come on over. We need to play a game today."

"Uh... right. So, how long have you two been dating?"

"What? What are you talking about?"

"Hahaha, it's okay. Dating is fine! I think it's not bad. It's a good experience. So don't worry and tell me. How many days has it been?"

I tilted my head as I answered.

"Dating? We're just friends."

Friends can kiss and hold hands sometimes. That's "common sense," right?

"Kids these days... no, is this really how it is? Kids these days really do this? That can't be right..."

The shop owner looked at us like he'd been hypnotized by some "common sense revision." Si-woo nodded in agreement that we were still just friends. Neither of us truly believed it, but still.

Anyway, we're not dating yet. I'm worried things might get out of order, but we can still say we're not dating.

"You're just old-fashioned, mister. Young people do this much these days. Don't you watch foreign travel videos? They even go to saunas together!"

"I've... seen that. Wow, to think this happens in Korea too..."

"As someone involved with foreign gaming pros, you should know this. 'Friends holding hands and feeding each other is common sense.' Got it?"

"Friends holding hands and feeding each other is common sense... amazing."

The common sense revision hypnosis seemed successful. The shop owner sat down with a dazed expression. This time, I let him play White. He opened by moving his queen's pawn forward two squares.

I developed my king's knight, heading into an Indian Game. Then, with my second move, I advanced my e-pawn one square, aiming for a Nimzo-Indian Defense.

From here, if White develops the queen's knight, it becomes a Nimzo-Indian; if he develops the king's knight, it becomes a Bogo-Indian. The Nimzo-Indian Defense is known to be quite favorable for Black, so many players avoid it. The shop owner didn't accept the Nimzo-Indian either.

*So I have two paths... enter the Bogo-Indian Defense, or transition to Queen's Gambit Declined.*

Opening transitions. Except for King's Pawn openings, the other three openings—Queen's Pawn, English, and Réti—all have the potential to transition into the Queen's Gambit family.

When White advances both d and c pawns two squares, and Black advances the d-pawn two squares, everything just transitions into Queen's Gambit. This happens even from Indian Games.

*Transitioning from Indian Game to Queen's Gambit Declined. I've done this many times. When I don't want to face the Queen's Gambit Declined Exchange Variation, I can start with an Indian and transition.*

Going directly into Queen's Gambit Declined could lead to variations favorable for White, so starting with an Indian and transitioning is strategic.

This used to be a niche technique used by only a few players, but as the dangers of the Queen's Gambit Declined Exchange have become more apparent, even professionals have started adopting this approach.

The opening proceeded much faster than last week. Queen's Gambit Declined, or QGD, is one of my main openings. My understanding of it is incomparably deeper than the Nimzo-Larsen Attack.

Plus, my opponent also handled Queen's Gambit well, so the opening progressed smoothly. Queen's Gambit Declined, Tartakower Variation.

If you want to sound fancy, you could call it the Tartakower-Makagonov-Bondarevsky System, or TMB System for short, but most people just call it the Tartakower Variation.

I handle the Tartakower Variation quite well too. My bishop on the long diagonal and timing of pawn breaks are almost artistic.

*Come to think of it, is there any opening I'm not confident in?*

I must be a perfect player. There's nothing I can't do.

"Phew..."

After finishing a satisfying opening, I got up briefly and lay down comfortably on the sofa. I emptied my mind, scratched my belly, and relaxed like I would on a lazy weekend.

Si-woo slowly approached and started stroking my belly. Does he think I'm a cat or dog?

"Mmm..."

"You've gained weight."

"No I haven't..."

"You have. Before, you were soft but smooth. Now you're squishy-squishy-squishy."

"Gyaaaa..."

The shop owner looked at us with a curious expression. I immediately activated my common sense revision app and injected some common sense into him.

"Still, it's nice to have a friend do health checks... saves you a trip to get an obesity screening."

Friends touching each other's bellies is common sense. Because it's just a health check. It's simply replacing an obesity screening. So it's okay.

The shop owner seemed to fall for my common sense revision and nodded in understanding before looking away.

Si-woo crept closer, buried his face in my belly, and blew air. My stomach vibrated with a "pffbbbt" sound.

"Hahaha! Ahaha! W-wait a minute!"

"You've gained weight..."

"That tickles!"

"It didn't vibrate this much before... Last month, I had to bury my face deeper..."

"M-maybe I gained a little."

"A little?"

"I'm going to play chess!"

I escaped from Si-woo's hands and immediately went back to play chess. What seemed like a worthless break turned out to be an effective mental attack. As soon as I returned, the shop owner made a move that was a one-and-a-half question mark blunder.

*Could this method of disturbing an opponent's mental state actually work? It really might. Maybe not with everyone, but someone who thinks of me like their child could definitely be rattled.*

It could genuinely work. Chess is such a delicate mind sport that even small worries can cause significant disruption, so planting concerns could be effective.

My respected chess champion, Mikhail Tal, was skilled at this kind of psychological warfare—making strange moves and smiling slyly, or acting confident after spotting the opponent's brilliant move to prevent them from finding it.

Such low-level psychological tactics wouldn't work on a champion. But higher-level mind games might.

After his blunder, the shop owner quickly collapsed, and Si-woo congratulated me on my victory. Since we had an awkward amount of time left, we played one more rapid game, which I also won easily. I'd definitely shaken his mental state.

The shop owner seemed to be deeply contemplating "what constitutes a friendship." I couldn't help him since I don't really know either. Isn't it just doing whatever you want and then rationalizing it with "this much is fine because we're friends"?

Ch.170 - Happiness (1)
# Chapter 170

I played chess at Won-gwang's cafe almost every week. Sometimes I brought Ra-hee, sometimes Si-woo. Occasionally, I brought both of them.

On days when I brought both, he would sometimes take us out for meat. That's how my chess belly gradually became softer and squishier, and along with my growing chess belly, my chess skills improved bit by bit too.

Rather than improved, it would be more accurate to say I recovered my condition. After playing standard games consistently for several weeks, I'd built up some stamina. Enough that I wouldn't be intimidated by standard games that typically last four hours.

*Is it because my calorie intake has increased? No, that can't be it. Food has been tasting better lately, but I'm still at a normal weight.*

Anyway, now that I've built up some stamina, I should be able to handle even world-renowned Grandmasters. In the past, I would have easily beaten world-class Grandmasters, but my skills have declined a bit now.

*How did I manage that back then? My calculation skills seem better now. Same with visualization ability. Is it the difference in dedication to chess?*

Back then, chess was my life. Chess permeated every moment of my existence; I lived because of chess and I lived for chess.

It was an activity that held value beyond simple entertainment. In those days when I thought about chess 24 hours a day, I was definitely strong. I deserved to be called a genius and was comparable even to the Champion.

I'm quite different from that person now, barely able to hang on at the top level.

Not the me from back then, but the me of this moment. To Yeon, chess isn't life. It's just a fun game, and beyond that, merely a means to make money and gain fame.

If I had to choose between never playing chess again but living with Si-woo, or never seeing Si-woo again but only playing chess, I would choose the former without hesitation. Not being able to play chess would be a bit lonely, but never seeing Si-woo again... that would be painful beyond words.

Like this, chess occupies a much smaller portion of my life now.

Chess is still important, but it's not the unconditional top priority. That difference in mindset seems to have created the difference in chess ability. Even though I've somewhat recovered my standard chess skills, I still seem far from who I was back then.

*But what can I do... something much bigger has already entered my heart instead of chess.*

I have no regrets. I've come to know something far more precious than chess. And unlike chess, which sometimes caused me pain, this precious existence only brings me happiness.

*It's okay if I don't become the chess Champion. It would be nice if I did, but it's not worth staking my life and future on it. I'll do my best, but I won't regret it if I fail.*

Chess Champion and current happiness. I'm greedy enough to want both. It's arrogant to aim for two things simultaneously when even focusing on one would be difficult.

But I proudly take on that arrogant challenge. Enjoying current happiness while claiming the chess Champion title. That's true victory.

*Just becoming Chess Champion would be a half-victory. Even that old Scotsman achieved that. I'll live a happy present life, play chess as a hobby, and take the Champion's seat! That's true victory!*

A young high school girl who plays chess as a hobby will defeat that old man who sacrificed his life to keep the Champion's seat. Just thinking about it makes me smile with satisfaction.

Actually, it's physically impossible to enter the Championship as a high school student, but whatever, it's nice to imagine.

How would the current me, who's worse at chess than my past life self, win the Candidates Tournament and then defeat the Champion? I had such worries briefly but quickly dismissed them.

I'll figure it out somehow.

Worrying about such things and trembling while rushing off to study openings was my past life self. Stroking my soft belly, savoring ice cream, and indulging in happy fantasies is my current life self.

I continued my fantasy with a giggle. My standard skills have improved a bit, so I should be allowed this much imagination. Yes, of course.

Someday I'll overcome the wall blocking me, surpass even my past life self easily, and develop the skill to beat the Champion with my eyes closed.

There's no basis for this. It's just something I hope will happen. I hope it does!

Today, like other days, I spent the day in a daze. Not that I wasted the day—I played chess diligently today too. Not extremely diligently, but adequately diligent. Enough not to feel guilty.

I spent similar days doing casual chess study. Without working hard, I just fantasized things like "Someday I'll overcome the wall..." It's similar to a student who didn't study at all imagining they'll get a perfect score by guessing.

I did feel a sense of urgency, but not that strongly.

I'm only a first-year high school student, so what's the rush? For a first-year, my chess skills are already quite good. Even if I enter the Championship as early as possible, I'd be 20 years old, so why exhaust myself now?

What looks like playing around now is actually gathering energy! I'm the type who gets things done when it matters!

"Hehe."

Yesterday was like today. Tomorrow will be like today. Occasionally I enter tournaments to entertain amateurs, and sometimes I get free meals from Won-gwang. This is happiness, this is life.

*I'll start serious chess from second year!*

That's how I passed everything on to my future self. I've regained my standard game sense and maintained my chess skills without letting them drop too much. Isn't that enough for a first-year high school student?

My second-year self will take care of the rest.

...
..
.

Rolling around on Si-woo's bed is a ball named Buyeo Yeon.

"Yeon... don't you think you really need to lose weight now?"

"But it's winter break! Winter is when you're supposed to build up weight classes. Haven't you heard that people in cold regions store fat?"

"You're not from a cold region. And blaming winter doesn't work when you've been gaining weight since summer."

"It's normal to gain weight from summer. You're thin in summer, get a bit plumper in fall, and then in winter... that's how it works!"

"Is that so...?"

"And honestly, it's not like I look bad. You notice the weight gain because you're always touching my belly, but if you just look at my face, you'd never know."

"That's... true. Why does the fat only stick to that area...? Your face doesn't gain weight..."

I wonder what Si-woo meant by "that area." Probably my belly or thighs. He wouldn't be boldly referring to fat deposits, would he?

I stroked my soft belly. My soft belly had evolved into an even softer belly. My chess skills remained the same, but my chess belly kept growing.

Si-woo occasionally recommended exercise, but since the weight only went to places where it should go, he didn't seriously suggest dieting. It felt more like he was suggesting it for health reasons out of courtesy.

"Hmm..."

"Sleepy?"

"I think I need to hibernate. Come here and lend me your thigh."

"Okay."

The second semester was much shorter than the first. The actual time was the same, but it felt different. Was it because everything was new in the first semester, while the second was spent with familiar people?

After the short second semester came winter break. A much longer break than summer vacation. To spend this long winter break productively, I should make a good schedule and live diligently, but... I didn't have any particular plans.

Do I really need to use time productively? Somewhere in this world, there must be people who use their time productively. If so, there should also be people who waste time to maintain the universe's balance.

I plan to sacrifice myself to maintain that balance. I just want to hang out with Si-woo, let time pass casually, and rest comfortably.

Effort? My second-year self will handle that. Winter break is for 1.9-year students, not second-year students. My resting now isn't just simple rest—it's gathering energy for my second-year self.

*Just like my chess belly!*

It was an optimistic attitude, to say the least. One could criticize it if they wanted to, but let's just call it a positive attitude.

*This rest is all for chess. Through this, I'll gain insights, improve my chess skills, and eventually beat the Champion.*

I took a nap lying on Si-woo's thigh. Napping actually helps with dieting because you can't eat while sleeping. So this too can be considered self-management.

After a refreshing nap, I embraced Si-woo tightly for mental relaxation. We were taking mental rest together while Si-woo's mother was downstairs. It's building mental strength, which also helps with chess.

Actually, it seems like skills other than chess are improving more. Coincidentally, that skill also ended with an "s." No, I didn't use my tongue, so maybe it's different.

"Si-woo."

"Yes?"

"I just wanted to call your name. I'm so happy right now. So happy I can't think of anything else."

We took mental rest while gazing into each other's eyes. No one was there to stop us.

Ch.171 - Happiness (2)
The Champion's Dilemma

Yeon's closest friend—though calling him just a friend seemed inadequate given everything they'd been through—was Si-woo. He approached his relationship with Yeon with a certain sense of responsibility.

Si-woo saw Yeon as an innocent child. She was intelligent, surprisingly knowledgeable about common sense, and reasonably self-sufficient, but something about her was deeply twisted.

If a master scammer with a 100% success rate tried to deceive her, she wouldn't fall for it. Even if that scammer had a clean appearance and trustworthy face, she likely wouldn't be fooled.

But if some strange person covered in scars, practically advertising "I'm a bad person," approached her with a chess board and suggested a game, she'd probably go along with it. If they bought her ice cream and asked her to review a game in their suspicious black car, she would definitely fall for it.

"Common sense" didn't apply to her. One could attribute it to the unique worldview of a genius. Yeon was certainly far from ordinary.

And Si-woo was the person who had benefited most from her "abnormality."

From the beginning, Yeon had shown excessive interest and affection toward Si-woo. The level of trust was too great to be based solely on his appearance. Despite having met only a few times, Yeon acted as if she would give him everything.

If Si-woo had been a bad person, he would have exploited this, but he was definitely among the good ones. He didn't betray the trust Yeon had given him and kept himself in check to control every situation.

He didn't waver even when Yeon openly tried to seduce him. Back then, Yeon was in a much more unstable state than now. If he had given in to that temptation, Yeon would have been completely broken.

It was a difficult time, but Si-woo endured. That was his way of repaying Yeon for the excessive trust and affection she had gifted him. If Yeon was unstable, he would be there to steady her. That's how he repaid the privilege granted by Yeon's abnormal side.

That was Si-woo's sense of responsibility—to take care of Yeon and guide her so she wouldn't struggle. It was the best way to repay the trust and affection he had received.

These actions weren't even disadvantageous to Si-woo. They couldn't be. Yeon was pretty, charming, cute, and impressive.

To think that this girl he had found pretty from the first glance harbored infinite affection for him. Beautiful looks with unwavering devotion. She also had a good personality and ability. Try as he might, he couldn't find any flaws.

It was cute how she carefully chose every word directed at him, and it was adorable when she proudly stuck out her chest with hands on her hips, demanding praise. When playing chess, she exuded so much charisma that her cuteness was forgotten, and when she closed her eyes to breathe deeply and calculate moves, she was elegant.

And when everything was over and she nestled in his arms, fidgeting with her lips as if wanting something, she was lovable.

Recently, she hadn't shown much anxiety, so she was close to perfect. The only remaining worry was whether she could graduate high school normally.

Si-woo wasn't too concerned about Yeon feeling bored with chess again. Deep down, he thought, "She'll probably struggle with this again..." but it was too difficult to act on that thought.

He had been watching for over half a year. Only now had he finally been granted permission for a kiss. That contact had given him such an intense feeling that his chest could burst. It was so addictive that he wanted to do it all day if possible.

If he seriously persuaded Yeon, she would leave to play chess. She would spend her remaining time with him. But why should he do that? Why give up this wonderful time for difficult times?

Yeon was enjoying this time, and so was he, so why?

Responsibility and conscience shook Si-woo's heart, but Yeon's charm swallowed his sense of responsibility. Even though it was clear that Yeon would struggle again if things continued this way, even though he needed to have a serious conversation right away if he was to take responsibility for her, he couldn't bring himself to do it.

Si-woo approached Yeon with a sense of responsibility. But he wasn't without desires. Deep down, he noticed that Yeon was going astray, but he blinded himself to it.

"Yeon, come here."

"Hehe... okay!"

Yeon, with a blushing face and a gentle smile, nestled into Si-woo's arms. Si-woo held her tight. The soft, tender sensation enveloped his entire body. She smelled nice, was pretty, and cute.

"Why did you call me? Hmm?"

"Just because."

"Just because? That's all...?"

And she was assertive.

Where did she learn to nibble his earlobe with her lips and whisper sweet laughter in his ear? It probably wasn't learned but instinctive. Yeon showed even greater genius than she did in chess.

Si-woo's sense of responsibility was powerless before Yeon's genius. He was a vigorous first-year high school boy, and it was impossible to withstand the genius attacks of a peer who harbored infinite affection for him.

"Hup...! Hmm...."

He wasn't bad enough to do anything Yeon hadn't permitted, but he also didn't show the transcendent patience to refrain from doing what she had allowed.

After a brief mental rest, he supported Yeon's lower back.

"Haaaaaah...."

Yeon's entire face turned red, and she was so intoxicated she could barely control her body. Somehow, her reaction was more intense than the first time.

"Si-woo... just a moment, I think I'm onto something... can we lie down on the bed for a bit...?"

All her talk about being onto something or gaining enlightenment stemmed from her lingering attachment to chess. Si-woo felt a small pang of guilt whenever he saw Yeon's lingering attachment to chess. Maybe he should guide Yeon in the right direction now.

But he was more curious about the genius Yeon would display.

What was she planning to do after lying down on the bed? The guilt quickly disappeared. Si-woo lay down and placed a pillow on his thighs.

"Good... wait, just stay like that for a moment. I have something to experiment with...."

Saying that, Yeon lay on top of Si-woo, hugged his neck, and took a rest. After a brief rest, she hugged Si-woo's body tightly and spun around.

Their positions were reversed. Instead of Yeon being on top of Si-woo, Si-woo was now on top of Yeon.

"Whew, hmm, this feels unfamiliar...."

"Are you okay?"

"Yes. Because I trust our Si-woo."

"Is this the experiment?"

"Mm-hmm. I kind of dislike situations I can't control... both in chess and in real life. I have this desire to handle everything within my range as I please. So if I create a situation where I can't do anything...!"

Yeon, who had been excitedly rattling off words, paused briefly to take a deep breath before continuing.

"Then, it will help with chess."

And it was about chess again.

Even during this happy time that made him forget his responsibility, Yeon was still holding onto chess. Si-woo briefly thought that he should help Yeon return to the chess world. He knew that a life of both playing chess and resting would be beneficial for both of them in the long run.

"Yeon, I'm sorry."

"Hmm? For what...?"

He knew but couldn't act. Si-woo shook his head to reassure Yeon, then rested again. It was a happy and enjoyable time.

...
..
.

Is it okay to live like this? But what else would I do if not this?

Instead of middle school syndrome, high school syndrome had arrived. Strictly speaking, I wasn't yet in my second year of high school but more like 1.99, but anyway, some kind of mental thing had come.

The philosophical concerns that middle school second-years often have were creeping up on me. What will I become when I die, where was I before I was born, what is the universe, what kind of being will I become in the future?

These were the concerns my past life self had around age 15. The concerns I have now are somewhat similar in feeling.

"What will I become in the future if I continue living like this?"

Chess Grandmaster. That should be possible. Chess Champion. To be honest, that's difficult. Candidates Tournament qualification. Objectively speaking, this is also difficult. There's a high possibility I won't even be invited to tournaments where Candidates Tournament tickets are at stake.

Lowering my expectations, what about Women's Chess Champion? That's... about 30% possible. The current Women's Chess Champion, unlike previous women champions, is quite good even without the "women's" label.

"So will I just remain as one of the many common Grandmasters?"

Suddenly my mood sank. My heart quickly sinking and quickly rising again. I thought I'd gotten better recently, but apparently some of it still remained.

Winter break is long, and there's still plenty of time before becoming a second-year. There's no need to be hasty yet, but the urgency was slowly creeping in.

"Is it okay to live like this, wasting time?"

Anxiety seeped into my chest, and I felt suffocated. It's a sensation I hadn't felt for quite some time. I immediately ran to Si-woo and asked.

"Si-woo, is it okay for me to live like this?"

Si-woo's face filled with concern. It was a brief moment, but Si-woo seemed to be in incredibly deep thought.

"...Yes. It's okay. It's okay."

The second "it's okay" sounded more like he was saying it to himself rather than to me. For some reason, even though Si-woo said it was okay, I didn't feel okay.

"No. I trust Si-woo. Si-woo is my problem solver, and he'll find the answer."

Only after calming my mind did I feel better.

Ch.172 - Happiness (3)
I scanned the text carefully and identified all character names and terms from the glossary. Here's my translation:

The night before going to bed, I put down my phone and closed my eyes, trying to fall asleep. It's that time when all sorts of random thoughts flood in. I stared blankly at the ceiling with my eyes closed.

A school break means days when you don't go to school. Some might use that time to study and catch up with or pull ahead of their competitors, but most students just think of breaks as time to rest.

The word "vacation" itself implies taking a break from learning, so isn't resting the obvious thing to do? It's just that some study-obsessed people aren't in their right minds. Resting is natural.

I'm also a high school student, just one of many blessed with winter break. Resting during winter break is normal. I do have the identity of a professional chess player, but even professional sports have "seasons" and "off-seasons."

Right now is the off-season and school break. There's no reason for me to work insanely hard at chess. I just need to practice enough to keep my skills from getting rusty.

*In the past, I played chess non-stop without rest. That was honestly a bit much. I need to rest. What if I collapse again from overexertion?*

Chess for two or three hours a day. That's the minimum my conscience allows. If I spend less time on chess, I feel guilty, and if I spend more, the meaning of off-season disappears. It's just right.

And sleep time is eight to ten hours a day, with only lunch and dinner for meals. The total time spent on meals would be about two hours, I guess. Including digestion time.

Adding it all up, that's 12 to 15 hours. Since a day has 24 hours, I have about 9 to 12 hours left.

I used all of that time for socializing. If I were to compare it to a nation-building game, it's like strengthening my internal affairs. In those games, you need to invest resources in agriculture, commerce, and technology to avoid failing in the mid to late game.

If you focus only on military power—chess skills—just because it seems immediately necessary, you'll fail in the mid-game. So, my time allocation is reasonable. I'm investing resources in socializing throughout the break to build it up in advance!

*I've never actually played those games myself... but I've seen others play them occasionally. I'm probably right. Si-woo doesn't point out any issues either. If I were wrong, Si-woo would have guided me.*

That "socializing" is another way of saying hanging out with Si-woo. When, where, what, and how we play varies a little each day... but anyway, it's a very happy and enjoyable thing.

Sometimes there were embarrassing moments, but mostly it was happy.

"Hmm..."

Suddenly, an embarrassing memory flashes through my mind.

Just imagining it makes my face burn hot. I tend to get swept up in the atmosphere sometimes, so occasionally I do things I regret later. They all become memories eventually, but they're still a bit embarrassing.

*B-but that atmosphere was clearly one where I was being tested as a potential daughter-in-law...*

A dark history from my past comes to mind. It happened a week ago, but it feels as vivid as if it happened yesterday.

I was playing with Si-woo in his room as usual, but unfortunately, his father came home early that day. We weren't caught resting, but he did discover that we had been playing in the same room with the door locked for hours.

Si-woo made a good excuse and we got by somehow, but his father asked me to stay for dinner, and the atmosphere made it impossible to refuse. During dinner, his father asked me various questions about myself.

My hobbies, dreams, relationship with Si-woo, things like that. For some reason, I felt like I couldn't lose, so I even said I was very good at chess and would become the Champion. And I felt increasingly cornered.

*Actually, I was just feeling guilty and imagining things... As I listed my own strengths, I started feeling pathetic.*

I'm better than a Grandmaster, but I still don't have a Master title. I boldly declared I would become Champion, but I blew a very advantageous position and ended up with a draw. My efforts pale in comparison to my lofty goals, and my skills fall short of my ambitions.

As I spoke about the contradictions within myself, it became really difficult. Si-woo's father was just asking normal questions, but I alone felt the pain.

I felt like a braggart who only makes empty boasts, like a fool lost in my own fantasy world. It was miserable even when Si-woo and his mother tried to praise me in their confusion. I felt so small next to Si-woo.

The problem was what I pulled out as my finishing move in that situation.

Should relationships between people be calculated as profit and loss? If we get along well and enjoy each other's company, isn't that enough? Even though I might be an insignificant person, if we get along well, that should be sufficient.

Based on that logic, I tried to say something like, "We're close friends, so don't worry about it!" But I modified it a bit when I said it.

"I-I may be lacking, but I can make Si-woo happy...! Please give Si-woo to me!"

"Kieeeek!"

Anyway, I said something that was meant to emphasize that we were close friends. The speaker's intention was to emphasize our close friendship. The words just changed a bit due to mental confusion.

*When a rich family's potential daughter-in-law is being tested, confessing sincere feelings is the cheat key, right? I was just using the cheat key. It was the best way to overcome that situation.*

Anyway, that was an embarrassing incident. A small event that occurred during socializing activities.

*If I had behaved better, none of that would have happened...*

In the end, it was my problem. Claiming to be good at chess while not having a single Master title, dreaming of becoming Champion without showing anything to back it up. It was me who created that situation by talking big without putting in any effort.

I covered my face with both hands and tried to recall the good moments. The dark history keeps creeping up on me. An incident created by my own contradictory mindset.

*Let's just go to sleep. It's not like I'm on cooldown or anything, why am I doing this periodically? I'm just talking nonsense, caught up in late-night emotions. I'm doing fine. There's no problem. Everything is going well.*

I overcame the late-night emotions and fell asleep. What's wrong with a high school freshman being a bit contradictory? Kids this age typically dream of getting top grades without studying at all until the day before the exam.

I soon fell asleep. Late-night emotions are truly scary. I almost changed back to how I used to be.

...
..
.

Waking up at that awkward time between morning and lunch, I washed up and headed to Si-woo's house. Nothing beats Si-woo when it comes to resolving worries. Even after playing all day, just one "it's okay" from Si-woo makes all my concerns and worries disappear.

I don't know if things are really okay, but there's nothing better for chasing away worries.

I sent a text message before going to Si-woo's house, then left home. Giving advance notice like this prevents problems. First check whether his parents are home, then take a rest; you shouldn't find out his parents are home while you're already resting.

*That time we almost got caught... it still gives me chills thinking about it.*

It's not a major wrongdoing, but it's not something to be proud of either. In front of Si-woo's parents, holding hands is the maximum limit. I even refrain from hugging.

After arriving at his house, I sent another text. I prefer not to ring the doorbell because it's noisy.

It's also more romantic when someone comes out without hearing the doorbell than when they come out after hearing it.

The door opened. A loving silhouette appeared beyond the door. I could feel my facial muscles softening.

"Si-woo, hi."

"Hi, Yeon-a."

I peeked inside the house. His mother wasn't visible. A brief moment should be fine. I closed my eyes and looked up. For a short time, contact was made.

"Whew..."

After greeting each other warmly, I entered Si-woo's house. I greeted his mother, who was sitting on the living room sofa drinking coffee, then went into Si-woo's room. And I threw myself onto Si-woo's bed. Si-woo locked the door.

"Si-woo..."

This is also for chess. To act calmly in stressful situations, you need to experience stressful situations in advance.

Si-woo climbed on top of me and took off my coat. It was just the simple act of removing an outer layer of clothing, but it felt strange. It gave the impression that he might naturally touch the next layer too.

But Si-woo only removed my coat, smoothed it out so it wouldn't wrinkle, and hung it up nearby. That was one of Si-woo's charms. He never does anything I don't want.

We lay on the bed and rested. The heavy body pressing down on me was suffocating, but strangely, it felt good. Rather than feeling stifled, I felt protected.

"Haah, hmm..."

"Are you okay? Was I too heavy?"

"Mm-hmm, I think I got an idea of how to act in a situation where I can't do anything."

"That's good. Did you get some ideas?"

"I'm not sure about that. But all my worries have completely disappeared."

Thanks to Si-woo's warmth, I could easily escape from my worries. I'm fine just like this. There's no need to push myself obsessively. That's a conclusion I reached long ago. I won't be foolish enough to worry about the same thing again.

My path is right. It can't be wrong. Because Si-woo said it was right.

Ch.173 - Happiness (4)
Chapter 173

Vacation is a time to distance yourself from studying, and for me, studying means chess, so it's a time to distance myself from chess. Though I said that, I wasn't completely abandoning chess. I just meant I wasn't desperately clinging to it, not that I was quitting altogether.

I even included 2-3 hours of chess in my daily schedule to maintain my skills. Anyway, today was a day with a bit more focus on chess. Originally, I had planned to just lounge around at Si-woo's house, regret wasting time, and then whine to Si-woo about it.

If Ra-hee hadn't called asking to meet before the year ended, I would probably be comfortably relaxing with Si-woo right now.

"Hmph."

Ra-hee has some right to claim my time. She's my business partner of sorts and acts as my guardian. I'll remember today and ask for favors later when I need them.

*Meeting with Mr. Won-gwang was quite helpful for me too. And she's almost an adult, right? There might be things that minors can't do that I'll need to ask her for. Maintaining a good relationship isn't a bad idea.*

Splitting my happy time with Si-woo to meet Ra-hee—thinking about it again, it feels like a waste. Even when I waste time, I don't feel guilty wasting it next to Si-woo, but I do feel guilty wasting it next to Ra-hee.

"Ugh, it's cold."

I grumbled the entire way to our meeting place. Si-woo's attitude has been changing in an interesting way lately, which has been quite enjoyable, but now I'm using this precious time on Ra-hee. If the value doesn't match the time I've spent, I'll teach her a lesson with chess later.

*My adorable Si-woo... my precious possession, whose ownership was transferred to me by his parents.*

Si-woo values me more these days. He valued me before too, but now it's more intense. He treats me more preciously than one would handle a treasured item. In one sentence, he seems obsessed.

He tries hard to suppress this obsession, but it occasionally slips out. Is it the influence of our increased skinship lately? Or is it because his parents acknowledged my ownership of him?

I'm not sure, but one thing is certain—the obsession is no longer one-sided but mutual. Now Si-woo also whimpers like a rain-soaked large dog when I don't answer his calls!

Unlike before when he would think, "Yeon must be focused on chess and can't answer the phone," now he worries, "Why isn't she answering? Did something happen? Should I go to her house?"

Not only that, but he clings to me more actively. Before, in my room, he would stroke over my clothes and only put his hand under them after I gave permission, but now he just puts his hand under my clothes directly. He still carefully caresses only the areas I've allowed, but he's definitely become more assertive.

*If it were too much obsession, it would be burdensome, but this level is just right. A little more obsession might be nice, but that would be too much for Si-woo's personality.*

Even though he's become more assertive, he's still very gentle. He may not ask for verbal permission, but he carefully watches my reactions to see if I'm uncomfortable while slowly making his moves. I wonder if he knows that actually makes him seem more perverted.

I snickered. Just imagining things with Si-woo makes me smile. Although we use the strange logic that "we're still friends," we were clearly not ordinary friends by any measure.

*It's natural because we're special friends. A relationship different from lovers—special friends.*

What is this special friendship? It refers to the relationship between Si-woo and me. What is the relationship between Si-woo and me? It means a special friendship.

-A special friendship is not ordinary; it means a special friendship. That's what makes it special.

I nodded. Explaining in detail isn't special. True specialness must resonate in the heart. Anyway, that's how it is.

I arrived early at the meeting place with Ra-hee and waited for her while looking at my phone. A few minutes later, she slowly walked over from the distance. Checking the time, it was exactly our appointment time. I had come about 5 minutes early, but she arrived right on time.

She hadn't done anything wrong, but I felt like complaining anyway.

"You arrived exactly on time. Did you calculate it before leaving home?"

"Sorry. I missed the subway. I would have run normally, but today... I couldn't run."

Her immediate apology made me feel awkward. Arriving exactly on time isn't wrong.

Ra-hee was wearing high heels. Her clothes were more elaborate, and her makeup was heavier than usual. I always felt she put effort into her appearance, but today she was even more glamorous.

"You're dressed really nicely today. Where exactly are we going that you're so dressed up? It's not... a group blind date, is it? This looks like blind date attire."

I spoke suspiciously, but Ra-hee just smiled and shook her head.

"A blind date? If I were going to a blind date, I'd go with girls less pretty than me. That way I'd stand out. And if I took you to a blind date, what would the guys say to me?"

"That's true. Then why are you so dressed up? Is it like, 'I normally only use 70% of my power'? Or like in martial arts novels where you always hide 5% of your strength?"

"Just follow me."

"Yay."

Seeing she had no intention of telling me, I followed without complaint. In her high heels, she was a bit shorter than me. She's not short, but I'm quite tall.

I naturally reached out and placed my hand on top of her head.

"Even with high heels, you're shorter than me. Hehehe... In the photos in articles, we look about the same height."

Ra-hee has an excellent ability to precisely understand camera positions and angles, and to predict how she'll appear in photos. When taking pictures, she slightly pulls me to forcibly match our heights so we look similar.

"Take your hand off."

"How high are those heels? If I wore them, I'd probably be over 180cm. Would that make me look too tall? Hehehe!"

"Sigh... you're being cheeky. If you're curious, try them on later."

"Really? But our shoe sizes are different, so they won't fit."

"Not mine. These are expensive. What if you damage them? With your poor coordination, you'd probably stumble and fall."

Ra-hee smoothly evaded my provocation. I didn't tease her further. Her height was above average, so teasing her about being short didn't make sense. And she was right about my poor coordination. I'd probably fall after walking a bit in high heels.

Following her for a while, we arrived at a small building. I had been walking absentmindedly, so I hadn't checked the sign.

"What is this place? You can tell me now, right?"

"A place that rents clothes."

"Rents clothes...? Like hanbok or formal wear?"

I think I've heard about places that rent hanbok in traditional villages or tourist spots. They're quite expensive. I'm not sure how much formal wear rental shops charge, but it can't be cheap.

*But why bring me along? She could have come and rented by herself. Did she need company?*

Ra-hee went to the reception desk and said something. I sat on a nearby chair, staring blankly at the ceiling. Did I waste that precious time just to keep her company? That seems unfair.

While waiting blankly, Ra-hee quietly approached me.

"What are you doing? Go get your measurements taken."

"Measurements? What measurements?"

"Your clothes measurements."

"Why my clothes measurements?"

"Because we're renting clothes for you."

"...For me?"

"Yes, for you. Why would I bring you if we were renting clothes for me?"

"Clothes... I don't really need to rent any. I have plenty at home."

Two casual outfits, two dressy outfits. Two pairs of jeans, three sets of gym clothes. That's enough to last a week easily. The clothes Si-woo picked out for me are an exception—I only wear those when meeting him.

"Even if you have many clothes, your fashion sense doesn't match up. And I doubt you have many anyway. I know you're not interested in dressing up."

"It's not that I'm not interested in dressing up..."

"Not interested? Do you even have makeup at home? I bet you don't do anything except occasionally apply lotion."

Her words were so accurate I couldn't respond. But just because she was right doesn't mean I had a reason to rent clothes. I slowly got up, expressing with my whole body that "I'll go along since I'm here, but I'm not really into it."

"I'll pay."

And with her saying she'd pay, I perked up a bit. My movements became a little faster.

"Try renting something today. Then call your 'special friend' and show off."

When she mentioned Si-woo, I became interested.

"After only seeing your usual self, if he sees you all dressed up... he probably won't be able to forget it for the rest of his life."

And with her final words, I was completely convinced. There was a big difference between the usual Ra-hee and today's full-power Ra-hee. The latter was much prettier and more beautiful.

*Ra-hee always puts effort into her appearance. She just went from using 70% of her power to 100%. But since I usually only use 10% of my power...*

I might be able to completely enchant Si-woo!

I started to cooperate with an enthusiastic attitude.

Ch.174 - Happiness (5)
I carefully analyzed the text, identifying all character names and terms from the glossary. Here's the translation:

The people who took me to the adjacent room brought a measuring tape and measured every part of my body. Shoulder width, waist circumference, leg length—they collected all these personal details without missing anything. Aren't we just borrowing clothes? Why is all this necessary?

I wanted to ask but couldn't bring myself to. Asking such things would make me look unsophisticated. Acting naturally, completely unconcerned and relaxed would make me look cooler.

*Like someone who normally wears tailored clothes. I should act as if clothes should fit people, not people fitting clothes.*

In the past, I too wore suits that were "my size" and fit my body perfectly. Having my measurements taken like this isn't that unfamiliar.

*I was still growing, but I proudly wore suits that fit perfectly. Kids that age usually buy clothes a bit larger to account for growth, but I wore clothes that fit exactly. That was my way of showing off wealth.*

Unfortunately, there was no wealth to show off. I had planned to flaunt my money by getting expensive suits tailored each time I grew, but I never grew much. I didn't change clothes because I outgrew them, but because I wore them for too long.

These are all bitter memories from the past. When I was young, I couldn't eat enough because I didn't have money, and when I finally had money, I didn't eat properly because I didn't have time. I often stayed up all night playing chess, so it's no wonder I didn't grow tall.

Still, I wasn't teased. Being short and developing slowly made me look much younger than my age. The fact that other minor Grandmasters looked older probably played a significant role too.

*That's all in the past now. These days I... don't need to feel inferior about my appearance. I'm this pretty without even trying.*

I remained confident throughout the measuring. When they measured my leg length, I stretched out my smooth white legs like a model showing off. When they measured my chest, I pushed it forward with a winner's smile.

My waist circumference, well, that can't be helped. Nobody's perfect. But I was proud of my hips.

"The measurements are complete. Would you like to sit and rest for a moment?"

"Yes."

For a moment, I wondered what would happen if I answered, "No, I'll just wait here without resting." I didn't act on it though, as I'd probably look crazy.

Ra-hee was sitting on the sofa reading a fashion magazine.

"A fashion magazine. Do you read those?"

"No. I'm just looking at it because it's here. Are you done with the measurements?"

"Yes. But if we're just borrowing clothes, why measure so precisely? Are we borrowing wetsuits or something?"

"We're borrowing today, but we'll buy them next time, so we need detailed measurements."

"What?"

"Why else would they measure so carefully? It's for custom-made clothes. I've already prepared designs. Styles that will suit you."

"What?"

"I'm buying them for you, so just stay still. Think of yourself as a mannequin. End of discussion. Don't ask anything more."

With that, she started reading the fashion magazine. I sat down beside her with a puzzled expression. Suddenly calling me out to buy me clothes. What's going on?

*Is this some kind of hidden camera prank? Are they filming us from somewhere? She's famous and has connections in broadcasting, so it could really be a hidden camera.*

I carefully examined people walking around and flipped through magazines looking for cameras. I couldn't find any. Could it be that she's really buying me clothes?

I wanted to ask her, but she was focused on the magazine. She was taking pictures of the magazine with her phone and searching for each brand one by one. She said she was just looking at it because it was there, but she was reading quite intently.

If it's a hidden camera, something will happen, and if she's really buying me clothes, I should just accept gratefully. As the recipient, I couldn't go against the mood of the giver, so I just sat quietly.

"Could you come this way for a moment?"

"Sure."

The staff guided me to the fitting room. It was quite spacious. There was a large mirror, chairs, and makeup tools. It seemed too nice to just call a fitting room.

Multi-purpose beautification space... that sounds strange. Since I couldn't think of a better term, I decided to just call it a fitting room.

There were three female staff members in the fitting room, all wearing the typical service industry smile and makeup. They weren't particularly pretty but looked stylish and well-groomed. They seemed like real professionals.

"Do I need to take off everything, including underwear?"

"Um... the bra you're wearing now doesn't fit you properly. Did you know that?"

"Ah, no..."

It used to fit, but I gained weight and now it doesn't. Strangely, the weight went only to that area, making it quickly uncomfortable.

"We should normally provide underwear too... but we don't have your size in the store right now, so you'll have to keep wearing what you have on. We're sorry."

"We're sorry."

All three staff members bowed their heads in apology simultaneously. It made me feel good somehow. They don't have my size. This is something I can be proud of, right?

"These things happen. Hehehe... I sometimes have trouble finding my size in Korea too."

One of the staff looked at me with envious eyes. A winner's smile formed on my face.

"I don't need to take off the bottom part either, right?"

"Correct."

After undressing, I became a mannequin. Unlike when I normally put on clothes where I actively do things myself, I became the staff's mannequin and just followed orders.

It was a very complicated outfit. Not like the hoodies or t-shirts I usually wear where you just put your head and arms through, but one where you have to fit the clothes to your shoulders and tie knots at the back. I don't think I could put it on by myself.

"Can I wear this alone?"

"It's possible, but quite difficult. If you want to wear it alone, you need to tie the knots beforehand to set the shape, then pull it up from the bottom like putting on pants."

"Ah..."

"Actually, that's more of a workaround. Originally, someone else should tie it for you. But you can tie it like shoelaces, so don't worry too much."

"Hmm, thank you."

I could ask Si-woo. But I probably wouldn't wear this kind of outfit normally, only when meeting Si-woo... which creates a paradox where I need Si-woo to help me dress to go meet Si-woo.

*I guess there's no choice. I'll have to live with Si-woo. If we live together, it would be possible for Si-woo to help me dress to go out to see Si-woo.*

My brilliant wisdom found a way out of this contradictory situation.

After putting on the top, it was time for the bottom. It was a long skirt. But it had a slit on the side that revealed the leg line. To prevent excessive exposure, the skirt had an inner lining. An unusual structure.

The bottom was relatively easy to put on. Just wear it and tie the strings to secure it. Since I have long legs, I didn't need to pull it up much. I put it on my hips and headed toward the mirror.

As I walked toward the mirror, my smooth legs occasionally showed through the slit in the skirt. The glimpses of white legs through the skirt had a charm beyond simply being "pretty" or "beautiful."

*Evaluating myself in the mirror makes me sound narcissistic... but it really is pretty.*

After reaching the mirror, I posed slightly sideways. My legs showed through the slit in the skirt. Even though it was my own body, it was too beautiful. I understand now why people dress up.

Subtle revelation is better than showing everything. I clearly understand what that means now. Due to the structure of the clothes, unless deliberately lifted, only up to the middle of the thigh would be exposed.

When just walking around, at most only the knee would show. But somehow it feels like more might be revealed. If I walk more briskly, it seems like my thighs might show, and if I grab and lift the skirt, it seems like even my hips might be visible.

*Even though it's just me in the mirror... I want to grab the skirt and flip it up.*

It's amazing how much the atmosphere changes just by wearing these clothes. I want to show Si-woo right away.

"If you're done looking, could you come sit over here? We're not finished yet."

"Ah, makeup too...!"

I hurried over and sat in front of the vanity. Indeed, when I ran, my thighs showed a bit. Sexy.

The makeup process was boring. I didn't know what they were doing, and it felt stuffy, like having a mask placed on my face. But as I waited blankly, I saw someone else sitting in the mirror.

"Eh... is this me?"

It felt like my natural charm had been maximized. Overall, I looked brighter, with a more cheerful atmosphere. My lips were red, and my eyebrows were more neatly shaped. Looking in the mirror made my heart flutter.

"We're all done."

"Thank you...!"

I quickly left the fitting room. I checked my phone to ask Ra-hee for a photo and saw a message from Si-woo.

[Si-woo: Yeon-a, what are you doing?]

Should I leave him on read to tease him? But if it backfires, I'd be the one losing out.

[Me: Hanging out with Ra-hee]

Si-woo must have been looking at his phone because the message was marked as "read" immediately.

[Si-woo: What are you doing together?]
[Me: She said she urgently needed someone to fill a spot at a 3-on-3 blind date]
[Me: So I had no choice but to come along]

Leaving someone on read is bad, but this isn't bad. I can't explain why, but it just isn't. Si-woo read my message but seemed to freeze, not replying.

Buzz— Buzz— Buzz—

A video call? Well, well, do I have to show him already?

"Unnie. Could you please film me with this?"

"Hmm? A video call? Sure."

I handed my phone to Ra-hee, then positioned myself where the light was good and pretended to read a fashion magazine. Pretending to read something looks better than just standing still.

I posed like that and flipped through the magazine. But no matter how long I waited, I didn't hear any sound from the phone.

"Unnie, did you answer the call?"

"Yes. I even turned up the volume. But... he seems unable to speak."

She handed the phone back to me. Si-woo was on the screen. Si-woo who was clutching his heart, looking like he didn't know what to do, stomping his feet.

The effect was tremendous.

Ch.175 - Happiness (6)
The moment Ra-hee unnie gasped in admiration and Si-woo trembled, that was me at "full power unleashed." My makeup wasn't heavy. Since I naturally have good, fair skin, just covering the dark circles and adding a slight blush was enough. My lips only needed a thin layer of color to look healthy with just a hint of red.

The subtle makeup actually worked better. My light makeup complemented the well-structured outfit, and the bright lighting enhanced everything. My fair skin glowed transparently, and the clothes were like having wings attached.

"Hehehe..."

"Are you finally interested in dressing up? You don't need heavy makeup. I'm not asking you to draw eyeliner. Just maintain yourself that much."

"Si-woo, did you hear that? Learn how to do makeup."

"...Good grief, I don't know about this. She wants others to learn but has no intention of doing it herself."

I'm not great with aesthetics, so makeup would be difficult for me. Si-woo would probably be better at it with his good hand skills. And it's probably easier to apply makeup on someone else than to do it while looking in a mirror. Maybe? I wouldn't know since I don't wear makeup.

*I have cosmetics, but I just tossed them in a drawer because it was bothersome. I could give those to Si-woo.*

I imagined Si-woo using his own face as a canvas to practice makeup. That felt a bit uncomfortable. I'd be fine with most things, but imagining him wearing makeup made me feel strange.

"Si-woo, I'll help you practice makeup. Don't turn yourself into a monster by drawing on your face. Just let me know if you need help."

[...What? What did you say?]

"Why are you suddenly being so formal?"

Si-woo had propped his phone somewhere and was video calling me with a reverent posture. He looked like he might bow deeply to me at any moment. It went beyond simple admiration—it felt like worship.

"Stop overreacting and act normal. If you keep this up, I'll wipe off my makeup, change clothes, and go back."

[Ah, no...!]

"Why not? Are you saying you don't like me without makeup...?"

I looked into the phone lens with a hurt expression. Normally, Si-woo would just smile and smoothly brush it off. But today I was at full power, and my pretend hurt expression had a devastating effect on him.

[No...! That's impossible! You're, you're extremely pretty normally! You're so pretty normally that I don't want to show you to others! You're so pretty and cute that I want to hug you all day, but today...]

Si-woo was excitedly spitting out words. I felt a warm pleasure rising in my chest. At full power, I possessed enough strength to drive Si-woo crazy.

[Today, you really look like a goddess.]

Si-woo's reaction was intense. I could feel his excitement through the phone screen. If he had been right next to me, I might have been burned by his heat.

*They say clothes are wings. But for such a powerful effect, "wings" isn't enough. This is beyond even a power suit...*

A full-body enhancement suit. An incredible item that increases charm by about +40. What I'm wearing now is just the standard version—the real thing will come later when I get my custom fit.

The clothes I'm wearing now are fine, but the chest size doesn't fit well, making it uncomfortable and less flattering. My chess belly is a major part of my charm, but these clothes don't highlight it properly.

"Hehehe... If I'd known you'd like it this much, I would have dressed up sooner. You should reflect on this—the clothes you picked for me never gave this impression."

[I am reflecting... I thought I was good at picking clothes, but it turns out the model was perfect, not the clothes. What I chose were just ordinary clothes...]

"Teehee!"

I kept laughing from joy. It felt like I had completely dominated Si-woo.

"But seeing me in person would be much prettier than through the camera."

[Where are you? I'll come right now.]

"I don't know."

[D-don't be like that... Where are you? Hmm? I'll bring ice cream. Chocolate flavor, your favorite, okay?]

"I do like ice cream, but that's not some universal cheat key. Did you think I'd be all excited just because you offered ice cream?"

[I was wrong...? No, that's not it. So where are you now?]

"I don't know."

I really don't know. I just followed Ra-hee unnie, so I don't know where this place is. Si-woo collapsed on the floor in frustration. It seemed a bit like he was playing around, which was also fun.

[Do you think I can't find you? You said you borrowed clothes. I'll search everywhere near our meeting point...]

"That sounds fun too. Here's a clue. Look at the street view and find me."

I turned my phone to show the outside. He should be able to find me by looking at the nearby store signs. I don't really know where this place is either. It would be convenient if Si-woo found it and told me.

"See you later!"

[Ah, are you really not going to tell me? Yeon-a, Yeon-a!]

I ended the video call with a big smile. He'll find his way here. I gave him a clue, and there aren't that many places to borrow clothes. If he searches thoroughly around our meeting spot, he'll find me easily.

"Hey... Yeon-a, isn't that too harsh? I'd normally stay quiet, but that seems a bit much."

"But Si-woo has good stamina and is good at finding his way, so he'll find us well."

"That aside, I paid for the clothes rental, and now you're just going to play with your boyfriend? When he comes, you'll ignore me and just hang out with him."

"Oh, that's... that is my fault. Should I tell Si-woo not to come?"

"No. I'm done with what I needed to do today anyway. What would I do with just the two of us? We'd go somewhere for coffee, and if there's nothing else to do, we'd just play chess..."

Ra-hee unnie muttered in a lonely voice.

*This is my fault. I was reluctant from the start, and I didn't say anything while following her...*

Has my social skills been destroyed from hanging out with just Si-woo? Ra-hee unnie is always calm and teases me, so I didn't expect her to say something like that. She's such a reliable unnie when we're on the same side—have I been taking her for granted?

"Um, unnie... Even though I'm not good at expressing myself, I do care about you. I like being with you too. Not as much as Si-woo, but I still think you're a good person!"

"Hehehe, why are you overreacting? I wasn't that bothered."

"It's not that I don't care about you, it's just that I'm naturally bad at expressing myself. You know how I feel, right? We're teammates. We'll compete in the Chess Olympiad together later, and if there's a chance, I could even be your second!"

When chess players prepare openings or practice before important matches, the person helping them is called a second. The second doesn't necessarily have to be a top Grandmaster. Someone reasonably skilled can play at Grandmaster level or higher by consulting an engine.

*But it's better if the second is a strong player. One reason Soviet players were so strong in chess was because of their network.*

Ra-hee unnie is a valuable connection for me. There's no female chess player with as much potential as her. And we're already friends, which is perfect. Even from a rational perspective, maintaining a relationship with her is beneficial.

*Even beyond the benefits... unnie has done a lot for me. I went too far.*

I sincerely apologized to Ra-hee unnie. I think I unconsciously avoided her because her gaze was a bit scary. Honestly, her eyes still make me a bit uncomfortable.

"Getting such a sincere apology makes me feel awkward. I'm really fine. Today I was just planning to lend you the clothes and leave right away."

"R-really?"

"Yes. If I had something to do, I would have done it first, right? So don't worry and go play with your boyfriend. I rented the clothes until tomorrow, but you can return them today if you want. Be careful not to return them late or get them too dirty, or there will be additional fees."

"Oh, okay... I'll pay any additional fees."

"Of course. Did you think I'd pay for that too?"

"No! Of course I should pay!"

"Right, right. Now go have fun. Don't torment your boyfriend—tell him where this place is. The store name is written outside."

"Yes! Thank you for today, unnie!"

"Answer quickly when I contact you later. You need to make up for the clothes I bought."

"Yes."

Come to think of it, why did unnie suddenly buy me clothes? I should have asked that first, but I missed the timing. She probably has some event where we need to appear together...

*I don't know. Let me call Si-woo first!*

She'll probably tell me later. Ra-hee unnie left first saying she had something to do, and I waited for Si-woo at a coffee shop near the store. Meanwhile, two guys asked for my number. I politely declined. One was more persistent, so I told him I couldn't because I have a boyfriend.

Actually, he's not my boyfriend yet, but I can tell a little white lie to a stranger.

Buzz—

[Ra-hee unnie: By the way, you didn't object when I called him your boyfriend today? Are you two really dating now?]

Ra-hee unnie suddenly texted me. Come to think of it, I did naturally refer to Si-woo as my boyfriend.

[Me: We're not]
[Ra-hee unnie: tsk tsk]
[Me: What?]
[Ra-hee unnie: You'll be punished for that]

I put my phone down. Si-woo was running toward me from a distance. I smiled brightly and waved my hand.

Ch.176 - Happiness (7)
I went on a date with Si-woo after a long time. We often hang out together, but that's not a date. There's that subtle difference between a walk and a date.

A walk is trudging along in gym clothes and a stretched-out t-shirt with a tired face. A date is walking confidently in carefully chosen, stylish clothes. Just the atmosphere alone makes dates and walks completely different. Dates have this certain... something flowing through them.

It's hard to explain, but there's just something... something there. The heart-fluttering feeling is different too. Anyway, it's different. This isn't a walk, it's a date.

"Yeon-a."

"Yes?"

"Your clothes look pretty."

"All of a sudden? You seem really uncomfortable today. Are you feeling awkward? You're not having a hard time, are you?"

"No! I just... you look really pretty today."

"So I'm pretty and that makes you uncomfortable?"

My tone was clearly meant to tease Si-woo. Normally he would have brushed it off lightly, but today he couldn't. Wearing a power suit that gave me a +40 charm stat boost, I could completely dominate Si-woo.

"I'm not uncomfortable... sorry. I feel like I'm all over the place."

"What's with you? You're acting like someone on their first date with their first love. Are you that excited? Like someone holding hands for the first time."

"I know, I don't understand why I'm acting this way either. It might not be our first date, but you are my first love, so maybe that's why."

"Hmm."

I pretended not to hear and looked away. I casually tucked my hair behind my ear. I wondered if earrings would have made it better. But getting my ears pierced is scary, so I'd need clip-on earrings.

"You look really pretty today. Do you know that?"

"I've always been pretty..."

"That's true. You did put on makeup today, but it's so light that at first glance it looks like you're not wearing any. Your face doesn't look that different... but the atmosphere around you has become much prettier."

"The atmosphere?"

"Yeah. You seem more relaxed. Is it because of the clothes? I'm not sure exactly, but you feel different than usual."

"I don't think it's because of the clothes, but rather because I dressed up. Dressing up is hard work in its own way. It's a form of self-care that takes time and money. I think I've gained confidence because I feel like I've improved from my usual self."

"Your way of speaking seems more intellectual than usual too."

I nodded. The saying "clothes make the person" seems true. Wearing much fancier clothes than usual makes me try to live up to the dignity of those clothes. When I was wearing gym clothes with a carelessly thrown-on hoodie, I would cling to Si-woo playfully, but now I'm just quietly holding his hand.

When my behavior becomes more proper, my speech follows, and my personality seems to change a bit too. Someone else might not change this much. I think it's because I'm the type whose behavior is heavily influenced by various factors.

*I'm the type whose behavior changes a lot depending on my mood and the atmosphere. People often say I look like a different person when playing chess. I think my personality has become more proper because of these new clothes.*

The fact that they're borrowed clothes probably plays a part too. Since they're borrowed, I have to be more careful not to dirty them because I'd have to compensate the owner. I can't even hang on Si-woo's arm because the clothes might get wrinkled.

"So Si-woo surprisingly likes this kind of personality. Proper, intellectual, and relaxed. But isn't that the complete opposite of my usual self?"

"It's not that I like that personality, I just like seeing this new side of you."

"Hmm, I see."

Our Si-woo says such pretty things. I smiled with a face that was melting softly. I tried to maintain the atmosphere, but it wasn't easy. It was impossible to maintain a dignified and intellectual image in front of Si-woo.

When he says such pretty things, I can't help but smile. My face keeps relaxing and I want to laugh out loud—how can I keep holding it in?

"What should I do? I was planning to maintain this dignified image in front of you all day, but it's already falling apart."

"I like that better. Pretending to be dignified but then revealing your cute true nature."

"Si-woo... so you like that kind of thing."

I wonder if he likes the type of cold-looking female student who makes cat noises while feeding cats after school. I'll respect his preference, but it seems a bit creepy.

"I do like it. That's why I became interested in you."

"Me? Why would you be interested in me?"

"When you were playing chess, you looked cold and rigid, but when I saw you outside of school, you were just a cute high school girl. Someone who pretends to be dignified but reveals their cute true nature—that's exactly you."

"No way, that's completely different. When I first met you outside, I was super cold to you. Just barely not rude. I didn't hold your hand or laugh, and I didn't show you my relaxed face."

Si-woo seems to be experiencing memory distortion. When we first met outside, I remember only giving cynical smiles. The kind of smile that some might consider rude.

*What did we do when we first met outside? We ate, walked, went to the park, and played chess with that old man.*

Thinking about it again, I never revealed any cute true nature. When eating, I only gave cynical smiles, and there was nothing special when we walked. When playing chess at the park, I would have naturally maintained my dignified appearance.

Even now, when I'm completely open with Si-woo, my face becomes cold when playing chess. My dignified image would have remained intact when playing chess at the park.

*This is Si-woo rationalizing. It's too embarrassing to say he fell for me at first sight, so he's deliberately distorting his memories. I was dignified and cold from beginning to end, but in Si-woo's memory, I was cute.*

At times like this, I realize that Si-woo has his immature sides too. Manipulating memories to perceive situations in his favor. Isn't that what I'm good at?

"Pfft, so our Si-woo saw me with that kind of face back then..."

"What's with that laugh? No, you seduced me first back then. You climbed on top of me, said your leg had a cramp, and asked me to massage it!"

"You perceived that as 'seduction'? Okay. I see! That could be the case."

I guess Si-woo was still immature back then too. I nodded as if I understood everything. Si-woo has always been the one to understand me, so this time I should be the one to understand him.

*He could just say he fell for me at first sight... No, maybe he couldn't say that freely since we were just friends then. That makes sense.*

I nodded.

"It's okay, it's okay. I'll understand everything with an open mind."

Si-woo protests that he's being wronged. Saying I seduced him first back then is nonsense. To seduce someone, you need to have some level of attraction first, so is he saying I had that much attraction to him from the beginning?

I did have some attraction. He had looks that couldn't help but attract, and his personality seemed quite nice too. But I didn't have enough attraction to "seduce" him. The claim that I seduced him first is a result of Si-woo's memory distortion.

If that's not the case, it means he fell for me at first sight. That's nonsense.

"This is unfair..."

I patted Si-woo's back to encourage him. Si-woo was young back then, so it's understandable. The early days of high school freshman year are basically like being in 4th year of middle school. Closer to middle school than high school, still thinking like a middle schooler.

*I came back after dying at 19, so I was much more mature than the average high schooler.*

I could tease Si-woo about this, but I forgave him. I'm broad-minded after all.

"I understand everything."

"...You really are broad-minded. Want to get ice cream before we go?"

"Yes, I'd like that. You always said I couldn't eat ice cream because I'd gain weight, but today it's okay?"

"We walked a lot today, so one should be fine. I'm also curious to see how much broader your mind can get..."

"Huh?"

"Nothing. Let's go get ice cream."

Si-woo grumbles as he heads to a nearby convenience store. I took a bite of an ice cream loaded with chocolate and walked with Si-woo. Maybe because it's cold outside, my teeth feel sensitive. This is why winter ice cream tastes so good.

"It's nice because it's cold. I prefer eating ice cream in winter rather than summer. In summer, it melts too quickly to savor the taste."

"You're right. It melts much more slowly in winter."

"Ah, eating ice cream makes me want to play chess."

"What's the connection between those two?"

"Just that, since the old days, when we made bets on chess, we often bet ice cream. For me, ice cream equals chess."

Something that can be enjoyed easily and comfortably like eating ice cream. That's what chess was to me. In my childhood, when I didn't even know there was such a thing as chess ratings, let alone Grandmasters, I enjoyed chess purely as chess.

Those days when I would have an ice cream in my mouth while studying from a worn-out chess puzzle book. I didn't even think I was studying chess back then. I just played because chess was fun, without any other thoughts.

*I think I've rested enough now, should I make a comeback?*

I want to play chess purely like back then. I've been on a break for the entire second semester, so maybe it's time to come back now. The passion remaining in my heart draws me to chess.

"Si-woo."

"Yes?"

"I want to play chess again. If that happens, the time we spend together might decrease. Is that okay?"

"It's not okay... You show me this pretty side of yourself, and then tell me you're going to reduce our time together starting tomorrow?"

"Mmhmm."

"...Then I can't help it. I decided to trust you. But after chess, I'm next, right?"

Si-woo says in a regretful voice.

"Thank you for understanding. And yes, you're more important than chess."

This chess comeback is happening voluntarily. Is this what growth is? Chess is just a simple board game that coexists with daily life. I can quit anytime and come back anytime. It's not that special.

*Of course. Chess... isn't that special a game. It's a game anyone can enjoy.*

For a moment, I felt something flash in my mind. But it quickly scattered as if it had been a simple illusion.

Ch.177 - Happiness (8)
The chess can wait until tomorrow. This isn't the typical procrastination of a lazy person—I genuinely plan to work hard starting tomorrow. Today, I simply can't play chess even if I wanted to.

I've borrowed pretty clothes and dressed up nicely to go out. If I suddenly went home to study chess, how disappointed would Si-woo be? He might say it's fine, but it wouldn't be. He'd clearly feel let down all day.

Just imagining Si-woo's disappointed face makes my heart ache, and I wouldn't be able to focus on chess properly anyway. To play chess well, I need peace of mind first. I'll enjoy today with Si-woo and start properly tomorrow.

"Si-woo, is there anywhere you want to go?"

"Somewhere I want to go? Hmm... I'm not sure. If I had wanted to go somewhere, wouldn't I have gone already?"

"That's true."

"I just enjoy walking like this together. When I'm walking mindlessly and suddenly look to the side, you're there. It feels surprisingly good? It gives me a sense of security, I guess."

"I know that feeling. Just confirming you're beside me makes me feel at ease."

We looked at each other simultaneously. The most reliable person in the world is by my side. Just remembering that fact calms my heart. Si-woo, whom I can pat and touch whenever I want. The real person is incomparable to photos or phone calls.

We walked hand in hand along a small flowing stream. Despite the cold weather, it wasn't cold enough for the water to freeze. Some people were exercising with towels around their necks, and others were playing badminton across the stream.

"There aren't many people around. I like this peaceful atmosphere. It's better than having no one at all. It would feel lonely if there wasn't a single person."

"Really? I think having no one around wouldn't be so bad."

"You think so? Well, I suppose if no one were here, it might feel like a world just for the two of us. With you here, I wouldn't feel lonely."

"Actually... I said that because you don't like resting when people are around."

I stopped walking. My face suddenly flushed hot. Can this more assertive Si-woo say such things now? He's always shown occasional boldness, but today he seems even more forward.

Is it because I decided to start playing chess again? Is he being more assertive because after today, I won't be able to give him as much time?

*I like this assertive Si-woo too...*

My heart is pounding. I had been thinking about resting with Si-woo since I dressed up nicely, but his sudden advance makes me even more flustered. I stood still, not knowing what to do.

*But what should I do? Should I reluctantly go along with it? It's embarrassing in public... But we've already done it in front of our classmates... Though that time the mood called for it...*

Si-woo strokes my head. His large hand patting my head calms me down a bit. My mind feels more at ease, but my heart beats even faster.

I often act according to the atmosphere. I believe actions should follow a flow and mood. Romantic actions for romantic moments, protagonist-like behavior when in the spotlight.

Si-woo's sudden advances are devastating to someone like me.

"I'm not going to force anything. I'll do it if you want. Don't worry."

Si-woo's consideration was kind but unnecessary for me, whose switch had already been flipped. With a gentle smile, he took my hand, seemingly ready to continue our walk as if nothing had happened.

I grabbed Si-woo's hand to stop him.

"...There's no one around right now."

The mood was right.

"And... what if I want you to force it...?"

I threw a contradiction at Si-woo. He doesn't want to force anything and will do it if I want. But what I want is for Si-woo to force it. Actually, I want it too, but I wanted to create a scenario where "Si-woo wants it, so I reluctantly give in."

Si-woo is always gentle, but sometimes he's bolder than I expect, and I like that every time. With Si-woo, I think it's okay to be a little forceful.

"This is driving me crazy. Yeon-a, you're going to start chess tomorrow after this?"

"Y-yes?"

"You bad girl."

Si-woo calmly uttered those harsh words. Even then, his voice made my heart flutter. It's a serious condition. I think he could say even harsher things, and it would be fine. If he crosses the line, I'll cry, and then Si-woo will comfort me.

Si-woo embraced me with rough hands and kissed my lips. Unlike his usual warm feeling, it was intense and hot. I felt like my whole body would burn up.

Si-woo devoured me as if venting his frustration.

"Haah, huaaah..."

"Yeon-a, are you okay?"

After our mental break, he returned to being the gentle Si-woo. His lips were stained with my lipstick. I glanced around softly. No one was there. I gently wrapped my arms around his neck.

Si-woo bent down to lower himself to my height. When our eyes were level, I stuck out my tongue and licked his lips. I could taste the lipstick. I couldn't tell what flavor it was. I couldn't focus on my sense of taste.

I wiped away all traces from Si-woo's lips and looked at him with half-closed eyes. Si-woo stared back at me with a dumbfounded face. I blinked slowly as I gazed at him.

Only then did Si-woo come to his senses and do what he needed to do. Of course he should, after I gave such a clear signal. I opened my mouth slightly and let Si-woo do as he pleased.

We were inexperienced. Not knowing how to consider each other, we got tangled up and didn't know how to act. But even that inexperience was part of our happiness. Being inexperienced means there's room for improvement. For the next few months, we'll practice until we're tired of it.

The first time is difficult, but it gets easier afterward. Now that we've broken the ice... should I eat candy instead of ice cream from now on?

"Hmm, Si-woo... doesn't taste like much..."

"Really? You taste delicious."

"If you enjoyed it, please hold me up..."

My body went completely limp, and I almost collapsed. If Si-woo hadn't caught me, I would have fainted. It was an action that strained my heart.

Si-woo picked me up in a princess carry.

"Si-woo, I want to go home..."

"Home?"

Si-woo's pupils trembled. Surely he didn't think I meant going home alone.

"I told my parents I'm staying out tonight."

Since Si-woo's parents are downstairs, it might be uncomfortable, so let's go to my comfortable home. Chess starts tomorrow, but we can do something chess-like today. They're similar in that they both end with "ss." What the first letter is... I'm not quite sure yet.

There was still one thing ending with "ss" that we hadn't tried.

...
..
.

["...Champion, congratulations on making it to the finals! If you win this tournament too, you'll have won every tournament you've entered this year! It's an amazing achievement. Could you share your thoughts—"]

"Could you turn off the radio?"

"Yes."

After seeing Yeon's disappointing performance, the Champion immersed himself frantically in chess. It was an attempt to suppress his mental confusion with chess.

Yeon has all the memories of his stepson. But she no longer devotes all her energy to chess. His son was a child who poured all his mind and effort into chess. Yeon and his son have different personalities and different faces.

Different yet the same. The same yet different. After the match, he concluded they were "similar in some ways but different people," but his internal conflict didn't end.

If they share memories and experiences, aren't they the same person? If the contents are the same but the container changes, altering the taste, is it a different drink? Can human identity be judged so easily?

In his younger days, he would have boldly moved past this. But the Champion, who had become more sensitive with age, couldn't easily dismiss the issue. His immersion in chess was a form of escape.

*It was necessary. It was definitely necessary.*

The Champion took out his tablet and went to a game record search site. He entered Yeon's ID in the player search and looked for her game records. All games organized by the Chess Association are uploaded to this site.

*It was necessary, but did I have to do it that way?*

Yeon's records remained unchanged from yesterday. The number of games hadn't increased, and naturally, her rating stayed the same. This meant she hadn't played a single game organized by the Chess Association.

It was evidence that her interest in chess had declined.

*This shouldn't have happened. Whether that child is the same or not, I should have used a more moderate approach.*

The Champion felt his gut twisting as he fumbled with his phone. There were three numbers saved in his phone's favorites: his deceased son's number, Yeon's number, and lastly, Si-woo's number.

The Champion sighed deeply as he stared at the three numbers.

"If you're so troubled, why not give them a call?"

"...What?"

"You've been staring at your phone and sighing all week. It's hard on you. Sometimes it helps to clear the air."

Despite his secretary's advice, the Champion couldn't act. He felt the karma of his actions was too great. Seeing this, the secretary took his phone and dialed one of the numbers at random.

[Calling: Jeong Si-woo]

"W-what are you doing!"

"You just needed to call one of them, right? I chose for you. Boss, if you really don't want to, hang up and block the number."

The Champion didn't hang up. And he waited for an answer.

"...They're not answering."

Was making a call this easy? He was momentarily angry at his secretary's rude behavior but soon calmed down and called again. At this point, he intended to keep calling until they answered.

Two times, three times, four times. He continued calling even after ten attempts. If they didn't answer after fifteen tries, he planned to borrow his secretary's phone.

And on the thirteenth call, they finally answered.

[Hey, damn it!!! Stop calling already!]

Yeon shouted as soon as she answered. The Champion felt familiarity in her voice and manner of speaking. She still had the habit of using Russian when she wanted to have a secret conversation.

She seemed to be speaking Russian deliberately so the boy wouldn't understand, instead of using English.

[I was going to show him the grandchild... You ruined everything.]

"W, What?"

With a bang, the call ended. This time, he seemed to have been blocked.

For a moment, he wondered if he had misheard something. Or if Yeon had confused her words. The Champion borrowed his secretary's phone and called again.

After several attempts, the secretary's number was also blocked.

*It can't be. It can't be true. It's impossible.*

The next day, the Champion took second place for the first time this year.

Ch.178 - Happiness (9)
The atmosphere was there. That feeling when you're just sitting on the bed holding hands, feeling electricity flow between you and sensing each other's heartbeats through your palms. The kind of atmosphere where you can sit in silence without any awkwardness.

Like how the night before a storm is calm, there was a stillness before something was about to happen. In novel terms, it was the stage before the "introduction"—like looking at a book cover and title, imagining the content while reading the translator's comments and anticipating how amazing the novel will be.

Si-woo was the one who initiated the "introduction."

"Yeon-a, isn't it a bit hot in here?"

It was winter and actually a bit cold since the heater wasn't on. But I nodded anyway. Thinking about it again, maybe it was hot after all.

Si-woo unbuttoned my coat one by one and took it off. Even with my coat removed, my body temperature rose. My body felt feverishly hot, as if my temperature regulation center had malfunctioned.

"Are you hot too...?"

Without waiting for an answer, I immediately removed Si-woo's outer clothes. He was wearing so many layers—coat, vest, dress shirt, and a white t-shirt underneath. After removing his coat and outer layer, I stared at the buttons of his dress shirt.

Si-woo nodded. In novel terms, this would be the "development" section. The point where you could start predicting how things would unfold. I swallowed hard and began unbuttoning his shirt one by one. My hands were trembling, making it difficult.

Buzz— Buzz— Buzz—

After undoing about two buttons, Si-woo's phone rang. I wanted to tell him to ignore it, but it could have been his parents calling, so I told him to answer.

"...The Champion?"

"What? Why is he suddenly calling?"

"I don't know. Should I answer?"

"Don't."

I stomped my feet impatiently. I had a bad feeling about this. That stubborn old Scotsman wouldn't give up just because his call was ignored once.

I grabbed Si-woo's hand and threw him onto the bed. There was no time to wait for introduction, development, crisis, climax, and resolution. We needed to go straight from beginning to middle to end. I quickly climbed on top of Si-woo and started unbuttoning his shirt.

"Ye-Yeon-a?"

"Be quiet...! Right now, this is right."

The phone kept buzzing persistently. I tried to ignore it, but couldn't help being distracted. I thought about blocking the call, but for some reason, I couldn't bring myself to hit the block button.

I could have just blocked it and put the phone in a drawer, then continued what we were doing. But I didn't want to. Was it because of who was calling? Blocking seemed like a terrible thing to do, like something I shouldn't do carelessly.

*If I block him, he'll know. If I just don't answer, he'll think I'm busy. But if he gets blocked... he'd be really sad.*

Not blocking him was the minimum courtesy. That stupid man thinks he's the smartest and most rational person in the world, but he's not much different from me. Even while claiming not to care, he definitely would.

He was still my benefactor from my past life, so blocking his call just because it was inconvenient felt wrong.

To ignore the buzzing vibration, I acted more aggressively. I removed everything except the white tank top. Si-woo looked at me with a surprised face.

He knew it too. This atmosphere wasn't right for that. Since I'm particularly sensitive to atmosphere, he was probably wondering if he should let me continue.

I roughly embraced Si-woo's neck, preventing him from thinking rationally. It was the kind of contact that makes your mind hazy and unable to think straight when you're on the receiving end.

"Whew, I don't know, I'm just going to do it now...!"

Si-woo remained silent and still. Taking his implicit consent, I started removing my top. I reached behind to untie the back knot. It seemed I had tied it too tightly, as it wouldn't come undone.

"Why won't this untie! Argh, seriously!"

As I grew impatient, the knot became even harder to untie. It felt like everything was already ruined, but I stubbornly continued. I had made a big decision, and I didn't want it to end because of an interruption.

I covered one ear with one hand while trying to untie my clothes with the other. Covering just one ear wasn't enough to block the vibration sound. Just as I was about to finish untying the knot, Si-woo grabbed my wrist.

"Why, whyyy!"

"...There's no need to rush. We'll have opportunities later, anytime."

Si-woo gently expressed his refusal. I knew it too. The atmosphere I liked was already gone, and what I was doing now was just out of stubbornness.

"Ugh, uuugh..."

I climbed off Si-woo's body with a tearful face. He hugged me tightly. I could have just closed my eyes and pushed forward regardless of the atmosphere.

*If I had done that, I would surely regret it later, but still, still...*

Deep down I had hoped he would stop me, but now that we actually stopped, all my energy drained away. It might not have been the super romantic scenario I'd dreamed of, but the atmosphere had been pretty good when we started.

During the introduction part, I really thought we'd go all the way. It was quite nice until the phone vibration started.

I trudged toward Si-woo's phone. That crazy bastard. If someone doesn't answer, you should know when to stop. How many times did he call?

My blood pressure shot up when I saw the missed calls. Maybe I should have just blocked him. If I had, he would have called my number instead. And if I blocked that too, he would have borrowed someone else's phone to call. He's that persistent.

*Is today just not the day...?*

I sighed deeply and answered the phone. But I couldn't just let this slide. Why was he preventing me from doing what I wanted? We had such a good atmosphere going, why did he have to interrupt!

As soon as I answered, I yelled loudly. To add to the psychological impact, I added some rather bold words. Now that I've made him realize his mistake, I can block him, right?

I immediately blocked the numbers of both the Champion and his secretary. They probably hadn't changed their numbers. Worried that the Champion might borrow someone else's phone to call, I turned off my phone completely.

*I shouldn't worry. He's the type to make shallow friendships with many people, so he probably doesn't have anyone close enough to borrow a phone from. I've blocked everything, so that should do it.*

With a gloomy face, I went to Si-woo and snuggled into his arms. Si-woo patted my back comfortingly. He must have been disappointed too, yet he was consoling me. Si-woo is truly kind and gentle.

Completely different from "that bastard" who interrupted me. Just thinking about it again makes my teeth grind. Why would he suddenly contact me today after no communication for so long?

Using my depression as an excuse, I spent the entire day being comforted in Si-woo's arms. While the comfort was effective, my anger toward "that bastard" didn't easily subside.

...
..
.

The next day, I heard that the Champion had taken second place for the first time this year. He got what he deserved for his bad behavior. The winner of that tournament received tremendous attention and glory.

Breaking the Champion's undefeated streak and consecutive wins. It seemed less like the other person played well and more like the Champion couldn't concentrate... but results are what matter in the end.

*Has-been bastard, serves you right. Winning tournaments all year? Talk sense. It was an impossible challenge anyway!*

I hope the shock of that defeat leads to a losing streak. About 20 consecutive losses would be nice. He should tank his rating spectacularly before quitting chess. I hope he gets cursed to make mistakes at crucial moments and lose unfairly.

After cursing the Champion for a while, I checked my phone. Thankfully, there were no missed calls. He wasn't despicable enough to borrow someone else's phone to call.

*Even though he's a bad bastard, he can make that much of a judgment. Tsk tsk tsk...*

If he could make that judgment, why did he call so many times in the first place? It made me even angrier out of spite. One call might be understandable, but calling thirteen times is something only a crazy person would do.

If someone doesn't answer once, you should give up. Why keep calling? Maybe I should report him for stalking. And then, my phone started ringing.

Buzz— Buzz— Buzz—

An unfamiliar phone number. I couldn't recall the number no matter how hard I tried to remember. Probably just a common advertising call. Or a wrong number, or maybe a survey call. Surely that ugly old man wouldn't have borrowed a phone to call me.

*It's 1 PM now... He knows I live lazily. If he thought I'd be awake around 1 PM and called now?*

No way. It couldn't be. Could someone really be that despicable? I calmed myself down and answered the phone calmly.

"Hello?"

[It's me. What you said yesterday, what on earth did you mean...!]

People really could be that despicable. He was speaking loudly enough for Si-woo to hear, who was right next to me. Since it was in Korean, Si-woo would easily understand.

"Are you crazy? This is cyber stalking! If someone blocks you, you should back off, not change your number and contact them again!"

[I'm sorry. I, I was wrong, so...]

I hung up. I didn't want to hear excuses. His behavior was too despicable. Keeping in touch with an old connection has its limits. After blocking the new number as well, I turned off my phone.

"Who was that?"

"The Champion. He must be crazy, really... There's a limit to being despicable."

"I didn't think he was like that."

"He's very different from how he appears on the internet. Sheesh..."

I went over to Si-woo, who was lying on the bed looking at his phone, and hugged him tightly. Wearing the rabbit pajamas Si-woo bought me, I snuggled into his arms. I lightly pressed my lips against his, like a morning greeting.

*This feels strange somehow. Like I'm kicking away a clingy old connection and running to a new alpha male to curry favor...*

A whole manga plot just materialized. I felt satisfied, like I'd gotten good revenge. I immediately turned around and sat down to take a mental break with Si-woo. Maybe I should take a picture and send it to the Champion.

Ch.179 - 2 vs 2 (1)
The Champion stared anxiously at his phone, wondering if becoming more sensitive with age was simply nature's way. That child had always been kind-hearted—unable to hurt others, always apologizing when making mistakes. Though occasionally mischievous, even those pranks were endearing. She was a good child. Having hung up on and blocked someone who was practically her father, she must be suffering from guilt.

"I took care of her for years. She's not one to forget kindness. She's intelligent and good-natured."

Yet why hadn't she called back? The Champion's leg trembled as he stared at his phone. They needed to talk again. Perhaps she had misunderstood his Russian and made a mistake.

By now, she must have realized her error and felt too embarrassed to call immediately. That's what he told himself to ease his anxiety.

Three hours had passed since Yeon hung up, and the Champion hadn't left his phone the entire time. He kept two phones side by side in case she called his secretary's number. He kept them charged, worried about battery failure, and checked them every five minutes.

Sighing deeply, he rubbed his face. They needed to talk to move forward. The situation was too complex for one-sided conclusions.

"Yeon... I still haven't determined if Yeon and that child are the same person. Last time... I got upset because her chess was so disappointing. That was a mistake. I shouldn't have jumped to conclusions so easily."

His plan was to first confirm through conversation whether Yeon and that child were the same person, then point out her Russian language mistake before continuing their discussion calmly. Chess would likely be the next topic—she loved chess more than anything and had overflowing talent. With a little help, she might regain her former skills.

That little kid had been a shining star. With some refinement, she could easily reach the Candidates Tournament. With some opening preparation, winning it would be simple, followed by the Championship.

"For the Championship... I should end it quickly. Though I'm sorry for her, finishing within 10 rounds would minimize physical strain."

The Champion had planned everything. It would start with Yeon calling in a sullen voice to apologize for hanging up on and blocking someone who was like a father to her. She would certainly do that—she was a good child.

He sat waiting for her call, but twelve hours passed with no word. Perhaps she needed a day to overcome her embarrassment and guilt.

Rationalizing this, he set his phone alarm to maximum volume and went to sleep. The next day, and the day after, he waited all day, but no call came.

Even after a week, she hadn't called or unblocked him. The Champion collapsed to the floor, crestfallen. He couldn't simply conclude "Yeon is not that child." He needed to talk before reaching any conclusion.

"I can't let it end like this. The kid must be really upset."

Speaking as if deranged, he immediately called his secretary to contact the Korean Chess Association.

"Buyeo Yeon. If she enters any tournament, notify me immediately."

Though technically impossible, he was a living god in the chess world. People who earned their living from the economic effects he generated couldn't refuse his request.

They monitored even tournaments not organized by the Chess Association, searching for Buyeo Yeon. Finally, they found her name in a tournament scheduled around the New Year.

"Hehehe! Chess from the New Year—that's definitely my kid. Still loves chess. Yes, there are many tournaments not organized by the Association. Being a student, she must have been participating in local tournaments... I was mistaken. That makes sense. Association tournaments don't only happen on weekends."

The Champion, traumatized by being blocked by his child, had deteriorated to muttering to himself. Every night, Yeon's voice echoed in his mind:

"Dad, this is your grandfather. Say hello!"
"Hello!"

He imagined meeting Yeon after three years with a young child—a disturbingly plausible scenario that worsened his condition.

"I couldn't beat you, but these kids could beat their father. Combined IQ of 300! I had twins because it's God's will to dethrone you!"

"That... that can't be..."

Trembling, he examined the tournament details. It wasn't an ordinary chess tournament but had unique rules—two people forming a team, taking turns making moves without consultation.

"If they're teaming up... could it be...?"

"Si-woo, you understand my thoughts, right?"
"Of course. I know your mind better than anyone in the world."

Falling into another strange delusion, the Champion felt relieved not seeing Jeong Si-woo on the participant list. Instead, he saw a young Grandmaster: [Buyeo Yeon-Jin Ra-hee] team—the most likely to win.

"Secretary! Secretary!"

"Yes, sir?"

"Find information about this tournament. And see if there are any promising players from the chess academies operating under my name."

He could have asked a fellow Grandmaster to partner with him, but that seemed too pathetic—bringing a top-tier Grandmaster to an event tournament in Korea would make him a laughingstock. Better to bring a decent prospect, give them a scholarship, and enjoy a trip to Korea.

"...Yes, I'll prepare everything."

"Thank you."

The Grandmaster and Yeon's team would certainly reach the finals, as would the Champion's team.

"For the tournament's success, they'll place me and that child on opposite sides. I can't interfere with that. It's my choice, so I must accept it."

The Champion planned to meet Yeon in the finals to talk. This couldn't end with such a one-sided block. He needed an explanation about those grandchildren comments—it would haunt him forever otherwise.

"Haha! Dad, look! Twins again! Having twins twice—I really am special!"

The possibility of unknowingly having more than five grandchildren was not insignificant. The Champion was seriously anxious.

...

Ra-hee's clothes gift had two purposes. First, since we'd be teaming up for the tournament, I needed to look good on camera. Second, I needed to look good at her graduation ceremony. Basically, both reasons boiled down to "I'm dressing up, so you should too." Since there was no ill intent, I gratefully accepted the gift.

Actually, Si-woo was more grateful than me. He also asked her to keep an eye on me to prevent any strange behavior. Anyone would think I'm always causing trouble.

Today, I met with Ra-hee at a café near my home to prepare for the tournament. This tournament differs from other chess events by having a stronger "team" concept.

Usually, chess team competitions are just individual games lumped together, but this is a genuine team event. We take turns making moves, so if my partner blunders, I could lose.

We need to coordinate our tactical vision. Using sacrifice tactics without being on the same page could just waste material.

Strategy is the biggest challenge. If I develop my Queen for a kingside attack, but Ra-hee misunderstands and prepares queenside defense, things could get awkward.

It would be nice if we could consult during the game, but that's not allowed.

[Two Together, Telepathy Chess Tournament!] taking place in the New Year—that's the name of our tournament. We ordered coffee and cake while lightly planning our opening strategy.

The opening was easiest. Ra-hee is a Grandmaster who handles all King's Pawn openings well. I can manage almost any opening without major issues.

The middlegame was problematic. I worried whether I could match Ra-hee's aggression, or if she could respond to my tactical judgments.

We exchanged thoughts for a long time. During a short break, I checked my phone and saw shocking news:

[Champion Expresses Intent to Participate in Telepathy Chess Tournament... "Want to show a promising player around Korea. Looking forward to meeting the future of Korean chess."]

This crazy old man—has he completely lost his mind?

Ch.180 - 2 vs 2 (2)
The Champion had decided to participate in the tournament, and we began to approach it with a much more serious attitude. Originally, we had planned to just dress up nicely and take plenty of photos.

As a bonus, we wanted to get some pretty pictures for the news to start the new year, promote ourselves, and emphasize our friendship to appeal to various programs.

Since this wasn't an official tournament organized by the chess association, it wouldn't affect our ratings. Besides us two, there wouldn't be any other skilled players. To compete against us, you'd need at least two Grandmasters, and the idea of two Grandmasters showing up at such a small tournament was absurd.

We were confident about winning. We were already preparing our victory interviews before the tournament had even begun.

"But... if the Champion participates, we might not win."

"There's no need to worry. He's just coming to visit young chess prospects, right? Korea is the homeland of the only person who could once rival the Champion, so he's probably just stopping by briefly."

"If he's just traveling and stopping by, why would he participate in the tournament? What would he gain from such a small event?"

"Well... I'm not sure about that either. Maybe someone asked him to. Like a big shot from the Korean Chess Association."

"Would the Champion, who controls the chess world, agree to such a request?"

"He might. Korea is a special country to the Champion."

"No matter how special the country is, he wouldn't do that. Traveling for promising talents? Since when did he do such things?"

"Then why do you think the Champion is participating in the tournament?"

"Obviously, it's because of me."

That crazy old man must be coming to confront me because I blocked him. I knew he had a bad personality before, but I didn't realize he was this insane.

He became Champion because of his strong determination, but when that determination is directed at others, it becomes stalking. Flying all the way here from Scotland because I blocked him? Has he really lost his mind?

*This is seriously creepy! I never gave him my home address, right? I'm not sure... Should I move?*

No matter what excuse he makes, it's stalking. Calling more than ten times, changing phone numbers to call again, and even flying over after being blocked.

"That crazy person is capable of doing this. Finding a prospect as an excuse to participate in the tournament just to see me. There's no other explanation."

"That's quite an ego. Yes, you drew with the Champion in chess, but it was just a draw. The Champion has a high draw rate, right? He wouldn't care about one draw. And that was just a friendly match."

"It's not an ego! It's really because of me."

"If it's because of you, how would the Champion know you're participating in the tournament? The participant list hasn't even been released yet."

"He'd find a way...! The Champion is practically a living god in the chess world."

"So this living god of the chess world flew all the way to Korea and entered a tournament because of you? Hmm, that's a convincing argument. Sounds plausible."

Ra-hee spoke with a sarcastic tone. When put that way, I did sound like someone with issues. Trying to convince her by talking about my past life would make me seem even more mentally unstable.

*Should I tell her I blocked the Champion's calls? Then I'd have to explain how I got his number in the first place. How would I explain that?*

It's frustrating. He really is here to see me.

"Yeon-a, do you sometimes feel like everyone in the world is watching you? Do you often think about how you'd respond if that random guy walking over there suddenly confessed to you?"

"That's not it! Ugh, seriously...!"

"Alright. You're not the type to brag about such things, so I'll believe you for now. You must have some solid evidence, right?"

"Yes!"

"Then... let's use this to our advantage."

Ra-hee smiled and sent an email to someone. I wasn't sure who, but they were addressed as "Reporter."

"What are you doing?"

"I told a reporter I know that we're also participating in that tournament. Jin Ra-hee and Bu Yeo-eun, two girls challenging the Champion again! It's a good story, right? This time, we're a real team."

"Oh... that does sound impressive."

"If the Champion really came because of you, he'll show some reaction. Even if it's not an official response, he'll come to meet you eventually. Don't you think that would make for a good photo opportunity?"

Ra-hee spoke with an excited voice. It did sound plausible when I heard it. As expected, it's best to leave these things to her. She's perfect at managing public image and reputation.

*This will create a good rivalry. A combination of a Grandmaster and an ordinary person. I'm just an ordinary person who happens to be exceptionally good, but still an ordinary person without any titles. Same goes for the kid the Champion is bringing.*

At least the Champion had enough conscience not to bring a Grandmaster. If he had partnered with a Grandmaster ranked in the top 10, victory would have been absolutely impossible.

Fortunately, he wasn't that shameless. A Champion and a top-tier Grandmaster teaming up for a small event tournament in Korea would generate buzz, but it would definitely be criticized as unfair.

*The Champion and a Scottish chess prospect as a team. This is beyond fair—it's actually advantageous for us.*

Since we take turns making moves, if that Scottish chess prospect fails to understand the Champion's intentions and makes a blunder, it's over. I'm about 80% confident in our victory.

We're a team of two Grandmasters, while they're a team of the Champion and an amateur. I don't see how we could lose.

"Unnie. Let's check the information on that Scottish chess prospect first. We've confirmed he doesn't have a Master title, but we should still check his skill level."

"Ah, right. What was his name again?"

"Robert James Knight. That's a name destined for chess greatness. It has Bobby Fischer and Knight in it. With a name like that, he should at least become Champion."

The 11th World Chess Champion, Bobby Fischer's real name was Robert James Fischer. Bobby is a nickname for Robert. Other Roberts are also often called Bobby.

*Bobby Fischer's championship period was short, but he deserves to be called a legend. An American who became Champion in an era dominated by Soviet players. He had nearly a 120-point rating gap with the second-ranked player. Plus, he introduced the concept of increment.*

That's why increment is also called the Fischer clock. He also devised Chess960. Despite personality controversies, he's a legend who made a significant mark in the chess world.

"I wonder who his parents are to give him such a name. Robert sounds like an old-fashioned name."

"That does seem a bit much. But at least he won't get teased for it, right?"

Ra-hee searched for the Scottish prospect's game records and showed them to me. The records were sporadic, but his results were clear. All wins. He had never lost in an official match.

"This is... unexpected."

"He may not have a Master title, but his skill seems to be at Master level already. He's apparently dominating at the chess academy run by the Champion. His rating is low probably because he doesn't participate in many tournaments. Like you."

"Hmm...."

According to the article, he can easily defeat International Masters. It's also impressive that he has no interest in Master titles and only cares about chess skill.

*So he's not just coming here to lose. But... that makes it even more shameless.*

So this kid, who only cares about pure chess skill, is coming all the way to Korea to accommodate the Champion's creepy stalking. It would be a good experience for him. But that doesn't erase the Champion's creepiness.

A pathetic stalker has just become a meticulous one.

"What's his playing style like?"

"Similar to the Champion's. That's to be expected since he attends the chess academy run by the Champion."

"Even if they're similar, he's still an inferior version. That's fine. When the Champion makes a move, he'll spend a lot of time trying to understand its meaning. He won't try anything new on his own."

"Right. I'm not worried either. Our skills are superior."

Their side has to be dragged along by the Champion. But we're different. Our styles are similar, and we can create synergy. It may look like a 2v2 match, but it's more like a 1v2.

The Champion has to carry his burden, but we can help each other.

*We're going to win. I'm sure of it.*

I checked the Scottish prospect's game records with confidence in our victory. A quick glance didn't reveal much. He does seem quite skilled.

I felt a bit uneasy but wasn't worried. We are two, they are one. This is our chance to beat the Champion.

We stopped chatting and continued exchanging tactical ideas. Though we thought we would win, the pressure of facing the "Champion" was considerable.

Ch.181 - 2 vs 2 (3)
The two of us practiced by taking turns with the laptop between us. Since it was difficult to find players who could match our skill level, playing offline chess wasn't possible.

The tournament format hasn't been fully announced yet, but apparently they'll be using both computers and physical boards. I'm guessing the preliminaries will be on computers, with physical boards starting in the main tournament.

It'll probably be like an e-sports competition where we sit in front of computers and move pieces with a mouse. It would be impossible to control if all those preliminary participants were using physical boards.

*They'll probably start using boards around the round of 16. Controlling 32 people should be manageable.*

I still can't quite grasp how 2v2 chess will work. Will one person make a move and then go to a waiting room while the other person takes over? Travel time alone would take up more than half the match.

Since this is the first time they're holding this tournament, there's nowhere to get information. There are a few 2v2 chess tournaments, but they're all online-only. This is the first tournament to be held both online and offline.

*They must have some amazing technology I don't know about. The Champion is coming too, so they can't have prepared this carelessly. If they did, they should be putting their engineers to work creating some impressive new product right now.*

This tournament isn't organized by the chess association but by a company that makes chess boards. They seem to be holding the tournament to promote boards with their unique technology.

*Did they know their promotion would be this successful?*

I smirked as I looked at the internet news. The articles were filled with talk about the Champion, Ra-hee, and the upcoming tournament.

There were occasional mentions of me or the Scottish prospect, but most of the coverage focused on those two.

I figured it was because of the weight that comes with the Grandmaster title. The rivalry narrative seemed to be forming as Champion vs. Ra-hee and me vs. that Scottish guy.

There were some articles portraying Ra-hee and me as rivals, but they weren't very popular. Probably because I'm an amateur without even a Master title.

*I did draw with the Champion, and in unofficial games, I've beaten both Mr. Won-gwang and Ra-hee... but people don't care about that. These internet news stories are just gossip that people skim through and forget.*

If I had beaten the Champion, the reaction would have been different. "Drawing with the Champion" sounds like he went easy on me, but "beating the Champion" makes me look like a real expert. That stubborn old man would never let someone win.

Sometimes when he plays chess with old legends for special events, he goes easy on them and ends in a draw. That's why "drawing with the Champion" isn't worth much.

*I should have won. In that game, if I had just played a little better...*

I sighed deeply. That's all in the past. By that logic, I should have won in that final match in my past life.

I know this, but it still feels disappointing. When will people recognize me as an amazing player?

"Yeon-a, what are you doing? It's your turn. Hurry up."

"Ah... right. I should move, yes."

Looking at the monitor, I could see Ra-hee was attempting another mindless attack. Taking a breather seemed like the better option, but she was trying to solve everything with aggression.

I gripped the mouse and surveyed the current situation.

*If I back off here, nothing will happen. I have no choice but to respond with an attack of my own.*

After some thought, I chose to attack the center. This would force her to reinforce the center too. If attack was the decided strategy, I needed to at least make sure we attacked in the direction I wanted.

*Ra-hee's one-dimensional attacking chess won't work against the Champion. It's exactly like what I used to do when I was young in my past life. I changed my style after getting crushed playing that way—it won't work.*

I needed to take the reins and set the direction. Ra-hee's tactical ability is impressive, but not enough to work against the Champion.

After seeing my move, Ra-hee began to think with a serious expression. Since we share time in the tournament, one person can't spend too long thinking.

The tournament will use a time control of 30 minutes with a 30-second increment, so time management is important. It's longer than rapid but shorter than standard—an awkward time control. We agreed to use 15 minutes each, but Ra-hee had already used nearly 20 minutes by herself.

*I gave her direction, but she's still thinking.*

After much deliberation, Ra-hee's move was a kingside attack. Even though I had set up the board for an easy center attack, she deliberately went for the kingside.

I didn't like it. Was she deliberately being difficult? From any angle, pushing pawns to break the center seemed like the best option right now.

*A kingside attack aiming for checkmate... will this work in this situation? The standard response to an all-in side attack is to counter through the center. The center is in an ambiguous state right now. I wanted to break the center before attacking, but if she comes at me like this...*

It was frustrating. If I were playing alone, I would have found a solution. So far there hadn't been any moves I would call mistakes, and we were still slightly ahead.

But because I was alternating moves with Ra-hee, I couldn't be certain. I could only exert half the influence on the board. Even if I made good moves, they became meaningless if she didn't follow through properly.

I visualized the board in my head, calculated as many variations as possible, and made a move that would essentially force the next move. If the sequence became forced, I could minimize Ra-hee's influence.

I tried to create forced moves during her turns while implementing my vision on the board. She occasionally disrupted my plan, but the result ended up similar to what I had intended.

*It feels less like we're a team playing chess together and more like an opponent has interfered with my chess.*

We won in the end, but the process felt strange. I would have won more easily if I had played alone. Ra-hee probably would have had an easier time playing alone too.

It felt like our mental images were colliding because we each had different ideas in mind.

The opening was fine and the endgame was good, but the middlegame was problematic. I thought our styles were similar, but they diverged at critical moments. This wouldn't work.

"Ra-hee, how did you feel about that last game?"

To be honest, I went too far at the end. I set up the board so that forced moves would come during her turns, effectively minimizing her influence on the board.

"Wasn't it good? I think we're more in sync than expected. We should keep playing like this."

"Huh, what?"

"I played just as I was thinking. Didn't I?"

"No, you didn't..."

"I didn't? I thought you were accommodating me. Didn't you say you could roughly predict what moves I would make? I thought you were making the moves I wanted to make."

I was about to mention there was a problem, but her response was the complete opposite. I felt frustrated the entire time we were alternating moves, but she seemed to have been very comfortable.

I pressed the analysis button to display the game record. Then I showed her the points where I thought she was being stubborn and asked about her intentions for each move.

...And after hearing her explanations, they actually seemed like decent moves. Ra-hee's reasoning made sense. As expected of a Grandmaster, every move she explained sounded plausible and reasonable.

My moves seemed slightly better, but hers weren't bad either.

*The engine analysis is... pretty good. Some of her moves were optimal, and some of my intended moves were optimal too. The latter has a higher ratio, but her moves weren't all bad.*

I felt frustrated the whole time we played together, but surprisingly, there were few poor choices.

"See? It was fine, right?"

"I guess so. I felt uncomfortable though... Your moves were so different from what I intended that I had to change my strategy too much."

"Don't do that—be more like me."

Ra-hee said with a cheerful smile.

"Attack, attack, attack. If attacking doesn't work, sacrifice something and attack anyway! That's all we need to do. Don't pretend to be proper and retreat—just push forward like crazy. Isn't that better? Since I was right about the chess we just played, I'll be right about this too. Let's go with attacking."

"No... but do you really think that would work against the Champion?"

"Why are you so afraid of the Champion? If we were playing standard chess, I'd understand. But this isn't standard, and the Champion is carrying dead weight. Why worry about whether it will work? Are you worried about not making it past the preliminaries?"

"No, not at all."

"Then do it my way this time. You seem too afraid of the Champion."

Ra-hee looked straight into my eyes as she spoke. Her gaze was still a bit intimidating.

"Anyone would think you've lost to the Champion many times. He's just an old man who's good at chess. I haven't heard that he has a chess chip implanted in his brain, so there's no need to be scared. You even drew with him, so why are you so afraid?"

I have lost to him many times, but she was right. Am I being overly fearful of the Champion?

In the end, I accepted Ra-hee's "shut up and attack" idea.
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## Chapter 182

I leave all strategic decisions to Ra-hee. When my partner makes a move I don't understand, I think about how that move helps our attack.

With these two principles in mind, I started playing chess. Though some fine-tuning is still needed, it's already working quite well.

The biggest advantage is not having to agonize over moves like in our previous game. By completely eliminating defensive and waiting options from the countless possibilities, my thinking time has drastically decreased.

Of course, I still make waiting moves when absolutely necessary, but otherwise, it's all about attacking. It's such aggressive chess that it reminds me of the romantic chess style from the 18th century.

Taking a Knight with a Rook is just a standard exchange. Sacrificing Knights is basic, and Queen sacrifices happen frequently too. Though I only sacrifice my Queen when careful calculation suggests it might work.

Anyway, I played such aggressive chess that exchange sacrifices happened almost every game. Someone exceptionally good at defense might be able to withstand it, but such players are rare in online chess.

After struggling in the first game, I reduced the time control to 10-minute Rapid and played four consecutive games, winning them all decisively. Perfect checkmate victories without even approaching the Endgame.

This attacking style wouldn't work against Grandmaster-level players, but it would definitely catch anyone below that level.

*Ra-hee is playing much more aggressively than usual. She's normally aggressive, but not mindlessly so. This all-out attack approach differs from her usual style.*

I'm trying my best to match her style, but I get confused at critical moments. When that happens, I just make moves that help the attack.

Because of this, the chess we're playing is much more attack-focused than Ra-hee's usual style.

"It's amazing that this actually works," I said.

"I know. At this level, I think our performance rating would be around 2500, don't you think?"

"That's... barely Grandmaster level."

"It's probably lower than 2500. Maybe Grandmaster gatekeeper level? We could beat Grandmasters who are weak at defense, but anyone slightly better would stop us."

"I think so too. So, would The Champion and Bobby Knight's team be at Grandmaster level?"

"That... I'm not sure. The Champion is excellent at defense too, but there's not much information about that Prospect."

I've examined all the games posted on the official site. He plays quite well. He definitely has the skills to be called a Prospect.

But I can't determine his exact skill level. His opponents were too weak to make an accurate assessment. Based on skill, he's definitely above 1800 rating, but beyond that, I'm not sure.

*Minimum 1800. If he had Grandmaster-level skills, wouldn't he have earned a Master title by now? Even if he claimed not to care about titles, people around him would have encouraged it. So he's probably below Grandmaster level.*

So I'm guessing somewhere between 1800 and 2500. There's no evidence, but it seems possible.

"Isn't there any analysis about his approximate rating?"

"Not yet. Time-rich people are probably gathering data now. We'll likely see results tomorrow or the day after."

"Hmm, if we assume he's around 2200, then averaging with The Champion would easily exceed 2500."

"Isn't averaging too simplistic? We don't play as well as our average rating either."

"That's true. But, he's The Champion. It's not defeatism... I just feel like he'll overcome obstacles in some extraordinary way."

Ra-hee stared at me silently before quietly uttering one word.

"Scared?"

Her finishing move came out. That word that pricks my pride. If I back down now, my honor would take a serious hit.

"Scared? No way! He's just an aging has-been with a so-called Prospect who hasn't proven anything. Calling himself a Prospect without even a Grandmaster title! In my day..."

"In your day? You and he are about the same age."

"Anyway, to be called a Prospect, you should at least have one world championship trophy. Or prove yourself through rating."

"Right. That's how it should be. Now you're talking sense."

During my active days. When my past life was still alive, those glorious days when I was hitting peak ratings daily. Words like "Prospect" or "young genius" couldn't be used carelessly. Because I was there—the youngest and most outstanding player.

*That guy from Scotland, a Prospect? If I were still alive, he'd just be another common pebble on the roadside.*

I acknowledge The Champion's skills, but I can't acknowledge that "self-proclaimed Prospect's" abilities. If it were one-on-one against The Champion, I might step back, but in a team match, things are different.

We can win.

Until the tournament began, we met every day to exchange opinions and moves.

...
..
.

The preliminaries use computers, while the main tournament uses physical boards. Since The Champion's participation was announced, the number of participants increased exponentially, extending the preliminary schedule by one day.

We briefly looked through the list of preliminary players. Names were partially hidden, but we could figure them out. Just seeing Bu*Yeon-Jin*Hee made it obvious it was our team.

Perhaps because of The Champion, there were many foreigners too. Most were from Japan and China, and many had names that made their nationality difficult to determine.

As expected, we were in a different group from The Champion. If the organizers were thinking strategically, they'd arrange for us to meet in the finals.

We told the staff our names and showed our IDs. We received bracelets marked [Team 1] and a piece of paper. The paper listed our assigned seats, schedule, and important notes.

"Which of you is the team leader?"

I looked at Ra-hee. I wanted to do it, but it seemed right to defer to her. She's older and a Grandmaster.

"Yeon, you do it. Being leader doesn't mean much anyway."

"Fine by me."

After putting on the bracelet, we headed to our seats. Our seats were far apart. It would be impossible to communicate with hand signals or coughs.

After submitting our electronic devices, we sat down. The chairs were like those in internet cafes—comfortable, which I liked. I adjusted the monitor height and checked the mouse angle and keyboard cleanliness.

After finishing my checks, I looked at the monitor and saw messages from Ra-hee.

[Team 1-Jin Ra-hee: There's a chat function]
[Team 1-Jin Ra-hee: Seems it gets blocked once the game starts]
[Team 1-Jin Ra-hee: Since preliminaries use Swiss System, I guess they made this so we can discuss during breaks]
[Team 1-Jin Ra-hee: What are you doing?]
[Team 1-Jin Ra-hee: Are you slow at typing?]
[Team 1-Jin Ra-hee: (laughs)]

Ra-hee started spamming emoticons. If I just watched, she'd probably come over and nag me. I reluctantly played along.

[Team 1-Buyeo Yeon: Why are you calling me? We already made our plans yesterday]
[Team 1-Jin Ra-hee: Let's change the plan]
[Team 1-Buyeo Yeon: It starts in 10 minutes]
[Team 1-Jin Ra-hee: Just change the Opening, we know everything else]
[Team 1-Buyeo Yeon: To what?]
[Team 1-Jin Ra-hee: KS GB]

K, S, G, B? Is this some kind of initial quiz? G, B would be Gambit. K, S would be...

*K, S?*

For a moment, Si-woo flashed through my mind, making my face burn hot. The answer must be King's Gambit. Why am I thinking about him when I'm playing chess? I patted my cheeks with my palms and gave Ra-hee the answer.

She joked, "Not King's Gambit, but Kiss Gambit?" When I didn't respond to her nonsense, she seemed annoyed and continued provoking me: "You've already kissed him, right? I didn't say anything, but I saw a bug bite mark on your neck last time."

I didn't fall for it. My sweet Si-woo doesn't leave such marks in visible places. He leaves them in places that can't be seen. I just boldly put them on his neck.

[Team 1-Jin Ra-hee: No reaction, so boring. If you don't answer, I'll play the Bongcloud]
[Team 1-Jin Ra-hee: 3]
[Team 1-Jin Ra-hee: 2]
[Team 1-Buyeo Yeon: Why do you keep doing this?]
[Team 1-Jin Ra-hee: I'm bored, still 5 minutes left]
[Team 1-Buyeo Yeon: Calm your mind]
[Team 1-Jin Ra-hee: How? What do you usually do?]

I explained my concentration method to Ra-hee. Staring at the board, erasing distractions one by one. Nothing exists except me and chess. Immersing myself in the small 64-square world.

After becoming deeply immersed in chess, I read each move one by one. I've been concentrating like this since childhood, from a time I can barely remember.

Ra-hee seemed surprised by my detailed explanation and remained quiet. Then, one minute before the game started, she left a brief comment.

[Team 1-Jin Ra-hee: That's an impressive concentration method, but I'm not sure it's the best]

Everyone has different concentration methods, so she might think that way. I don't think it's the best method either. I just keep using it out of habit since I've concentrated this way for so long.

Shortly after, the first round began. Ra-hee plays on odd turns, and I play on even turns. Our opponent accepted the Open Game, and I pushed the f-pawn to enter the King's Gambit.
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King's Gambit. An opening that symbolizes the romantic era of chess. Starting with pushing the f-pawn on the second move to counter the center, it's an opening that pressures the opponent with a wide center and rapid development.

Unlike Queen's Gambit, which is a fake gambit, King's Gambit is a real one. Black can capture a pawn and then has ways to defend it.

*But hardly anyone defends it properly. King's Gambit is an extremely difficult opening. It has many variations and countless attack patterns.*

That's why many people enter King's Gambit Declined. Rather than accepting the gambit and potentially suffering greater losses, they choose not to accept it.

My opponent seemed to freeze upon seeing the King's Gambit, already spending two minutes thinking. Spending this long on the second move? How are they planning to manage their time?

Finally, after much deliberation, they chose to capture. King's Gambit Accepted. They took the bait. Unnie developed the kingside knight for a natural development, and the opponent pushed the d-pawn one square.

*Fischer Defense? Whoever plays on odd-numbered moves seems to know King's Gambit counters pretty well.*

A move Bobby Fischer devised after losing to Boris Spassky's King's Gambit. He recommended this move in a magazine, famously declaring, "King's Gambit is refuted. Playing it leads to certain defeat."

It's actually one of the best responses to King's Gambit. It's engine-recommended and can effectively counter the King's Gambit.

*But Fischer Defense is difficult to play. As Bobby Fischer said, pushing the d-pawn is "a high-class waiting move." If you deviate slightly into sidelines, it can fall apart.*

Pushing the d-pawn is meant to prevent my f3 knight from jumping to e5. If they push the g-pawn to g5-g4 to attack my f3 knight, I'd have no choice but to retreat it back to g1.

That's how it would go following the most common book line. But neither I nor Unnie intend to mindlessly follow the main line.

The main line here is advancing the h-pawn two squares. The opponent would then push the g-pawn one square, and I'd have to retreat my knight to g1. But I don't want to do that.

I developed my bishop to c4, targeting the opponent's f7 pawn. The opponent ignored this and pushed the g-pawn one square. Now it's Ra-hee Unnie's turn.

I trusted Ra-hee Unnie. She wouldn't stupidly retreat the knight.

*The bishop is developed, and the knight is developed. Then... there's only one option.*

With the kingside knight and bishop developed, the rook and king haven't moved yet, and the king's path isn't under attack.

All conditions for castling are met. The knight is under attack? So what. That's what King's Gambit is about. Checkmate or defeat.

A knight that can't be used immediately should be sacrificed for tempo. If you're going to retreat the knight now only to develop it again later, why play King's Gambit at all?

A bold knight sacrifice! I thought Unnie would understand my intention. It's a strange gambit different from the Muzio Gambit, but it can be used similarly.

*Strong pressure toward the f7 square. Can a two-headed snake escape this attack?*

We both have two heads, but it's harder for the opponent. Our two heads are trying to bite the opponent simultaneously, while their two heads must try to dodge simultaneously.

If one head tries to dodge left and the other tries to dodge right, they'll be caught and die.

After sacrificing the knight, we pressed on without giving the opponent time to develop their pieces. They tried to capture our bishop with a rook, but we didn't allow it. What's the point of a bishop-rook exchange? We've already sacrificed a knight just to break even.

And strictly speaking, it's a loss. In an exchange of two 3-point pieces versus a rook and pawn, the side losing the rook and pawn comes out ahead. In chess, the harmony of multiple pieces is more important than the strength of a single piece, so having more pieces is advantageous.

*Anyway, capturing the king wins the game. No matter what the material difference is, whoever captures the king first wins. That's chess.*

A few moves later, the opponent made a glaring blunder, and a checkmate angle appeared. Forced checkmate in maximum 9 moves. But that's literally the "maximum." If they throw away queens and rooks to block, it takes 9 moves. It's more accurate to see it as a 6-move checkmate.

I immediately took the first step toward checkmate, and Unnie played her move without hesitation. She saw it too.

*A Grandmaster should see this much! As expected, I believed in you!*

I felt the thrill of our minds connecting. Everything flowed exactly according to the scenario I had envisioned. And the opponent resigned cleanly.

When the opponent resigned and the game result was saved to the server, the chat function was unlocked again. This time, the global chat function was also enabled. It seems designed to allow post-game analysis.

I was ready to help if the opponent requested a review, but they said nothing. Perhaps their strategy was to move past the finished game and focus on the next one.

[Team 1-Jin Ra-hee: gg~]
[Team 1-Buyeo Yeon: Good game]
[Team 1-Jin Ra-hee: what do you want to play next?]
[Team 1-Buyeo Yeon: Whatever we can do, I'm Black anyway so I won't get to choose the opening]
[Team 1-Jin Ra-hee: ok]

Round 2, the opponent pushed the pawn in front of their king, and Ra-hee Unnie pushed the c-pawn to enter the Sicilian Defense. The opponent developed their kingside knight on the second move, and I pushed the g-pawn one square.

Sicilian—Hyper Accelerated Dragon. I actually prefer the regular Sicilian Dragon, but in the regular Sicilian Dragon, Black pushes the g-pawn on the fifth move.

Odd-numbered moves are Ra-hee Unnie's turns. Since there was a possibility of entering an opening other than Dragon, I chose to go with the Hyper Accelerated Dragon.

*The Hyper Accelerated Dragon is pretty good too. The regular Accelerated Dragon can be countered with the Rossolimo, but the Hyper Accelerated Dragon completely avoids that line.*

The Hyper Accelerated Dragon does have sidelines, but the bigger advantage is that it can avoid the Rossolimo.

The opponent didn't deviate into sidelines and played orthodoxly. It started as a Hyper Accelerated Dragon but evolved into something resembling a regular Dragon as it progressed.

A common progression in the regular Sicilian Dragon appeared—opposite-side castling. Black castled kingside, White castled queenside, and both sides pushed pawns aiming for checkmate.

The order was different, but the shape resembled the Yugoslav Attack. The opponent made a small mistake while pushing their kingside pawns, and Ra-hee Unnie caught it precisely. After closing the pawn structure, she immediately counterattacked.

As soon as the angle appeared, she captured the c3 knight with a rook, entering an exchange sacrifice. Afterward, the opponent, with their position crumbling, tried to force a kingside counterattack but missed a one-move checkmate, ending the game.

It was an anticlimactic victory, but a win is a win. We easily secured the second round.

Round 3, it was our turn to play White again. Since the second round ended so quickly, we had a long time to discuss openings.

Unnie seemed to want to play King's Gambit again. I wanted to use as many different openings as possible, but I decided to follow Unnie's opinion as much as possible, so we agreed on King's Gambit.

When I asked what to do if the opponent didn't respond with e5:

[Team 1-Jin Ra-hee: If it's not an Open Game, do whatever you want]

She says I can do whatever I want. Should I throw in a Bongcloud? If I surprise her with the Bong-cloud Opening, maybe she won't say "do whatever you want" again.

I decided against it since the risk seemed too high for the return. I went to the bathroom, had a glass of water, and did some stretches until the game start time approached.

Ra-hee Unnie pushed the pawn in front of her king, and the opponent pushed the c-pawn to enter the Sicilian Defense.

White has several aggressive options against the Sicilian Defense. You can simply enter the Open Sicilian, then bring out the Ravenfish Attack against the Dragon or the English Attack against the Najdorf.

*But that somehow doesn't feel proactive. Dragon or Najdorf is Black's choice. I want to be proactive.*

In the end, there was only one opening for me to choose.

Smith-Morra Gambit. If you're looking for a White opening that takes the initiative against the Sicilian, it's definitely the Smith-Morra Gambit. There's also the Grand Prix Attack, but this is more aggressive.

The opponent captured the pawn without hesitation. There's no other choice but to capture. If they don't, it will advance to d5.

After capturing, I pushed the c-pawn, offering another pawn to the opponent. This is the main idea of the Smith-Morra Gambit. If they capture that c-pawn, I recapture with the knight while developing it.

By capturing while developing, I don't lose tempo. Additionally, with no pawns on the d and c files, possibilities open up for later attacks.

The attack often continues by developing all pieces and then placing the a-rook on c1.

The opening progressed quickly. Do they know the Smith-Morra Gambit? Just as I was thinking this, the opponent made a glaring mistake.

So they were just playing quickly without knowing how to handle the Smith-Morra Gambit. Developing the knight in this situation is a common mistake. It's not a huge blunder, but the position deteriorates significantly.

It's enough of a mistake to allow me to regain the gambit pawn.

Since the knight is under attack, they should capture the pawn. If they retreat the knight, the development speed difference becomes too great, and Black's future disappears. The best move is to retreat the knight, but if they had the skill to realize that, they wouldn't have developed the knight in the first place.

If they capture with the d-pawn, the queen's path opens up, allowing me to immediately capture their queen with mine. Then the opponent would have to recapture with the c6 knight. They can't recapture with the king because they'd lose the ability to castle.

Retreating the c6 knight to d8 is already a desperate situation. But in that position, White has a sharp attack with knight to b5.

(If, 7... dxe5)

If the knight jumps to c7, it attacks both the king and rook simultaneously, allowing me to win the opponent's rook. If they try to prevent this with king to d7... there's a checkmate in 2.

Black would have to play the baseless move rook to b8, and White would gain a significant advantage.

Capturing with the knight to avoid this situation doesn't work either. If capturing with the pawn deserves one question mark, capturing with the knight deserves two.

...But the opponent captured with the knight.

It was the eighth move, so it was my turn. I immediately captured the knight. It's not a sacrifice. The opponent shouldn't capture my knight with a pawn.

*And just as I thought that, they captured it. This is too much.*

If they capture that... the queen is free.

Ra-hee Unnie played without hesitation, as this is a very basic tactic. Removing a defending piece to gain material advantage is a textbook tactic.

The only piece defending the queen is the king. In other words, if the king is drawn out, the queen becomes defenseless. I sacrificed the bishop to draw out the king.

There's nowhere to escape. The only option is to capture.

And after capturing, there's no piece left to protect the queen.

Free queen. Game over.

The opponent immediately resigned. It was a textbook defeat, doing everything you shouldn't do when facing the Smith-Morra Gambit.
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Chapter 184

I easily passed the preliminaries with a perfect record. The waiting time was longer than the actual game time. I sacrificed pieces and attacked aggressively with the mindset that I would definitely lose if the game reached the endgame.

Some games ended with more time on my clock than when I started because I made my moves so quickly.

Sitting was bearable while playing chess, but just sitting around doing nothing made my back hurt.

I maintain good posture while playing chess, but my posture gets sloppy when I'm not doing anything. During breaks, we played word chain games because there was nothing else to do.

We could have played correspondence chess, but they didn't want to play chess during breaks too, so we played word chain games instead. Unfortunately, I lost 4-3.

After the preliminaries, we had dinner at a nearby pasta place before parting ways. Ra-hee seemed quite tired from the long waiting periods.

I ordered hot chocolate at a nearby café and waited for Si-woo. I couldn't play any more chess today anyway. Even though it was just the preliminaries of a small tournament, a tournament is still a tournament.

I don't play carelessly just because the opponents are weak. I used my brain a lot, so I needed some rest.

*In the past, I would have played more chess even after a tournament. But that's the worst approach in terms of efficiency. You need to rest properly to perform well the next day.*

The most helpful form of rest is, of course, meeting Si-woo. He's someone who can give me mental relaxation.

Something I didn't have in my past life but have now: people. In my past life, I wasn't close to anyone except the Champion.

Even with the Champion, he approached me first, not the other way around. I literally lived just playing chess without interacting with others.

But that life was wrong. Because I played chess without rest, my physical strength and health deteriorated, eventually leading to my death. And I didn't even beat the Champion.

*I sacrificed my life and still couldn't win—that means I was wrong. I haven't admitted it until now, but I was wrong.*

It hurt a bit to admit I was wrong. Still, I need to acknowledge my mistakes to move forward. I can't beat the Champion by living so inefficiently.

I should focus completely on rest when resting, eliminate all fatigue, and then practice chess intensely with a clear mind to improve my skills dramatically.

Fortunately, I have someone by my side who can completely refresh me.

After taking a sip of hot chocolate, I stood up, stretched my neck, and looked into the distance. Someone whose silhouette alone is unmistakable. My Si-woo appeared.

I left the café, raised my hand high, and jumped up and down calling for Si-woo. When he saw me, he started running.

Already I could feel the fatigue melting away from my entire body. After hugging Si-woo, we went into the café. He ordered a vanilla shake. He probably chose a caffeine-free drink because it was getting late.

"You came really early today. I thought you'd be late."

"I left early to match your finishing time. I was planning to arrive first and wait, but you finished earlier than expected."

"Of course! I have the basic skills. I could have won even blindfolded with my queen removed. I just won easily!"

"Well done. It would have been better if spectators were allowed at the preliminary tournament... You look the coolest when playing chess."

I stomped my feet and tensed my face. If I didn't tense up, I felt like I'd break into a silly smile. Every time Si-woo talks like that, I crumble too easily.

"Our Yeon," "looks the coolest when playing chess." Such simple words make me happy. Am I too easily swayed?

*This is troublesome! I become lighter than a feather in front of Si-woo. What if he starts thinking I'm too easy?*

I took a deep breath, composed myself, and looked at Si-woo with a solemn expression. He was staring at the buzzer.

"Why are you looking at that?"

My tone just now was a bit haughty. That was intentional.

"Huh? Just... because it's a buzzer."

"You're looking at it because it's a buzzer? What does that even mean?"

"I know, right? There's no reason to look at a buzzer. My mistake. How could I look at anything else when my cute Yeon is sitting right in front of me?"

Why is he like this today! He only talks like this occasionally!

I could feel the tension leaving my eyes, and my face was about to turn into a silly expression. I tried hard to compose myself, but it wasn't easy. In the end, I couldn't maintain my composure this time.

"Hehe..."

"Ah, I win. You looked pretty good trying to hold it in, but natural is always best."

"Oh, you knew?"

"Of course I knew. Your face was twitching."

"I thought my acting was perfect..."

"Why not just laugh naturally without acting? I think that looks better."

"It's embarrassing. Grinning like that looks foolish. And I don't want to seem like someone who smiles too easily."

It was just unnecessary pride, but it mattered to me. I want Si-woo to respect me. I want Si-woo to cling to me. I want to be the only one for Si-woo.

My small desire. The desire to be obsessed over by Si-woo.

*For that to happen, I need to have a firm grip on Si-woo... but I just melt with a smile whenever he does anything, so it's not working.*

If only I were better at controlling my expressions.

"Still, I like you just the way you are."

"That won't work on me. I'm not an easy woman. I might not be good at controlling my expressions now, but later you won't be able to tell what I'm thinking at all."

"Is that so? I don't think so. Even if you get better at controlling your expressions later, I think you'll still smile prettily like you do now."

Si-woo looked at me with a smile. I didn't say anything because it seemed pointless to try to convince him.

The buzzer rang, and Si-woo went to get his drink. Even though it was his order, I tried it first. I was curious about the taste.

"Oh, this is delicious! It's even better than what Mr. Won-gwang makes? Si-woo, get another straw. I want some too."

"Why another straw?"

"Oh, you won't share...?"

"That's not it. We only need one straw."

"You want to share a straw? That's so unhygienic."

"We've already kissed directly, so why worry about an indirect kiss..."

"T-that's different! How can you compare them? They're completely different things!"

My face flushed hot. Even though we've done it several times, it's still embarrassing to mention the word directly. Lip contact, mental relaxation—those are the indirect terms I should use.

*K-kissing is such a bold word. It's a daring action between lovers that belongs in R-rated movies.*

We're friends, so we don't kiss. We just close our eyes, press our lips together slightly, and let our tongues greet each other.

Anyway, that's not it. Anyway, anyway, it's not. It was a ridiculous, strange excuse.

"Okay, I'll get another straw."

"Mmm."

Getting flustered over a single word—when will I ever master controlling my expressions?

*It's too difficult.*

But someday, I'll be able to speak boldly too. Not using various metaphors to talk around it, but mentioning the word directly.

When the mood suddenly strikes while walking, instead of pointing to a bench and suggesting we rest... telling Si-woo I want to kiss him.

*H-how could I do that! That's impossible. That's something you can't casually do even as an adult. Absolutely, absolutely impossible.*

It's frightening just to think about it. My head might explode from embarrassment.

If Si-woo were spacing out and didn't hear me, asking "Huh? What did you say?"—I might literally die of embarrassment.

Si-woo brought the straw. After gulping down my hot chocolate, I stuck the straw into Si-woo's banana shake and took a sip.

"Ah, it doesn't taste sweet after drinking hot chocolate..."

"Then shall we walk a bit until the chocolate taste fades? I'll ask them to change it to takeout."

"Yeah. Sounds good."

After Si-woo got the drink changed to a disposable cup, we left the café and started walking along the street. The cool breeze made me feel better as we strolled.

My mind settled, and I felt the day's fatigue melting away.

*I'll be able to play chess better tomorrow. Using Si-woo for mental refreshment was definitely a good choice.*

But some fatigue still remained. This mental fatigue seemed like it could only be relieved through mental relaxation. It wasn't fatigue from chess, but the kind that builds up from being with Si-woo for a long time.

When I keep looking at Si-woo, I develop a desire to do this, but I can't because we're outside. Si-woo walked me to my front door, and before our final goodbye, I pulled his hand.

"O-oh, are we going to skip it today...?"

"No. I thought you would grab me. You've been staring at my lips this whole time."

"What are you talking about... I haven't. I-I don't think about that all day."

"I've been thinking about it the entire time we were walking together."

Bold Si-woo boldly pushed me against the wall. And then we took mental relaxation. To use the word courageously, we kissed.

My mental fatigue was completely relieved.
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The Champion and his partner had also advanced through the preliminaries with a perfect record. I wished I could get the game notations, but since this wasn't an official chess association tournament, publishing them wasn't mandatory.

The tournament organizers had declared they wouldn't release preliminary match notations, so there was no way to obtain them.

I lay on my bed scrolling through my phone. Without a comfortable place to play chess, I decided to practice at home.

"Hmm... with so little information..."

"They'll release the notations for the main tournament anyway. Our team will probably meet the Champion's team in the finals, so there's no need to worry, right?"

"I'm not worried, just curious. They're probably the team with the biggest skill gap among all participants."

The prospect who teamed up with the Champion must have some skill, but they'd be at best an amateur expert. They couldn't compare to the Champion, a living legend in the chess world.

The rating difference between them was probably over 1000. I wondered how the Champion managed to overcome such a massive skill gap.

Though he's gotten quite unsightly with age, his chess skills remain intact. Someone I acknowledge like him would have found an unexpected way to overcome the difference in ability.

*If only I had the notation...*

Maybe I should contact the organizers and ask for it. If I pester them enough, they might reluctantly provide it.

"I'm really curious. Unnie, let's call the tournament organizers. They might give us the notation since we're participants, right?"

"I doubt calling would work. They'd just transfer us to another department, who would say it's not their responsibility. Since they're not a professional chess tournament company, their response would be a mess."

"Sigh..."

"They might not even have the data. Sometimes they just open the server during the tournament and close it right after. Sounds impossible? It's happened before."

That could actually be the case. Not that they won't release the preliminary notations, but that they can't. Without the Champion and me, this tournament wouldn't have gained much attention, so they probably cut corners on operations.

*So I have to give up on getting the notation. But I'm really curious. People would pay good money for the Champion's 2v2 chess notation.*

There is one way to get the notation even if the organizers won't provide it. A notation is just a record of the game.

The Champion would probably remember all those few games. Someone who remembers matches from a year ago would certainly remember ones from a few days ago.

If I asked the Champion... he would send the notation.

*Ugh... that's even more burdensome. I'd rather call the company and whine until they give me the notation than contact him and ask for it. No way.*

That creepy old man. He disappeared with a sudden outburst, and now he wants to reconcile with his disgusting overtures.

I'm displeased that he called multiple times and ruined the mood, and the fact that he called at all is unpleasant. He even called Si-woo's number instead of mine. What would he have said if I hadn't been next to Si-woo then?

That chess-obsessed weirdo might think Si-woo is preventing me from focusing on chess. If so, that call could have been meant to drive a wedge between us.

Just thinking about it makes my stomach turn. He's not that bad a person, so he probably wouldn't directly try to cause trouble, but he likely gave Si-woo something to worry about.

*I don't want to contact him and ask for anything!*

I acknowledge he's good at chess and impressive enough to maintain the Champion title. That's it. I have no intention of being friendly like before.

I won't ask for favors from someone who's both a competitor and an enemy. I gave up on getting the Champion's notation.

"It's not a big deal if we don't have the notation. Let's just practice. It probably wouldn't be that helpful anyway since his opponent's level is low."

"Yeah. Should we continue with the same approach for the main tournament? Going all-out on offense?"

"Hmm... I think our current approach would work fine, but I'm not sure if it's optimal."

"It's probably not optimal. But optimal is impossible anyway, right? One boat with two captains, each taking turns steering."

"That's true. But it's still a bit disappointing..."

The Champion's game notation would have been helpful. He's reached an almost artistic level in chess.

I've given up, but it's still a bit disappointing.

I rolled off the bed and sat at the desk. Ra-hee was studying chess diligently on her own. It was an extremely unusual endgame situation.

"How does this situation even exist? It's so extreme that memorizing how to handle it wouldn't be applicable elsewhere."

The Knight was under attack from the King, and the Rook was under attack from the Knight. The only good thing was that it was White's turn.

"Solve it."

"Me?"

"Yes. It would be great if we could finish the game against the Champion in the middlegame... but that's unlikely. We need to prepare for the endgame too. And most endgames have definitive answers."

"That's true. Endgames follow set rules. It gets harder with more pieces, but..."

"Then solve it."

I scratched my head while looking at the board. Endgame puzzles are often quite difficult. There are fewer pieces, but the possible moves for those few pieces are numerous.

Unlike middlegames where the King is cornered, in endgames the King comes to the center, and with fewer pieces, it's hard to see checkmate angles.

*The biggest problem is that it's difficult to judge what kind of situation this is.*

Is it a position to draw, win, or lose? Making an intuitive judgment would be just guessing; I needed careful calculation to assess the situation.

I closed my eyes and visualized multiple boards in my head. Then I started calculating, making one move after another.

*Drawing is easy. Sacrifice the Knight to capture the e-file pawn, then sacrifice the Rook to capture the a-file pawn. A lone Knight can't deliver checkmate.*

So drawing isn't the answer. There must be a way to win. I looked at the board, created another world in my mind, and made my moves.

"This... is a winning position for White. That's fascinating."

"Is it?"

"Yes. But Black could also draw with effort."

"Explain."

I started explaining slowly, pointing at the board. Move the Rook to c4 to protect the Knight, and if Black pushes the e-pawn, move the Knight to b2.

"Knight to b2..."

"Now if the opponent pushes the e-pawn again to promote to Queen, Rook c5 check. If the King escapes to b4, Knight d3 attacks both King and Queen. Since the Knight is protecting the Rook, they must move, and then we capture the Queen."

"What if the King escapes to b6?"

"That's checkmate in three moves. So if Black wants to draw, they should promote to a Knight instead of a Queen."

With a Knight promotion, when the King escapes to b4, Knight d3 isn't possible. Then it's a Rook and Knight versus two Knights and a pawn endgame...

*Even I can't calculate that position. Maybe it could be a draw with good play. But Black can't win. To checkmate with two Knights, White would need to have one pawn left.*

The problem Ra-hee was looking at was definitely strange. White seemed likely to win, but if I had to play as White to win, I'd sigh first.

"Instead of studying such unusual endgames, let's focus on more common ones."

"What, do you have a book to recommend?"

"A puzzle book?"

I still remember most of the puzzle books from my past life. I'd like to recommend them, but they'd be too easy for her.

*Do I have any chess puzzle books at home?*

Suddenly, I remembered I did have a puzzle book. The one Si-woo bought me. The one with problems personally selected by the Champion.

*The problems were easier than I expected, so I just shoved it in a corner. I haven't looked at it since he went crazy on me.*

I pulled out a slightly crumpled book from the drawer and showed it to her. I didn't know the content well, but it wouldn't contain nonsensical problems.

Despite his terrible personality, I have to acknowledge his chess abilities.

"This is different from what I expected... I thought you'd throw me some yellowed parchment and say 'Study with this and becoming a Grandmaster will be easy.'"

"I don't think I give off that impression..."

"But your chess skills make it seem like you made a deal with the devil. Like you'd hand me a yellowed parchment with mysterious hexagrams drawn on it... it wouldn't be surprising."

"You have quite the imagination."

Ra-hee laughed and flipped through the book. She ignored the easy sections and went straight to the highest difficulty. After briefly scanning even those, she turned to the last page.

"Do you know this problem too? It's such an artificial situation, you probably can't solve it. It's from an actual game."

On the last page of the Champion's book was that situation. The one I couldn't find the answer to before I died.

"I guess you would know it... it's too famous. Even people who don't know chess probably know the answer to this problem. It's mentioned almost every year."

"This problem is on the last page."

"Yes, that's why I flipped to it. This incident has strong symbolic meaning. I was more curious about what the Champion wrote about it than the problem itself."

So that's why she flipped through so quickly. I took the book from Ra-hee and began reading what the Champion had written.

...He must have aged a lot. For him to write such an emotional passage.

I took out my phone and unblocked him. He may be somewhat unsightly, but this isn't a relationship that should end so carelessly.

After all, he was like a father to me once... forgiving one mistake wouldn't be so bad.
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I unblocked the Champion. But if he doesn't know he's been unblocked, it wouldn't mean much. I immediately texted him.

[Me: I unblocked you]
[Me: I still don't like that you kept calling, but I don't think we should end things like that]

The Champion must keep his phone in his hand all day, because he replied right away.

[Champion: Thank.you.really.I.still.don't.know.how.to.treat.you.but.we.shouldn't.end.like.that.]

*What's with... he never texted like this before. Is he upset because I teased him about being old? His texts smell like an old man.*

Could it be because he's not familiar with Korean? I sent a message in English. Korean spacing rules are a bit difficult.

Maybe someone like him only learned how to speak the language but never learned how to write it. After all, he seemed to be hiding the fact that he could speak Korean.

I texted in English, but the Champion replied in Korean. We're each using the other person's language.

[Champion: But.why.do.you.text.like.that.who.speaks.English.that.way]
[Me: ?]
[Champion: You.smell.like.an.old.man.]
[Me: Has this old man gone crazy? I used English because I thought you didn't know Korean]
[Champion: I.probably.speak.Korean.better.than.you.except.for.pronunciation.]

The person who texts like a real old man is calling ME an old man. Twenty years ago, everyone texted like that, but apparently not anymore.

*He said he handled English as a foreign language through memorization rather than understanding. I don't know much about current slang either.*

He seems to be reacting to my use of some old abbreviations. Still, saying I smell like an old man? Next time we meet, I should pinch my nose and wrinkle my face at him.

He smells like a grandfather but calls ME old. Si-woo tells me I smell nice and says he wants to hug me while sleeping.

[Champion: Ah.not.an.old.man.but.an.old.lady.]
[Me: I'll break your dentures]

My hands trembling, I began a spiritual keyboard fight with the Champion. That crazy old bastard, he was always looking for opportunities to tease me back then, and he's still doing it even when we're trying to reconcile.

*Old lady? I'm not even in my second year of high school yet! Says the one approaching his sixtieth birthday!*

I pounded the bed with my fist and started a barrage of messages. I packed a long message full of words and sent it.

[Champion: Blocked.]

My blood boiled. My head felt dizzy. He was already difficult back then, but now that he's older, he's become even more insufferable.

[Champion: Just kidding. Let's stop now. I was just teasing you since it's been a while. Your reaction is the same as before.]
[Champion: (gift card)]
[Champion: (gift card)]
[Champion: (gift card)]
[Champion: (gift card)]
[Champion: Eat these. I prepared for three people because if I gave enough for two, you'd definitely eat that boy's portion too. Enjoy together.]

...He was the same as before, scratching at my nerves until I was about to explode, then apologizing first. Proportional to how much more difficult he'd become, the intensity of his apology had also increased.

Three quarter-sized ice creams, and one half-gallon size. It was quite generous for just being teased a little. It wasn't even 100,000 won, but it was a sincere apology.

*I guess I have no choice...*

It wasn't the ice cream that made my anger subside, but the sincerity. Although I do like ice cream, it's not some cheat key that automatically makes me forgive someone.

[Me: Is that all?]

I was being stubborn. I was acting difficult because he seemed to think ice cream alone would make me forgive him.

[Champion: (gift card)]
[Champion: You'll get fat. Eat moderately.]
[Champion: The saying that men look pretty even when they gain weight is likely a lie. You might still look pretty with extra weight. But that just hides the fact that you'd look prettier when thin.]

I was smiling at the Champion's half-gallon gift card, but hearing those words made me waver again.

*No way. Si-woo doesn't lie. He said I look pretty even with extra weight. He said it's fine because not much fat accumulates on my face. If anything, only my chess belly has grown.*

It must be that cranky old man's unique way of teasing. He just made fun of my spacing, and now he's trying to tease me again.

But I felt a bit anxious. What if those words were simply advice? The Champion didn't just tease me. He often gave proper advice too.

I asked Ra-hee, who was looking at the Champion's puzzle book.

"Um, Unnie. Can you tell if I've gained weight?"

"What? Why are you suddenly asking that?"

"Just answer me. Have I gained weight?"

"Ask your boyfriend. He'll love it. 'Is there anything different about me?'"

"Don't change the subject...! Compared to the beginning of the semester, how do I look?"

"I didn't meet you at the beginning of the semester, but compared to when we first met... you have gained some. Your overall impression has become rounder."

Ra-hee's words made me more anxious. I thought I was fine, but what if Si-woo was just telling a white lie?

[Me: Have I gained weight?]
[Champion: I don't know. I've only seen your face in photos.]
[Me: Do I look like I've gained weight in the photos?]
[Champion: You look like you've been eating well.]

His ambiguous answers made me more frustrated. I shook my head to gather my thoughts and not be swayed by the Champion.

*It's okay. I can just lose weight if needed. Don't worry too much. Worrying means losing.*

I'm almost an adult now. My body may be a minor, but my mental age is practically that of an adult. I won't be played by an old man's words.

After calming myself, I quickly changed the subject.

[Me: I'll take care of my weight myself. That's not why I texted you]
[Champion: (image)]
[Champion: (image)]
[Champion: (image)]
[Champion: Check these.]

The Champion sent game notations as if he knew what I wanted all along. It felt a bit unpleasant, like he had read my mind.

*But I didn't have anything else to talk about. It must have been easy to predict.*

After sending a quick thank you message, I put down my phone. I pushed away the chess demon who was trying to shake me with unnecessary words.

I got ice cream and game notations, so there's no need to talk anymore.

I approached Ra-hee and showed off the notations.

"Is this real?"

"Of course. I obtained it with my eloquent persuasion."

"Eloquent persuasion... let's skip that. How did you get it?"

"I have my ways. I got it from a reliable source, so you can trust it. It's authentic."

"You couldn't possibly know anyone among the tournament officials. Did you get it directly from the Champion?"

"I could know someone among the officials!"

"You?"

Ra-hee looked at me as if that was impossible. Her eyes suggested that someone without friends couldn't possibly have such connections.

"...I got it directly from the Champion."

"I knew it."

"You believe that? Wouldn't it be more logical that I know tournament officials?"

"You wouldn't have any reason to be involved with tournament officials. With your personality, you wouldn't approach them first. But the Champion might be connected to you. He likes people who are good at chess."

While I was acknowledged for my chess skills, it felt disappointing that she saw me as such an outsider. She's right, but it makes me sound like such a loner.

*I can leave the task of approaching people to Si-woo. I don't need to do that myself.*

I rationalized it and sat down to analyze the notations. They were just ordinary notations.

There was no analysis, and it didn't show who made which move. There was no way to know if the Champion played the odd or even moves.

After sending the notations to Ra-hee, we began analyzing together. The Champion and the Prospect's team didn't show any particular team color.

They didn't seem to use extreme methods like our all-in attack approach.

*Do they just make the moves they each want? That would cause problems at crucial moments.*

I set up the board and slowly went through the moves. Reading the notations, I began to sense which player was the Champion. The two players alternated moves, but one player's moves shone brilliantly.

The move wasn't visible before it was played, but after it was made, it was the only move that seemed possible. A brilliantly shining move. Definitely the Champion's.

*The Champion plays the odd moves. I'm certain.*

Once I realized the Champion played the odd moves, I began to understand the intention behind his moves.

They were moves that extremely controlled the influence of the Prospect, who played the even moves. Bobby Knight, the Prospect, had only one or two possible moves to make.

*He just needs to place his pieces where he should without having to think. Even an amateur expert could see these moves.*

In reality, the Prospect only thought independently during the opening. After the opening ended, he moved like a puppet following the Champion's instructions.

We try to think together when making moves. Ra-hee could erase my influence if she wanted, but it's more beneficial to deliberate together.

*If the Champion plays like this in the main tournament, he's bound to win.*

Even the number one in the chess world can't defeat two Grandmasters with his hands and feet tied. I was confident in our victory.
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In the main tournament, they used boards made by the company running the competition. The boards had a WiFi connection feature, so when one person made a move, it would appear on the other board automatically.

I had been wondering how they would run the tournament using physical boards instead of computers, but this was their solution.

It seemed more like product promotion than a chess tournament.

"Well, it's kind of interesting. But it doesn't seem like particularly groundbreaking technology, and it would be a mess if it malfunctioned."

"I know. For things like this, reliability is the most important factor."

Ra-hee picked up the board and turned it around. An official approached and told her to put it down. Must be a fragile board.

"Should I pretend to accidentally drop it?"

"That's not a bad idea. They're getting free promotion from the tournament, and if their product isn't good, it could damage our reputation."

"You're right."

I felt like we were being used for promotion, which made me feel a bit mischievous. If they were going to use us for advertising, they could have at least paid us something. Using us for free promotion didn't sit well with me.

"The prize money isn't even that much. Only the event organizers are laughing all the way to the bank."

Putting aside my negative thoughts, I started examining the board with Ra-hee. The two boards were connected via WiFi, and the pieces had magnets on the bottom.

I grabbed a pawn on the left board and moved it forward two squares. The pawn on the right board moved by itself, advancing two squares forward.

"So that's how it works. The most important factors would be how far apart they can function and how reliable they are."

Honestly, it seemed like something that would malfunction and have lots of errors. There's a reason people don't venture into certain areas. This board didn't look like it would sell well.

"I guess I have some business sense too. This isn't a viable product. Sigh, maybe I should start a business after becoming Champion."

After organizing my thoughts, I began to focus on chess. There were still more than 10 minutes until the game started. It would be good to prepare mentally in advance.

One by one, I eliminated thoughts unrelated to chess. Only the chess board and I existed in the world. Removing all other meaningless things, I immersed myself in a world where only chess existed.

In this small world of 64 squares, only my existence shines brightly.

Countless possibilities float in my head. The numerous paths I could choose. Paths named "openings" appear clearly.

Maintaining a pleasant state of concentration, I left the waiting room. Our opponents were already waiting in the tournament hall.

There was a partition between the two boards so teams couldn't signal each other. These boards were also connected, so moving a piece on one board would move the corresponding piece on the other.

In my perfect state of concentration, I couldn't see any path leading to defeat. My only concern was the board malfunctioning and preventing the game from proceeding properly.

With a confident face, I sat down and shook hands with my opponent.

The main tournament consisted of two rapid games at 25 minutes with a 10-second increment, followed by two rapid games at 15 minutes with a 10-second increment if there was no winner, then two blitz games at 5 minutes with a 5-second increment, and finally an Armageddon game at 5 minutes with a 5-second increment.

Blitz is usually played at 3 minutes with a 2-second increment, but this tournament seemed to allow more time because of the alternating play format.

Although the two boards were connected, it seemed to take longer than 2 seconds for the moves to be reflected, so a 2-second increment wouldn't work.

"It won't be easy to finish a game against the Champion in 25 minutes with a 10-second increment. He has the endgame skills to turn losing positions into draws."

Neither Ra-hee nor I excel particularly in endgame skills. We tend to win by gaining strong tactical advantages in the middlegame, rather than through endgame maneuvering.

I had to acknowledge this and try to push hard in the blitz games.

[Ding-diri-ding-ding-ding~!]

A cheerful sound rang out from the board. I didn't know it had such a strange feature. I couldn't help but smile.

A simple bell sound would have been sufficient, but this cheerful tune was unexpected. I bet even the Champion would have smirked at this.

We started the first game with the white pieces, thanks to finishing first in the preliminaries. Ra-hee must have moved the pawn in front of the king forward two squares, as the king's pawn on my board smoothly moved forward two squares.

The opponent entered the Sicilian Defense. After a moment's thought, I developed the queen's knight to c3. It was a Closed Sicilian.

When facing the Sicilian as White, the Open Sicilian is usually better. You can place your queen and rook on the open d-file and put strong pressure on the opponent's d-pawn.

The Open Sicilian is good for countering Black's weakness in the Sicilian—slow development speed.

"I know all this, but I think the opponent would be happy if we entered the Open Sicilian."

Even though I knew the Open was better, I chose the Closed for psychological advantage. Black players who play the Sicilian usually expect and prepare for the Open Sicilian.

To break that expectation, I just went with the Closed. It's not a rational reason, but I've often made such deviating moves since the old days.

Don't you feel like you're losing the initiative when you play the moves your opponent wants? I don't like losing the initiative.

The opponent developed the queen's knight for their second move. This was a traditional line in the Closed Sicilian. Ra-hee, making our third move, advanced the f-pawn two squares without a moment's hesitation.

"That's it! I thought Ra-hee would make this move."

A line preparing a powerful kingside attack by advancing both the e and f pawns two squares. This is the Sicilian Defense, Grand Prix Attack.

The f-pawn advance weakens the diagonal after kingside castling, reducing the king's safety considerably, but it creates possibilities for aggressive use of the rook.

It's the most aggressive way to play the Closed Sicilian.

The opponent seemed to know how to counter the Grand Prix Attack and pushed the g-pawn to prepare for bishop development. Since the c-pawn was already advanced, Black's dark-squared bishop's diagonal was closed.

In this situation, advancing the g-pawn and developing the bishop to g7 is considered a good move. In the English Opening where White advances the c-pawn, the bishop is also developed to g2, so it's a common idea.

We started developing our pieces according to standard theory. Knight to f6, bishop to b5, castling. Since the opponent hadn't yet advanced the e-pawn, there was no need to place the bishop on c4.

Bishop to c4 usually targets the weak f7 square, but for this bishop to properly target f7, the e-pawn needs to be advanced two squares.

If the e-pawn is advanced only one square, the diagonal is blocked, making it impossible to target f7.

"Opening theory should be memorized based on understanding. Bishop to b5 is correct in this situation. Developing the bishop to a position that threatens the doubled c-pawns."

The opponent, not wanting to allow doubled pawns, moved the knight to d4. Because they moved one piece multiple times in the opening stage, a difference in development speed was already starting to show.

This is a disadvantage of the Sicilian Defense. The initial c-pawn advance by two squares doesn't help with development at all.

Advancing the g-pawn to develop the dark-squared bishop and moving the knight to avoid doubled pawns were both tempo losses.

We saw this tempo advantage as an opportunity to attack. Both Ra-hee and I excel at seizing the initiative, even among Grandmasters.

We continued with bold sacrifices without hesitating. Most of the sacrifices happened during Ra-hee's turns. My role was to turn these seemingly questionable sacrifices into good moves.

"Moves marked with ?! in notation are literally half question mark, half exclamation point. Engines might not like them, but against human opponents, they can be much better than ordinary moves."

Ra-hee's moves were like koans. Extreme attacking positions that seemed unlikely in real situations.

If such positions appeared in puzzle problems, the creator would be criticized for making ambiguous answers and confusing processes. Even engines would struggle to find the solution.

What we needed now weren't the perfect moves expected by engines, but human moves anticipating mistakes. We needed moves that cleverly induced errors to gain greater advantages.

My head was burning hot. Under the time pressure of rapid chess, my mind was spinning. I was searching for human moves that even engines couldn't find.

By analyzing the opponent's skills, I hid the best moves and threw out bait to tempt them. It was bait that would be fatal if taken, but it looked so sweet that they couldn't resist.

The opponent took my prepared bait and had to give up their king's life in exchange for the poison they consumed.

First game, checkmate victory.

I was clearly the hero of this victory.

"My form is insane today!"
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The headline I was hoping for—something like "Shocking! Team Champion Eliminated in First Round!"—sadly didn't exist. That stubborn old man wouldn't lose in the first round.

According to him, he's never been eliminated in the first round his entire life. Even when he attended his first tournament at a chess club with his uncle as a child, he made it to the third round.

I wish it were a lie, but it's not outlandish enough to disbelieve.

I've also been naturally better at chess than others since childhood. Korea doesn't have chess clubs, but I would've done at least that well in the same situation.

Anyway, no one has achieved the remarkable feat of eliminating the Champion in the first round yet.

I wanted to see that pathetic old man—who flew all the way to Korea to whine because I blocked him—lose immediately, but it was disappointing.

*I suppose the best narrative would be me defeating the Champion, but that's not strictly necessary. I just want to see him fall apart disgracefully.*

Maybe I harbor ill intentions, but honestly, many people probably think like me.

I asked Ra-hee, who was analyzing the Champion's game notation beside me.

"Unnie. Honestly, don't you sometimes want to see an arrogant person fall completely?"

"What are you imagining now? Isn't that too malicious for a private fantasy? Wanting to see an arrogant person fall completely..."

"Just answer. Honestly, wouldn't you like to see it?"

"Is this person evil? An arrogant person might be annoying, but that doesn't make them evil."

"Evil... probably not."

He's annoying but not evil. His nature is quite bad and nasty, but he keeps it in check with reason.

A perfect example supporting the theory that human nature is fundamentally evil. A spiteful old man who tries to tease me at every opportunity.

*This has absolutely nothing to do with the expired ice cream coupon! He was just a bad person from the beginning!*

What mistake? He knew all along. After carefully choosing an ice cream flavor, I was so embarrassed when told at checkout that the coupon had expired.

*That nasty old man probably gave me an expired coupon on purpose to make me contact him again! Calculating, nasty old man!*

I received ten ice cream coupons with three-year validity as an apology, but the embarrassment remained. I hadn't even brought money since I planned to use the coupon.

He's not criminal-level bad, but his nature is nasty enough that he unconsciously inconveniences others.

"He's not criminal-bad, but his everyday behavior is poor enough that I don't want him around. You could say he lives for the pleasure of teasing others!"

"From those specifics, you clearly have someone in mind."

Ra-hee was sharp. I'd given too many clues.

"Did you fight with Si-woo?"

"No way. Even if I picked a fight, Si-woo would just laugh and let me win."

"Really? I suppose that's true. I can't imagine you fighting with that boy."

"Of course. Stop changing the subject and answer me. Don't you want to see an arrogant person fall completely?"

"No."

"Liar!"

"But he's dedicated his life to chess and worked for its promotion—how could you want him to fall completely?"

She quickly put on a poker face, but Ra-hee seemed to have already caught on. I sighed and changed the subject.

"Just analyze the chess."

"I don't understand how you know that person. I'm curious, but you won't tell me if I ask, right?"

"Right. How far have you analyzed?"

"Just a basic opening analysis. I couldn't concentrate with you rolling around next to me."

"That's just an excuse. If you were truly focused, you wouldn't notice even if lightning struck nearby."

"Fine, fine. You're so great. Arrogant and annoying but not bad. Just like you. Poor everyday behavior, but not someone I'd dislike having around, though you don't have many people around you."

"I dislike shallow relationships, that's all. If I don't have people around me, it's because I push them away. It's different."

"You never back down."

Ra-hee smiled and handed me her tablet. It contained the Champion's game notation and her analysis.

Unlike the preliminaries, the main tournament fully discloses notations. Many people had already posted their analyses online.

I checked the Champion's game notation while reviewing others' analyses on my phone.

*Indeed, decisive moves appear on every odd turn. Is this what they mean by 'the Champion only needs odd-numbered moves to be champion'?*

Though he's a bad person who plays with food, I had to acknowledge his chess skills.

After skimming the Champion's moves, I began analyzing his teammate's moves. A Scottish prospect named Bobby Knight.

Since the Champion chose him as a teammate, he must have some skill. But with few official game records, it was hard to gauge his exact ability.

*But that's what the internet is for.*

While official records were scarce, testimonies from people who had played with him at his chess academy were flooding the internet.

I absorbed information about this prospect while simultaneously analyzing his moves, browsing foreign websites.

*Analyzing moves knowing someone's preferred style versus analyzing blind is completely different. To guess what they're thinking and aiming for, you need to know their style.*

Multitasking made my hands busy.

*A style favoring defensive moves and despising gambling moves. Particularly strong in endgames, with Capablanca as his chess idol.*

Reading while analyzing moves definitely revealed patterns. Just seeing his playing style, strengths, and favorite player gave insight into his personality.

In my opinion, this Bobby Knight is somewhat mentally disturbed. He attends the Champion's chess academy yet idolizes Capablanca.

He claims to enjoy defensive moves and hate gambling moves, yet constantly prepares to attack when his turn comes.

He does play defensively quite often, but not enough to proudly claim "I favor defensive moves." He's just slightly more defensive than me.

*What's this guy's deal? Everyone who played chess with him at the academy says he favors defensive moves, but in tournaments with the Champion, he's attack-focused.*

I wonder what the Champion said to him. Though that seems unlikely. That loner wouldn't approach others. He probably just told him to play his own way.

*Setting aside biases... he does play quite well. Engine moves at crucial moments. Looking at certain scenes alone, it would seem like the Champion is playing solo.*

I'm not sure if he's Grandmaster level, but one thing's certain: his calculation skills are top-notch. Making the best moves at crucial moments is never coincidental.

I closed my eyes and imagined our team facing the Champion's team right now. Ra-hee and the Champion would play odd-numbered moves. The prospect and I would play even-numbered moves.

The Champion, being lucky, would draw white. He'd probably advance the pawn in front of his queen two spaces on his first move. Since we play attack-focused chess, he'd want to counter with a closed game.

Since we agreed on attack-focused play, we'd go with either Dutch Defense or English Gambit. English Gambit has many flaws, so probably Dutch.

Dutch Defense isn't a standard opening either, but it's not so bad that playing it guarantees defeat.

*The Champion's team would likely respond conventionally. Neither seems to enjoy gambling. So we'd probably choose the opening...*

Once in Dutch Defense, we'd have only one opening choice. Neither Ra-hee nor I have particularly serious personalities, so we'd probably use that opening.

*Dutch Leningrad. Ra-hee would use that 100%. Of course, I'd plan to use it too.*

Not only does it have an interesting name, but it's also famous for being a high-risk, sharp opening. First moving the f-pawn two spaces, then the g-pawn one space, and then even castling kingside.

An extreme opening that disturbs both f and g pawns yet still castles kingside. The risk is so great that even beginners can see how vulnerable the king becomes.

I imagined entering Dutch Leningrad and started playing moves. I tried to imagine moves the Champion and Ra-hee would make.

The result was... a draw.

*Even with all those sacrifices, recovery paths kept emerging. Maybe because I was both sacrificing and defending. Solo chess is meaningless.*

A draw? That can't be right. This should definitely be our victory.
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Time flowed on, and before I knew it, the semifinal day had arrived. Even though it was still just the semifinals, the Champion was already on my mind.

I was filled with thoughts of quickly winning the semifinals and then defeating the Champion. Even though 2v2 chess is an abnormal form of the game, I'm still happy about the prospect of beating the Champion.

In my past life, we met frequently. In tournament rules, we'd meet in the finals or semifinals, and in Swiss System rules, I'd usually face the Champion around the fourth round.

Almost every match ended in a draw. I'd be at a slight disadvantage in the opening and psychological warfare, then grit my teeth and calculate moves to recover slightly in the middlegame, finally drawing in the endgame.

Once we reached the endgame, I'd almost never think about winning, only aiming for a draw. It's too difficult to aim for a victory against the Champion in the endgame.

But creating a big advantage in the middlegame wasn't easy either. Even when the score difference widened to more than a point, the Champion would tenaciously catch up and create an equal situation. No matter how well I played, it was difficult to gain more than a 0.5 point advantage in the middlegame.

That's why we always drew.

Usually a draw. If I lost in the opening and stayed even in the middlegame, I'd lose. If I lost in the opening but won in the middlegame, it would be a draw. On rare days when I won in the opening and was lucky enough to win in the middlegame too, then I'd achieve victory.

This was almost like a formula. According to it, my chances of winning were quite low.

I'd have to overcome the low probability of winning in the opening, then not only maintain that advantage in the middlegame but expand it to barely win. And in reality, I didn't win much.

*The Champion always wins anyway. On the rare days I win, I almost always take the championship. Even in Swiss System rules, that doesn't change. Me beating the Champion means I'm suddenly in top form. And when I'm in top form, no one can stop me.*

The problem is that those days of peak form were extremely rare. In short, beating the Champion was incredibly difficult even for me in my prime.

I'd be happy just to win in this strange variant called 2v2 chess. Even such a minor victory would be precious to me.

For me now, with my body switched and having neglected chess a bit, causing my form to drop significantly, any experience of "victory against the Champion" would definitely have a positive effect.

"Unnie. Let's definitely win."

"Of course."

"I know we can win! Really, really!"

"Why are you overreacting... just sit down."

"Tch."

I raised my hand for a high-five, trying to get a response, but she coolly ignored me.

"Si-woo would have given me one!"

"That might be true, but what does that have to do with me? Stop it and sit down to play."

"Ugh, you're no fun. Unnie, you've never had a boyfriend, right?"

I hit the bullseye. She usually maintains a slightly smiling face, but suddenly it froze. So men are the trigger that breaks Unnie's poker face.

"...You don't have one either."

"Well, no, I don't. Because he's not my boyfriend. But there's a huge difference between me not having one and you not having one."

"Boyfriends are... something you get when you're an adult. Kids who get them before that are the weird ones."

"I seeee, so that's what you thiiink."

I stretched out the end of my words and smiled sweetly. Then I immediately started focusing on chess. Ra-hee Unnie looked at me with a face that said she had a lot to say.

She usually teases me but lets me win at chess, but this time I definitely won.

*Come to think of it, why does everyone around me try to tease me? That old man, Ra-hee Unnie, even Si-woo teases me often. Though Si-woo is gentler and more considerate.*

Is it because I usually present a perfect image, and they want to put cracks in that perfection? I'm not sure.

We started studying chess without chatting. I could have teased Ra-hee Unnie about not having a boyfriend for over 30 minutes, but I chose not to.

Honestly, she's quite pretty. Her pupils are small, making her gaze look a bit sharp, but she dresses well and has a feminine charm. From a distance, she even looks a bit like me.

It's not that she can't date, she chooses not to, so there's no fun in teasing her.

*With Ra-hee Unnie's personality, I don't think she'd date an ordinary person. She might suddenly bring home a Middle Eastern oil tycoon Grandmaster and hand out wedding invitations.*

That's something she might actually do.

"Stop thinking about useless things and concentrate. The finals are coming soon. We'll warm up with the semifinals and then win decisively in the finals."

"Yeeees."

She caught me thinking about something else. I cleared my useless thoughts and focused on chess. The chess pieces were clicking together nicely—it felt like a good chess day.

Just like how pitchers in baseball have days when they grip well, chess players have days when the pieces click together perfectly. Today is exactly that day. It feels good. I wish they'd click together like this every day.

...
..
.

In the first round of the semifinals, we had the black pieces. Our opponents entered the King's Indian Attack after a Réti Opening.

The King's Indian Attack is also a kind of system opening, so they probably chose it to skip the opening stage. We won using orthodox methods.

Honestly, the King's Indian Attack isn't that great an opening, so we could win by just playing steadily. We toned down our aggression and fought with solid center control, and our strategy worked perfectly.

In the second round of the semifinals, we had the white pieces. We were already leading by 1 point, so even a draw would secure our win.

But we didn't try to clinch victory with a draw when we were already ahead. On the second move, we pushed the f-pawn to enter the King's Gambit. But it was our opponents who backed off.

They entered the Falkbeer Counter Gambit, one of the King's Gambit declined lines. It's a line often used when players don't know the King's Gambit accepted lines.

It allows for a more stable game than accepting the gambit, but the disadvantage is that without the benefit of one pawn, you have to engage in a positional battle.

Our opponents would have been better off accepting the gambit and defending. They didn't seem to know the Falkbeer Counter Gambit lines properly and made a huge mistake in the opening.

That mistake cost them a knight, and when they tried to recover with a bold castling, they ended up getting checkmated instead. Game over.

We won the semifinals 2-0 as well. Now only the finals remain.

Our opponent in the finals was, of course, the Champion. The tournament organizers must have been anticipating this matchup. In the tournament bracket, our team and the Champion's team were positioned as far apart as possible.

*So we've finally come this far. That obsessive old man, coming all the way to Korea and even participating in an exhibition tournament just to have a chat with me.*

Tomorrow is the finals day. The finals are scheduled right away without a day of rest. This schedule was set before the news of the Champion's participation, so it was quite tight.

Using tomorrow's finals as an excuse, I stayed overnight at Si-woo's house. I was following the wisdom of our ancestors.

In the old days, our ancestors would spend the night with their wives before going to battle. Whether it was to leave behind offspring in case they died or to let go of their last attachments, that's what they did.

Our night together literally meant just holding hands while sleeping... but since this wasn't a real war but a puzzle war, I figured it didn't matter.

I slept well to recover my condition and headed to the battlefield. Before heading out, I took a moment to rest my mind.

You know how in movies, the protagonist always does something before leaving? There's a reason people do these things. I followed suit.

My heart was pounding and blood was rushing to my head—I didn't need any other doping. Si-woo was a man capable of providing artificial doping.

I met with Ra-hee Unnie and arrived two hours before the tournament started. We ordered an assorted cutlet platter at a tonkatsu restaurant I had spotted earlier, then sat on a nearby bench to review our moves.

Today the pieces were clicking together even better than yesterday. In baseball terms, it was like throwing 100 mph fastballs with every pitch. If I threw a curveball, it would drop sharply like a waterfall.

*Fell asleep feeling good, woke up feeling good, met at just the right time, ate delicious food, and the chess pieces are clicking together perfectly.*

It's such a good day that even my prime self would nod in approval. I can't even imagine losing.

We each ate an ice cream before entering the venue.

Inside the venue, that person was already waiting.

Deep wrinkles that made him look much older than his age, white hair visible here and there, and eyes so deep and serious their depth couldn't be fathomed.

This was the Champion focused on chess, different from his usual playful self.

*You think that's going to intimidate me?*

I didn't back down and put strength into my gaze. As Si-woo had mentioned occasionally, my appearance when focused on chess is quite different from my usual self.

I stared at the Champion with sharp eyes. We looked at each other intensely without saying a word.

There was much to say, but all of that would come after the chess match.
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I scanned the text carefully, identifying all character names and terms from the glossary. The text is Chapter 190 of a chess-focused webnovel.

With my eyes closed, I focus only on my inhales and exhales. I don't allow any unnecessary thoughts to intrude, slowly and surely filling my lungs with air.

I concentrate on the flow of air as I breathe in and out. Whoosh, haa, whoosh, haa.

I've filled my stomach with a hearty meal before the match and supplied my brain with sugar from sweet ice cream. Everything is perfect.

Since I finished my delicious meal early, I won't feel drowsy, and having eaten dessert cleanly, the sensation in my mouth is refreshing.

When I close my eyes, comfortable concentration follows. There's nothing to plant worry in me. Even if I lose today's match, I don't think it will be too difficult.

If I lose, I can just fall into Si-woo's arms for comfort, and if I win, I can rest comfortably in Si-woo's arms. That's all there is to it.

One reason I felt unnecessary pressure in the past was fear of defeat.

Back then, chess was my life, and losing at chess meant erasing my life's value.

To me, the world was only the 64 squares on the chess board, and only chess victories gave me worth in that gloomy life. Back then, I won to survive.

*But I'm different now. Chess is just a simple game. It's only a means to my happy life, not what defines my life.*

If I become a chess champion, get really famous and make lots of money, Si-woo will look at me with admiring eyes. He'll cling to me when I become popular, obsess over me, and struggle because of me.

I'm only playing chess because of that somewhat dark desire. Even the champion position is just a means to a "happy life."

Losing doesn't make my life wrong. It just means I can't fulfill my dark desire.

*Thinking about it again, that would be disappointing. Si-woo desperately clinging to me—how could I resist that?*

Anyway, if I lose, I might feel a bit disappointed, but I won't suffer the gut-wrenching pain I used to feel.

I have no worries. If I lose, I lose; if I win, that's good.

I continued meditating with a peaceful mind. The game starts in 5 minutes. I should meditate for about 3 minutes and then go to my seat.

"Inhale, exhale, inhale, exhale..."

It's an appropriate tension. A pleasant tension I never felt before. It's good nourishment that enables me to play my best game.

After 3 minutes, I left the waiting room and headed to my seat. Before sitting down, I said one last thing to Ra-hee.

"Go, go, fighting!"

"What's with that childishness? Well, good luck."

I eased the tension in my shoulders with a light joke and sat down. In war movies, don't sergeants or staff sergeants always crack jokes?

They do it to help nervous new recruits relax, and to ease their own tension. Now, the battlefield of chess approaches us.

I sat down and looked ahead. A serious-looking Western elderly man was sitting across from me.

He didn't seem to have gone to the waiting room. Since it's a rapid game, does he plan to stay seated from start to finish? At his age, it must be difficult to stand up and sit down repeatedly.

*Looking again, he's not really intimidating. He just seems like a common grandfather you'd find in any neighborhood.*

Apart from chess, the Champion is just a rich old man from Scotland. I have no reason to fear him.

The match began. Ra-hee didn't hesitate and moved the pawn in front of her king up two squares. Her opponent also moved the pawn in front of his king up two squares, entering an open game.

I suddenly felt something odd. Why is the Champion sitting in front of me? Until now, the Champion had been playing odd-numbered rounds.

*Did they change the order for the finals?*

It's confusing. It seemed like they weren't making strategies and were just playing individually, but I didn't expect them to suddenly change the order.

Is it confidence that they can win even with changed positions, or an ugly obsession to meet me somehow?

Whatever it is, it doesn't feel good. Beating a Champion who's serious about chess is different from beating one who isn't.

*I'll make you regret it.*

For my second move, I developed the kingside knight. It's the most common second move for White in an open game.

Moving the d-pawn two squares to enter the Danish Gambit or moving the f-pawn two squares to enter the King's Gambit would also be feasible, but I didn't want to take risks against the Champion.

At the master level, gambits offer poor returns compared to their risks. It's better to reduce aggression and increase positional play.

The Champion developed his queenside knight for his second move. Ra-hee pushed her bishop all the way to b5. The Ruy Lopez. The opening I use most often as White.

*Ruy López Opening, or Spanish Opening. Named after the Spanish priest Ruy López de Segura... Speaking of Spain, that reminds me...*

I recalled what Si-woo and I did in Spain during our school trip. My face flushed hot. If I win today's match, I should ask him to do that again as a reward.

With a reward added to victory, I felt my concentration increase.

The opponent pushed the a-pawn, entering the Morphy Defense. I retreated the bishop one square. The Champion developed his kingside knight, and Ra-hee castled kingside.

*The most common progression in the Ruy Lopez. Now he'll probably develop the bishop to e7, entering the Closed Variation.*

I thought if we brought out the Ruy Lopez, they would respond with either the Closed or the Berlin. Both players dislike gambling moves and enjoy defensive chess.

And... contrary to my expectation, the opponent ate the e4 pawn with his knight, entering the Ruy Lopez Open Variation.

The Closed is essentially the main line of the Ruy Lopez. The Champion usually prefers entering the Closed. Did he prepare this specifically for an opening advantage?

I looked up to gauge the Champion's reaction. I couldn't tell. His poker face wasn't broken by this much.

*But somehow it feels like he made the move without consulting. I can't imagine the Champion discussing and consulting with that prospect...*

I shook my head to clear away distracting thoughts since this wasn't important right now. Someone of the Champion's caliber would play well even without consulting.

The Ruy Lopez Open Variation is one that confuses beginners. It's often hard to figure out how to recover the pawn.

It's possible to recover the pawn with Rook to e1, but if that's how you're going to recover it, you might as well not play the Ruy Lopez at all.

*The best move for White in the Open Variation is to delay pawn recovery and counter in the center.*

I pushed the d-pawn two squares to counter in the center. Taking the d-pawn here would be excessive greed. Since the knight is already in an unstable position, it would be difficult to block an attack starting with Rook to e1.

If they take it, White would enter an advantageous endgame after a series of forced moves.

I secretly hoped the prospect friend would take the d-pawn, but he didn't make such a bold choice.

The opening followed the main line of the Ruy Lopez Open Variation normally.

(Ruy Lopez Open, Main Line)

Except for the Open instead of the Closed, it's an almost smooth progression. We didn't take risks in the opening stage.

The Ruy Lopez is one of the oldest openings in chess. Most moves have already been researched, so following the opening is the safest approach.

The opponent created the first material imbalance. Rook-pawn and knight-bishop exchange. This exchange is usually considered advantageous for the side that lost the rook-pawn.

But what the opponent did wasn't a simple exchange; it was an exchange that moved the king to an unsafe position. We gained material advantage by capturing a knight and bishop, but we became the side that had to protect the king.

*This line is also famous... it's almost equal. But I don't like the fact that we have to focus on defense rather than attack.*

Because we played safely in the opening, we handed the attacking opportunity to the opponent. If I had known this would happen, maybe I should have entered the King's Gambit.

From the first round of preliminaries until now, I've won through attacks. I wanted to attack in the match against the Champion too, but the situation doesn't allow it.

*Stay calm. Don't get drawn in. The Champion can only make moves on even turns anyway. We can still win if we enter an equal endgame.*

I got up from my seat for a moment and headed to the waiting room. It's better not to make mistakes by obsessing over chess, and to catch your breath when things get tough.

Rather than making a move in 1 second and regretting it for 9 seconds, I'll rest for 6 seconds and then think about my move for 4 seconds.

I went to the break room, had a glass of water, and returned to the board. It's almost certain that we'll enter the endgame without gaining a significant advantage.

*Let's accept the queen exchange. Our plans have all been twisted, but there's no choice. We need to enter the endgame.*

In simple material score, we're down 1 point. The opponent has two rooks and a light-squared bishop, while we have a bishop pair, a knight, and one rook. The opponent has two more pawns.

But if we use the bishop pair and knight to pressure the rook, there's definitely a chance.

(Material score: Black ahead by 1 point. According to engine analysis, it's 0.0, an equal position.)

I slowly began to calculate the moves.
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The endgame, a stage where the fewest pieces create the most diverse possibilities. Though there are fewer pieces, the number of possible moves actually increases—that's the charm of the endgame.

The King, who seemed destined to hide in the back forever, steps forward to become a warrior. The Pawn, with its somewhat awkward movement, transforms into the head of the household. It feels like playing a completely different game from the opening and middlegame—the true flower of chess where you must throw away conventional wisdom.

"Those who mess up the opening have hope in the middlegame. Those who mess up the middlegame have hope in the endgame. But for those who mess up the endgame, unfortunately, there is no hope."

The endgame is what turns losing games into wins and winning games into losses.

Even Grandmasters who rarely make mistakes or questionable moves in openings and middlegames occasionally blunder in the endgame.

If I can just handle the endgame well, I can defeat the Champion. Hope still abounds.

"A Bishop pair in an open position is stronger than a Rook. The opponent has two more Pawns now, but if the Bishop pair can each capture a Pawn, we'll have the advantage."

I've practiced Bishop pair tactics to exhaustion. I can handle two Bishops dominating the entire board with my eyes closed.

The problem is... this isn't solo chess.

My dual core, which was my greatest strength when playing aggressive chess, now feels like a burden holding me back.

Ra-hee's endgame skills aren't as good as mine. It's not that she lacks theoretical knowledge, but her defensive application is weak. She can definitely win winning positions, but struggles to draw in drawable situations.

"But there's no other way. I have to trust her. Please, Ra-hee, do well!"

I deployed my Bishop in an aggressive position. Since Pawns can only move forward, the rearmost Pawn lacks protection from other Pawns.

I prodded that trailing Pawn with my Bishop. It would be good to capture it, and perfect if I could tie up the Rook. Taking the opponent's tempo is never a bad thing.

After making this reasonably good move, I looked at the Champion. I couldn't begin to guess what he was thinking. His expressionless gaze at the board was quite charismatic.

The Champion is skilled not only in chess but also in psychological warfare. That perfect poker face creates pressure on opponents.

The longer he thinks, the more he plants the thought "Did I make a mistake?" in his opponent's mind. And the difficult-to-understand move that follows completely shatters the opponent's mental state.

Even if the move is ambiguous, the fact that the "Champion" played it intimidates you. The world's #1 chess player's moves carry that kind of pressure.

"But I won't fall for such psychological tactics."

Leaving the Champion to his pretentious contemplation, I headed to the break room. It's not like it would be my turn right after he moved anyway.

Ra-hee would move first, then the Prospect, and only then would it be my turn again. Better to rest comfortably than worry while watching an old man think.

I lay down on the sofa in the break room and stared at the ceiling.

"The old me could never have imagined this. I used to be obsessed with the idea that chess players should stay glued to their seats from start to finish."

Actually, there was another reason too. A shameful one I've never told anyone.

"I was afraid of being accused of cheating if I went to the bathroom... so I just didn't go. Back then, I always thought my engine match rate would be 100 percent after the game."

Cheater—someone who uses electronic devices in the bathroom to get help from engines.

This usually happens in online games without supervision, but occasionally occurs in offline tournaments too.

I stayed in my seat out of fear of being suspected as a cheater. Looking back, it was a rather pathetic reason.

"No, don't think of it as pathetic—think of it as confidence. Being afraid of being suspected as a cheater because I play too well... that's a form of confidence."

Rationalization is one of my strengths. After reframing my past memories in a positive light, I shuffled out of the break room.

It still wasn't my turn. Judging by the time, Ra-hee must have moved quickly without much thought. Fortunately, she played what I had in mind.

The Prospect was taking quite a while to think. I had been lying in the break room for about three minutes, and he still hadn't moved.

Since Ra-hee moved almost immediately, he'd been using over three minutes by himself.

"There's not much time in rapid chess, and you're already using that much? Are you leaving all time management to the Champion?"

The opponent finally moved after two minutes and passed the turn. If this continues, we could certainly induce mistakes through time pressure.

I moved quickly without hesitation, bringing my King closer to the center.

The battle won't start for a while yet. Since Pawns can't move backward, they'll eventually meet the opponent's Pawns.

In the endgame, victory or defeat is determined by where your King is positioned when the Pawns get closer and combat begins. If you don't want to experience the blood-draining anxiety of a one-square difference or a one-move tempo, you need to move your King to the center early.

"Just slowly moving the King to the center is half the battle. We don't need to find the absolute best move. We're humans, and we should play like humans."

The Champion, perhaps realizing his psychological tactics weren't working, moved quickly. Like me, he brought his King closer to the center.

We spent about three moves bringing our Kings to the center. In the next move, Ra-hee showed a brilliant Knight maneuver.

In a situation where the opponent had to choose between losing a Pawn or exchanging Knight for Bishop, they chose the exchange.

"Great! Now the Bishop pair's power will increase. The opponent can no longer stop the Bishop pair."

The current situation: Black has two Rooks and six Pawns, while White has one Rook, four Pawns, and two Bishops. We're down by two Pawns, but our Pawn structure is slightly better, and we have the Bishop pair.

If the opponent had a Bishop, the Bishop exchange might have weakened our power, but Ra-hee used the Knight well to create the exchange.

"We have more time too. 8 minutes versus 12 minutes. It makes sense since he's someone who retired from rapid chess due to age. Plus, he's carrying a burden."

The Champion's poker face was still intact, but inside, his blood must be running cold.

Players at our level can all feel it—whether the game is moving in a favorable or unfavorable direction.

The excitement stirring in my heart clearly tells me we have the advantage.

To simplify the position further, I offered a Rook exchange. A Rook battery is as strong as a Bishop pair.

Battery here doesn't mean an electrical battery but refers to an "artillery battery." When two Rooks are placed on the same file or rank protecting each other, it's called a Rook battery.

This Rook battery is generally considered stronger than a Queen.

In a battle between two Rooks and a Queen, the deciding factor is "can you make the Rook battery threatening?"

We have one Rook to defend, but exchanging as quickly as possible seemed best.

The Champion avoided the exchange at the cost of damaging his position. I could definitely feel things getting more favorable for us.

"We have control of the situation. We're behind in material score, but we have the advantage."

I read the moves while maintaining my composure. I've had experiences where I got excited about winning and ended up ruining the game. I don't want to repeat that.

I took a deep breath to calm myself. Honestly, it was hard to contain my excitement.

This would be my first time beating the Champion in this life. It might not be conventional chess, but a win is a win. With the first victory approaching, my heart was pounding so loudly I could hear it in my ears.

The Champion's counterattack after much deliberation was insignificant. Ra-hee was sharp, and the Prospect was solid. Every time it came back to my turn, the situation improved.

The Champion, who had been avoiding the Rook exchange, finally accepted it.

Now the opponent only has a Rook and Pawns. But we have two brilliant Bishops.

"The opponent still has two more Pawns on the kingside, but that doesn't matter much. If we had a Knight pair, it might be different, but we have a Bishop pair! Bishops are strong in open spaces."

He's defending well with his King and Rook, but that won't last. Once I start attacking with my King and Bishop, he'll start losing Pawns.

The opponent kept pushing Pawns to leverage his Pawn advantage. The Champion's moves were still sharp and powerful.

The game progressed with the Champion thinking and the Prospect using up time, perhaps a strategy to put time pressure only on the Prospect.

"Wow... did he awaken at the end? How did the quality of his moves suddenly improve so much after just a brief thought?"

A cornered rat will bite a cat. I moved as carefully as possible.

Really, really, it looks like we're going to win. Victory sparkles right before my eyes.
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The tips of my fingers trembled. I needed to stay calm, but maintaining composure was difficult. It felt like drawing a royal straight flush in a card game where I'd bet my entire fortune.

I knew well that one blunder could send the game spiraling into a labyrinth. To cool my racing heart, I gritted my teeth and pinched my thigh.

Though my heart was hot, my mind remained cold. Within that cold rationality, I analyzed each move one by one.

The line had already been stretched to its limit. As sharp moves intertwined, time ticked steadily downward.

Heat filled my body. I roughly threw my outer garment to the floor. There was no time to hang it on a chair. Now was the time to use every ounce of my mental power.

The tautly stretched chess board seemed like it could snap at any moment. All four chess players had fortunately avoided mistakes so far.

It was more about luck and intuition than skill. Taking only 30 seconds to a minute per move while avoiding mistakes—it was hard to call that pure "skill."

The game had become no different from passing a bomb. A bomb certain to explode eventually. A bomb waiting for someone to press the button of a mistake.

The fortunate thing was that if the bomb didn't explode, we would win. If the game proceeded with only the best moves, we would clearly be victorious.

Thump-thump-thump-thump.

Clutching my pounding chest, I made another move. My calculations weren't complete, but there was no other move I could make.

How could I resist playing a move that shone so brilliantly before me?

Had I not seen it, perhaps I could have ignored it, but once spotted, there was no other choice. It was such a magnificent move that I couldn't even imagine playing anything else.

At first glance it looked like a sacrifice, but if captured, we would definitely win. Yet it wasn't a move easily avoided either.

In a situation too complex to calculate, the only move I found deserved more than three exclamation marks for its brilliance.

The Champion's hand froze. His poker face gradually began to crumble.

His once empty eyes, always confident of victory, began to fill with anger and a sense of defeat.

The Champion tried to respond with the best defense, but the game had already tilted significantly. Ra-hee, my reliable partner, understood my move.

The opposing Prospect lunged forward as if awakening at the last moment, but couldn't keep up with the endgame battle between Grandmasters.

The bomb exploded in his hands. A terrible bomb called a blunder.

The Champion's wrinkled hands trembled. Resistance was now meaningless. If he didn't want to fight against two Queens and a Rook, surrendering would be his best option.

Yet he refused to give up until the very end.

This wasn't fighting spirit but stubbornness. The game was already over when the blunder occurred. Even if we had made a blunder and they had played the best moves, the game would have ended in a draw.

Against the stubborn Champion, we put on a performance by promoting three Pawns. We cornered his King with three Queens for checkmate.

"Good game."

Victory. A sweet word needing no other modifier.

I won.

The Champion, looking ten years older, shook my hand with trembling arms. Gripping my hand with strength that belied his age, he looked at me and said:

"Congratulations."

He tried to act naturally, hiding his anger behind a faint smile. I used to be fooled by that expression. I was once amazed by how detached he seemed in defeat.

It was quite shocking to see someone so competitive smile and shake hands silently after losing.

*But now I can see it. The anger hidden behind that smile.*

He was covering a boiling volcano of magma with a smile. The old me couldn't see it, caught up in the joy of victory, but now I could.

Victory was certainly joyful and fantastic, but... I'd experienced something far more intense and thrilling.

I've never felt weak in the knees from happiness after winning at chess, but the first time I did *that*, my legs nearly gave out. This happiness was nothing compared to that primal joy.

"Don't get cocky just because you won the first game. It wouldn't be the first time someone only won their first match."

The Champion's seemingly relaxed demeanor was completely fake. Having lost, he was frustrated but had nowhere to direct his frustration, so he was forcing psychological warfare.

I released his hand casually and replied:

"What are you talking about? This is my first time. Are you confusing me with someone else?"

Make up your mind—sometimes treating me like a different person, now treating me like the same person. Pick one.

Actually, I also switch between being the same person and a different person depending on what benefits me, but since this was psychological warfare, that didn't matter.

"Anyway, you mean winning the first game isn't the end, right? Thanks for the advice. It's not much of a repayment, but..."

I draped my discarded coat over my shoulders, checked the camera position, and subtly pulled at the shoulder part of my clothing.

"Within two years, I'll send you a wedding invitation. That's hard-to-get information... a fair repayment, right?"

Si-woo's marks remained on my shoulder. Unlike me, Si-woo had more self-control and only left them in places covered by clothing.

I, on the other hand, just leave them where everyone can see.

The Champion noticed the red mark and frowned momentarily, then looked at me with an expression of shock.

If I stayed still, I'd surely be cornered by the old man. I quickly slipped away with Ra-hee and headed toward the interview area.

Looking back, I saw the Champion staring in my direction with a vacant expression.

*Psychological warfare victory. If you lose, just accept it and move on. Why are you being so stubborn? You'll kill yourself at this rate.*

Did he think I was still that naive kid from back then? Unfortunately for him, I'm the same but different person now.

I marched victoriously alongside Ra-hee.

...
..
.

As soon as I arrived at the interview area, I immediately regretted it. I had forgotten something—the tournament ends in a single day.

What that means is that after this interview and a short break, I have to play chess again.

*Aaaagh! I confused it with standard games!*

In standard chess, which takes at least 2 hours and sometimes over 5 hours per game, you only play one game per day. You can say whatever you want after winning because you won't see your opponent until tomorrow.

But this tournament uses rapid and blitz formats. After a short interview and about a 3-hour break, I'll face the Champion again.

*I shouldn't have mentioned the wedding invitation! I should have just pretended everything was fine! I went too far trying to win the psychological battle!*

I may have developed, but I was still me. Acting first and regretting later—that hadn't changed at all.

Still, couldn't this be reframed as "having initiative"? Since it's not a flaw, I have no intention of fixing it. Si-woo likes this aspect of me anyway, so there's no need to change.

"Unnie, I'm going to rely completely on you for this interview."

"You want me to handle it? Why? You're not bad at speaking. Just do it casually. No one's going to criticize you even if you mess up."

"We won today thanks to me, so you should handle the interview."

"...I want to deny that, but it's true. That last move was really amazing. It gave me goosebumps."

"Hehehe! But if they ask about that move, I'll answer."

"That's only natural."

The interview wasn't anything grand. Since this wasn't a tournament organized by the chess association, a representative from the company hosting the event conducted the interview.

It wasn't the format where journalists are spread out and raise their hands to be called on; rather, it was a casual conversation with a single reporter.

Ra-hee smoothly handled the simple congratulations and words of encouragement. For questions about opening strategies and playing styles, I just added brief comments.

It was true that the all-attack strategy was her idea, and she had directed the game by making moves on odd turns, so I just played a supporting role.

And finally, a question came about that excellent move I had made.

The move that turned a favorable game into a certain victory. The Only Move that secured our win.

I had been waiting for this question.

"Have you ever experienced something like this, reporter? When playing chess, discovering a move so perfect that it gives you goosebumps... a truly perfect move where you gain an advantage no matter what your opponent does."

"Hmm... I think I have. It was a move where I sacrificed my Queen to create a checkmate. So you had that experience?"

"Yes. I couldn't see any other move. Once I saw it, I couldn't even imagine making a different move—it was that perfect. As time was running out, that move pierced through my brain. It felt like I didn't choose the move, but rather the move chose me."

"Not making the move, but being chosen by it! That's an interesting expression. So, do you think you'll be chosen by a move in the next game as well?"

"Of course. This match is already as good as 2-0 in our favor. On a board set up for my victory, how could the moves not choose me?"

I displayed confidence. The Champion was probably watching this interview from the waiting room.

Saying we would win 2-0 was a provocation directed at him. It meant I wasn't aiming for a draw in the next game, but would strive for victory.

It was a declaration of war.
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The Champion was a bit annoyed by my teasing during the interview, but I made my point clear—I'm determined to win the second game too. Despite our first victory, we couldn't afford to relax.

The Champion isn't a fool. The second game wouldn't unfold like the first one. He might have prepared a strategy during the break to pressure us, so we immediately started discussing our approach in the waiting room.

"Let's play like it's still 0-0. Our first win doesn't mean nothing... but that victory experience won't positively affect us either."

"I know. Before giving me advice, why don't you calm down first?"

"Me?"

"You seem too excited. If you're trying to demonstrate the negative effects of a victory experience, you're succeeding."

"Ugh, I'll try to calm down."

"Good. Rather than recalling the victory, think about memories with your boyfriend. A dark street, a couple holding hands, pushing against a wall before saying goodbye, bam!"

Ra-hee grinned at me.

"I don't have that kind of experience! What do you mean pushing against a wall? Si-woo doesn't do that."

"When did I say he pushed you? You probably did it. You sneaky fox. They say the quiet cat climbs onto the kitchen counter first, but this cat isn't quiet yet climbs up there quite well."

"Fox? How have I acted like a fox? I don't really have a fox image, do I? If anything, you seem more fox-like."

I'm a romantic. When someone mentions a fox, I think of a gumiho who toys with men's hearts.

If anything, her small pupils and relaxed demeanor make her more fox-like.

"...Have you ever seen a fox without a man?"

"Oh."

I immediately retracted my fox comparison. Far from toying with men's hearts, she didn't even have a man.

"Still, talking about him helps. You're not nervous at all now, and you don't look drunk on victory. Good, perfect."

"Really?"

"Yes. Let's maintain that calm mindset."

We refocused on chess strategy. Black follows white's lead. We needed to prepare for many possibilities based on white's first move.

*The Champion typically has a wide opening repertoire... we can't just prepare for Queen's Pawn Opening.*

It wouldn't be King's Pawn Opening. If he tried that and faced our Sicilian, it would be much more advantageous for us.

The most likely choice was Queen's Pawn Opening. English Opening could suddenly appear. And while preparing for those two, Réti Opening might unexpectedly emerge.

While preparing for those three, the Champion would probably bring out the Nimzowitsch-Larsen Attack. He was always one step ahead of me in openings.

"For this opening, I'll rely completely on you, Unnie. Please choose it yourself."

"Just me?"

"Yes. That's how we'll win."

Even I recognize my personality isn't that complex. I have clear likes and dislikes and express emotions quite openly. I'd definitely lose all my money in one night playing poker.

Somehow, the Champion always read my thoughts and prepared openings to counter me.

If I took the lead in preparing the opening, we'd get countered again. In team chess, the prepared opening is crucial.

*Ra-hee is our wild card. Unlike their team with just the Champion thinking, we're two people. I'll entrust the opening to Ra-hee. That's the key.*

Ra-hee is also a skilled chess player. I can trust her with opening preparation.

"You must have a reason for saying that. I'll trust you."

"Thank you."

Ra-hee took out a pen and paper and started writing down openings. She focused most on King's Pawn Opening, with Queen's Pawn Opening second.

The Champion would clearly be wary of our Sicilian, so I didn't understand why she was focusing so much on preparing for King's Pawn Opening.

*But wait... since he always catches me off guard, he might reverse-psychology us and use King's Pawn Opening!*

But if we prepare for King's Pawn thinking he'll reverse-psychology us, he might use Queen's Pawn instead. I really don't know. I should just stop thinking and leave everything to her.

Ra-hee finished planning all the openings and prepared for sidelines too. The line she prepared most thoroughly was the Sicilian Rossolimo.

The Sicilian Rossolimo is an Anti-Sicilian variation chosen by white. When black develops the queenside knight on the second move, white brings out the bishop to attack the knight.

It's an Anti-Sicilian designed to disrupt black's prepared Sicilian ideas.

*And... it's an opening I would never have thought of.*

If it's an opening I wouldn't think of, it's one the Champion might choose.

I firmly committed Ra-hee's prepared openings to memory, focusing most on the Sicilian Rossolimo.

After the break, round 2 began. The Champion seemed as uncomfortable with the second round as I was.

His face was rigid and intimidating as usual, but now I could see the emotions hidden beneath his mask.

Right now, he looked tired, probably feeling awkward about the second round.

*He looks exhausted... Well, at his age, it must be tiring. I should send him home quickly. If we go to tiebreakers, he might collapse.*

If I show mercy and lose on purpose, we'd have to play two more rounds—15-minute rapid games with 10-second increments, alternating colors.

With breaks in between and games lasting nearly 30 minutes each, it would be an exhausting schedule.

The best mercy I could show him was to "mercilessly crush" him and send him home early. I smiled like a villain as I headed to my seat.

*"Mercilessly crush"—that sounded childish but cool.*

The Champion stared at me with his deep eyes. Then, in a low voice with his authentic British accent, he said:

"Skin conditions need ointment to heal quickly. It's common in cold winters. When you soak in hot water and suddenly meet cold air, you develop a condition."

My provocation had been quite successful. Skin condition? What nonsense.

"Why would I suddenly meet cold air after soaking in hot water? My home's heating works fine."

"You probably flung open the refrigerator door. I don't need to see it to know your fridge is packed with ice cream."

"Why would I open the refrigerator myself? When there's someone who can open it for me..."

I smiled broadly thinking of Si-woo. No need to act—just thinking of his face naturally made me smile.

"H-he's not always by your side, stop showing off."

"Why would I show off about something like that? Besides, I'd just ask for ice cream from the bathtub. No need to get out."

The Champion could no longer beat me verbally.

"But we've only done ordinary things so far. We're not even dating yet."

"That's right."

"But friends can kiss each other, right? Leaving kiss marks on shoulders... that's perfectly possible."

Just as I finished speaking, the bell rang to start the round. The Champion looked like he had much to say, but couldn't speak once the bell rang.

He's someone who strictly follows rules. No talking after the bell.

The Champion glared at me intensely, but I didn't react. It didn't really bother me.

The first move came from the Champion's Prospect friend, who had shown an impressive awakening at the end of the previous game.

He... moved the pawn in front of the king forward two squares.

*Ra-hee's prediction was right!*

Ra-hee entered the Sicilian Defense without a moment's hesitation, and the Champion developed his kingside knight.

*Ra-hee wanted to play the Sicilian Sveshnikov. She said it has sharp lines where one mistake can cause big losses, which gives us an advantage.*

Unlike the Dragon or Najdorf variations, the Sicilian Sveshnikov develops the queenside knight on the second move.

The Rossolimo counters this queenside knight development. Instead of entering the common "Sicilian Open" against the Sicilian, it takes a sideline.

I developed my queenside knight and waited for their response. If Ra-hee was right, a bishop would appear next.

I stared intently at the board. Then, the bishop smoothly moved to target my knight.

*Ra-hee's prediction was right again!*

I clenched my fist and looked at the Champion. There was no point in hiding my expression—it would be obvious anyway. Better to show it proudly.

We were one step ahead in opening selection.

If this could have even a small psychological effect on the Champion, that would be enough.

Advantages that accumulate slowly and steadily will eventually snowball into victory. I calmly looked at the board and made my move.
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The Rossolimo Sicilian, 2... Nc6 line, is essentially considered the main line when facing the Old Sicilian. It actually has a higher win rate than entering the Open Sicilian.

*If you play the Sveshnikov, you almost always need to prepare for the Rossolimo as well.*

Just as players who use the Nimzo-Indian Defense also prepare the Queen's Gambit Declined, Sicilian Sveshnikov players must prepare for the Rossolimo.

In many cases, the Rossolimo becomes the main line while the Sveshnikov gets pushed to the side.

Twenty years ago, when I was active, people were starting to say that meeting Nc6 Sicilian variations with the Rossolimo was the standard approach. Now it's become completely accepted theory, to the point where Nc6 lines are essentially considered "Rossolimo Accepted."

*But I never thought to prepare for the Rossolimo... I just assumed the Champion would avoid the Sicilian altogether.*

I think I'm beginning to understand how the Champion counters my openings. I don't have a clear picture yet, but I'm getting a vague sense.

*He probably just came to Korea wanting to talk with me. He'll regret it. I'm going to take everything from this match.*

The experience of beating the Champion, the method of beating him, and ultimately, how I can become Champion myself.

He may have entered this chess tournament just to have a conversation with me, but I'm going to take everything.

I calmly made my move, then left for the break room.

Judging by the Champion's play, the center won't open for quite a while. Since he's not developing his queen's knight, he's likely planning the traditional c3-d4 center counter.

*There's no need to sit there until then. My turn won't come back for a while anyway.*

While the center remains closed, we'll just go through tedious redeployment. From the moment we developed our king's knight to h6, a sluggish game was practically guaranteed.

Rather than wasting energy focusing during a slow game and messing up the endgame, I'd rather rest comfortably and handle my turn when it comes.

I lay down on the break room sofa and tried to empty my mind. Though I attempted to clear my thoughts, various random ideas kept creeping in.

What should I eat for dinner tonight, will I become famous after beating the Champion, what should I do with the prize money, should I play a game of prize-splitting chess with my sister?

These thoughts had nothing to do with chess. It was quite different from my past, when I'd obsessively think about chess even while spacing out.

"Yaaawn..."

Lying comfortably on the sofa made me drowsy. I must have used a lot of energy during the first round, as I felt quite tired.

Instead of worrying about what to do after the tournament, I should rest quickly. On a day like today, I probably wouldn't fully appreciate expensive food anyway. For dinner, I'll just have some simple white rice with fried ham.

I jumped up from the sofa, drank a glass of water, and headed back to the tournament hall. It was already my turn.

As soon as I sat down, I made my move. Ra-hee had been an excellent guide. There was only one move to make, so I didn't need to think about it.

This time I didn't get up, but watched the moves. The Prospect's move, Ra-hee's move. And then the Champion's turn.

When it was the Champion's turn, I slightly raised my head to look at his face.

He looked tired, as if he'd aged ten years. Anyone would think he'd just finished an intense five-hour standard game.

*Is this really that difficult? Is it because it's rapid and he can't rest in between?*

Maybe his knees were bothering him from sitting and standing due to his age. I tilted my head, wondering why the Champion was struggling so much.

Looking at the moves the Champion had made so far, I realized the reason.

*He's been postponing opening the center with c3-d4. Now I understand why.*

Unlike me, who easily passed my turns with Ra-hee's help, the Champion had no one to help him. Rather, he was in a position where he needed to provide help.

And providing that help wasn't easy. The issue was the order.

After the Champion makes his move, I make mine. The next person to move is the Champion's teammate.

*Chess normally favors White, but with this order, White doesn't really have an advantage.*

Moving after a strong player is stressful. But the level of stress varies by person.

I move after the Champion, but I don't feel any pressure. Back when I competed regularly, I faced champions all the time, so moving after one doesn't intimidate me.

But it's different for the opposing team. The Champion inevitably feels pressure because of his teammate who has to move after me.

What if I set a trap that "a Grandmaster could see through but would definitely catch an amateur"? The opponent would immediately fall into it, and the game would heavily tilt in our favor.

Therefore, the Champion needs to find moves that both keep me in check and help his teammate.

*The Champion has seen me flip games with creative approaches many times. Just preventing me from creating such situations must be quite challenging.*

His method of restraining the board was precisely to delay the center counter.

I'm strong in situations where the center is open and pieces move freely. My ability to find attacking patterns and tactics in open positions is considered even better than the Champion's.

His current strategy was to delay the center counter until a situation arose where tactics couldn't be used, effectively binding my feet.

*If that's how he wants to play, I have my own methods.*

I looked toward where I thought Ra-hee would be positioned behind the wall. She would understand my intentions.

In a situation where both Black and White have completed kingside castling, whenever the opponent delays the center counter and slows down the game, I always make the same move.

*g5?!*

Advancing the g-pawn. A surprising move that makes the engine jump and award points to White. But regardless of the engine's evaluation, it's extremely difficult for a human to counter this move.

I don't think the Prospect who moves after me will be able to defend against this attack.

*It's a counterattack.*

A kingside all-in attack must be countered through the center. But the Champion, by delaying the center counter until the end, hasn't prepared to defend through the center.

This attack is precisely what will catch the Champion off guard. I pressed the chess clock with a confident expression.

The opponent, seemingly flustered by my kingside pawn advance, hurriedly pushed the c-pawn to prepare the center counter. But that move is a mistake. Trying to defend through the center at this point won't work.

*Not only is it a mistake, but it turns my ambiguous move into an excellent one!*

The Champion's face contorted slightly. To put it crudely, he looked like he'd bitten into something foul. That's how bad it was.

I can imagine Ra-hee's eyes shining with a smile. She's probably been waiting for this situation.

All-in attacking chess. Chess so chaotic that people might question if it's even chess anymore. The revival of romantic chess!

Ra-hee seemed to understand my move, calmly bringing her knight to the kingside first. She had been waiting for this.

Just because you're all-in on attack doesn't mean every move needs to be aggressive. You can only threaten with limited resources in the early game.

Eventually, the side with more pieces will have the advantage, so it's better to gather resources in advance when the opponent gives you time.

The Champion tried to quickly recover from his mistake. But it was only half as effective.

*You should have known you'd already lost when you failed to restrain me.*

I prepared a simple trap move. It was far from the best move, but not particularly bad either.

It was a low-risk, high-return move. If they fall for it, great; if not, no big deal. If I keep setting traps, eventually one will work.

The Prospect skillfully avoided the trap. When my turn came again, I prepared another trap.

It looks like you can capture a piece, but it's actually just an exchange of a bad bishop for three pawns. If this exchange happens, our attacking opportunities greatly increase.

*This one won't be easy to resist.*

How can you resist capturing a tempting bishop? You'd take it immediately, pretending you can't win, and regret it later.

I waited with the mindset of a fisherman who had cast bait. Since it's rapid chess and there's no time for long deliberation, the result would come soon.

The pieces on the board began to move stealthily. The direction was... exactly what I had hoped for.

*Caught a big one!*

I exchanged a difficult-to-manage bad bishop for three pawns. In terms of points, it's equal, and losing a major piece is disadvantageous, but it freed up our position while ruining theirs.

Considering the overall losses and gains, it was definitely advantageous for us.

And when the turn came around to me again, a wrinkled hand was floating above the board.

"...I resign."

The Champion chose to accept defeat quickly rather than dragging out the game.

"You could have held on a bit longer."

I accepted his resignation with a relaxed smile. Our 2.0 victory was confirmed.

"Next time, let's meet just the two of us."

"Sure. Though the result will probably be similar to today's."

"...We'll see."

People who say "we'll see" are rarely intimidating. I didn't bother to mock him. The generosity of a winner extends even to the loser.

Having secured an easy victory, I closed my eyes and savored the moment.

A 2-0 victory. We really won both games.

It's moving. I'm happy.
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Chapter 195

A self-fulfilling prophecy looks more impressive than a real prophecy when that prophecy seems difficult to achieve.

It may not be as mysterious as a real prophecy, but it's far more impressive. How cool would it be if an MMA fighter declared "I'll end this in a first-round KO" before a match and then actually did it?

My case was similar. I prophesied that I would achieve a perfect 2.0 victory against the Champion, and I made that prophecy come true myself.

*Even if it seems like sky-high arrogance, with enough skill, it's simply confidence.*

Skill and results justify everything. If yesterday's me had said "I can beat the Champion," it would have been taken as arrogance, but if today's me says it, people will consider the possibility.

Today's result wasn't just a draw—it was my victory.

*It might have been a half-event chess match, but who cares? I won. Half or not, winning is waaay better than losing.*

It was because of me—no, because of my team with Unnie that we could win like this. No one else could have done as well as we did.

Even if someone tries to belittle our victory, it doesn't matter. The moves I played will remain in the notation.

The fantastic brilliant moves I showed in both games will stay in people's minds and shape my image.

*Most people don't remember entire games from beginning to end. At most, they only remember the tactics that decided the match.*

Twenty years ago, what made me popular in my past life? It was precisely because of those tactics. When things got tough, I aggressively pushed the pawn in front of my King and used tactics to win. That image made me a star.

If people see fragments of that image in the rising star Bu Yeo-Yeon, I can become a star again.

*I'm going to be a su-per-star. Being Chess Champion is just a descriptor for my red carpet. My ultimate goal isn't just being Champion.*

I want to become someone impressive enough to receive Si-woo's obsession. I want to hear that obsession-laced question from Si-woo's lips: "Do you like chess, or do you like me?"

While I think he should respect my work, I also want to tug at the heart of Si-woo, who wants me to just stay quietly by his side.

That was my true goal.

*If I become a chess superstar, the association won't be able to ignore me. As long as I have some qualifications, they'll use a wild card to put me in the Candidates Tournament.*

I'm not sure whether becoming a superstar or becoming Champion should come first. I only have a feeling about the distant future.

Either way, getting to the Candidates Tournament is a mandatory step.

Winning the Candidates Tournament with a perfect score is... honestly difficult, but scoring 10 points or more out of 14 would be enough. That would create plenty of impact.

Then, after advancing to the Championship, I'll win the first two rounds. Create a 2-point lead in just two games, and if the Champion gets angry and makes mistakes, I'll capitalize on that for a 3-game winning streak.

After that, I'll allow a couple of draws, win another game, and suddenly it's 5-1. The rest can be finished with a mix of draws and wins.

*Perfect plan. No, let's call it a prophecy. It's practically a predetermined future.*

Just imagining it makes me happy. After that, I'll defend the Champion title about five times and then retire gracefully.

Early thirties is a perfectly reasonable age to retire. By then, I'll have earned enough money and can spend the rest of my life just using what I've saved.

By that time, being a superstar and former Champion, I won't be left alone—money will roll in even without working for it.

I left a brief comment at the tournament venue and departed. It had been warm during the day, but the night turned cold.

"It's chilly."

"Yeah, it's cold."

"Why are you cold, Unnie? You're an adult now. Aren't adults supposed to pretend they're not cold even when they are?"

My senior, who had been a high school senior, had become an adult with the new year. Of course, becoming an adult doesn't bring any dramatic changes.

"Now you can drink alcohol and stuff, pfft."

"Yeah... I'm already at the age where I can drink. Time flies, doesn't it?"

"Someone might think you're really a middle-aged woman. Why are you suddenly getting all sentimental?"

"It's not sentimentality. After winning a tournament, you're supposed to bask in the afterglow. Gaze at the venue with melancholic eyes, stare blankly at the sky, and clench your fist."

"That sounds cool."

I stretched my palm toward the moon and closed one eye. With one eye closed, the sense of depth disappeared, making it look like the moon was resting on my hand.

*Let's imagine that moon is a chess board.*

I clenched my fist, swallowing the moon with my hand. Since the moon was a chess board, I just swallowed a chess board with my hand.

"Ah... I have obtained 'the world.'"

"When I said bask in the afterglow, I didn't mean act pretentious."

"Hey, if you're an adult now, you should use adult words. What's 'pretentious,' what's 'pretentious'?"

Ra-hee shook her head. We arrived at the station and parted ways. We were both too tired to have an after-party.

After sending Unnie off, I sat on a small bench nearby while waiting for Si-woo. It was colder than I expected.

As I sat there staring blankly at the sky, an expensive car approached me. I quickly got up and slipped into the station.

I ran in, tapped my card, and crossed the gate. The Champion probably had a card too, but would it work as a transit card in Korea?

As expected, the Champion couldn't cross the gate and watched me from a distance. I gave a smug smile and stuck out my tongue.

"Oh, my...!"

Since I won, I wanted to take this feeling all the way home and fall asleep happily—no need to chat with the loser and invite bad luck.

My phone kept buzzing, so I turned off the vibration completely. The Champion, knowing he might get blocked if he kept calling, wasn't making calls.

Curious about what he was sending so eagerly, I glanced at my phone.

[Champion: Let's talk]
[Champion: It's a conversation that will benefit you too]
[Champion: Didn't you say this shouldn't end like this?]
[Champion: Don't run away]
[Champion: Are you afraid of me?]
[Champion: No need to worry]
[Champion: I'm not someone who gets upset about losing]
[Champion: Unlike someone who whines all day after losing]

Sending messages broken up by sentence. No wonder my phone was buzzing so much. I checked the content briefly and put it away.

He must be quite upset about losing. I didn't expect such low-level provocation. Now that he's tried to provoke me, I can't go—my competitive spirit won't allow it.

If I went after hearing that, I'd be the loser. I'm feeling good about winning, so there's no need to lose unnecessarily.

I waited for Si-woo in front of where the subway would arrive. Si-woo said he was two stations away. I wondered what I should say to brag when we meet.

While sitting absentmindedly waiting, I heard the subway approaching. Si-woo must be on it.

I closed my eyes and started counting from one to ten. Si-woo would probably spot me first.

*One, two, three, four, five, six...*

At six, I sensed someone in front of me. Seven, eight, nine. That person remained in front of me as the count continued.

And finally, at ten, just as I gently opened my eyes, my body suddenly lifted up.

"Whoa?!"

"Oh, Yeon-a. You're awake?"

"I wasn't asleep, I was just..."

Si-woo had apparently tried to carry me on his back. I had just closed my eyes for a moment, and now I was on Si-woo's back.

"You weren't sleeping? I thought you'd fallen asleep from exhaustion."

"I was just... counting to ten with my eyes closed, thinking you'd be in front of me by then."

"Ah... I see. Next time, should I just stand in front of you and watch?"

"No. Don't do that because you might confuse it with me actually sleeping. If I'm like this again next time, I'm probably really sleeping."

"Okay. Do you want to get down, or should we go like this?"

"Let's go like this."

I was comfortably carried on Si-woo's back all the way home. At home, as previously promised, we ate white rice with fried ham. Of course, Si-woo did the cooking. He would do the dishes too. I just eat.

I cut the ham thickly, placed it on top of the rice, and took a big bite. It was a bite that would fill my hungry stomach. After finishing a bowl of rice cleanly, I started analyzing today's game.

*If I don't want to end today with just a victory, I should analyze thoroughly. I did really well today. If I keep this up, I think I'll be fine.*

I spent a long time analyzing the brilliant moves I made today, examining why they were good and how good they were.

Despite the grand name "analysis," it was really no different from watching a replay of a game and grinning at how well I played.

After analyzing for a while and digesting my food, I washed up and went to bed. I was getting sleepy, probably because I was tired.

*Sigh, this is life. Working during the day, coming home to a meal prepared by my spouse, and falling asleep comfortably.*

Thinking about it this way, I'm not too happy with the ham. Next time, I should ask for meat dishes.

After all, I'll win next time too, and I'll win the next tournament as well.
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Winter break was much longer than summer break, but looking back, it didn't feel all that different. It was definitely long... but in retrospect, it seemed short.

That strange feeling of having done a lot, yet feeling like I accomplished nothing.

I'd been consistently participating in tournaments, and my rating was slowly approaching Candidate Master level. My name occasionally appeared in community discussions, but something still felt empty.

Sure, I'd raised my rating significantly, but what did that really mean? Eventually, it would just converge to match my actual skill level.

I'd gained some fame, but what did that matter? Only hardcore enthusiasts knew my name anyway.

If I had to summarize my current state in one word, it would be "post-nut clarity."

You could also say I felt numb to everything. People usually experience this in autumn, but here I was feeling this way as winter ended and spring approached.

*Being with Si-woo makes me happy. Winning at chess feels good. But... something feels missing.*

Before defeating the Champion, I had a clear goal: to beat him just once. But after achieving that, I felt empty.

It wasn't even real chess—just that half-baked 2v2 match—yet I still felt this emptiness. It's hard to explain, but the feeling was definitely there.

"What should I do..."

"What's wrong?"

"I think I'm suffering from something like lethargy lately."

I poured out my concerns to Si-woo. I explained in detail so he wouldn't worry too much.

I told him how I enjoyed things while doing them but felt dazed afterward. It was like losing my sense of purpose.

The symptoms weren't severe, but they were annoying enough.

"Hmm, isn't it just because vacation is ending? You're probably just feeling sensitive about going back to school."

"You think so? Now that you mention it, maybe..."

"Don't people often feel this way when changing grades? You're subconsciously worried about not adapting to new classmates, and that worry manifests this way."

"Hmm."

Si-woo's explanation seemed plausible. I do tend to be sensitive about such things.

"But our class doesn't change. We stay with the same people for all three years."

"Your head knows that, but your heart doesn't... maybe that's it."

"Maybe? I'm not sure."

Could I be psychologically affected by the fear of being separated from Si-woo? Even though we'd be in the same class for all three years, perhaps my heart couldn't comprehend that...

*Thinking about it again, that doesn't seem right. I've never experienced changing classes with a new school year. Those memories belong to Yeon, not me.*

It must be the post-victory emptiness after beating the Champion. I took out my phone and texted him.

Si-woo could solve 99 percent of my psychological issues, but that remaining 1 percent sometimes required the Champion's help.

Especially for chess-related problems. Since this seemed connected to our chess match, I needed to talk with him.

[Me: Hello there]
[Me: I'm contacting you about a concern of mine]

He's probably in England now. I don't know the exact time difference, but it shouldn't be the middle of the night there. His secretary would likely respond to my message soon anyway.

[The Champion: What's the matter]
[Me: I seem to have fallen into lethargy]
[The Champion: I see you still haven't broken your habit of causing problems once every quarter]
[Me: ㅡㅡ I don't cause trouble that often]
[The Champion: Not by your standards, perhaps. You truly believed your opponents were bad at chess when you made those comments]

The "habit of causing problems once every quarter" the Champion mentioned referred to my periodic "sincere advice" to opponent players during interviews.

That advice sometimes went overboard, suggesting they should quit chess and focus on poker instead, which often caused issues.

When riding a winning streak, feeling good and at the peak of my abilities, I occasionally made comments about chess becoming "boring" while offering advice to opponents.

This typically happened every four months or so, hence his comment.

[Me: Today is different. Back then, I felt lethargic because 'I was too good at chess,' but now I'm just lethargic]
[The Champion: The rod is medicine. You haven't been beaten enough]
[Me: Maybe it's because I beat you too easily?]

His reply didn't come immediately. I couldn't tell if he had too much to say or nothing at all.

It seemed the Champion wouldn't be much help either.

Neither Si-woo nor the Champion could really help me. This was an unusual situation, and I felt confused.

*I guess sometimes it happens. Having to resolve things on my own.*

I could just let time heal it, but I wanted to address this mental issue and find relief.

Maybe I was just feeling this way because school started tomorrow. Still, I wanted to do something about it.

"Si-woo, I'm going for a walk."

"Oh, okay. Just a moment."

"By myself."

Si-woo was already grabbing his coat when I mentioned going for a walk. When I said I wanted to go alone, he looked at me with wide eyes.

"Alone? Why?"

"Sometimes I just want to walk and space out by myself."

"You have days like that too... interesting."

"B-but I might suddenly want company, so keep your phone close."

"Okay."

I put on my coat, socks, and shoes before heading outside. It had been a while since I went out alone while Si-woo and I were together.

Maybe it wasn't just a while—it might have been the first time. We always went everywhere together.

Even when apart, we were certain we'd meet again soon. This might be the first time I planned to take a walk entirely by myself while Si-woo was nearby.

"Haaah..."

Outside, the weather perfectly matched what you'd call spring weather. At the transition from winter to spring, the sunshine was warm but the air was cool.

Taking a deep breath, my lungs filled with fresh air. I inhaled until my lungs felt tight, then exhaled with a "puhaaa" sound.

"Hmmmmm, haaaaa..."

After taking deep breaths, I took out my phone to check the fine dust levels. Fine dust, ultrafine dust, and ozone levels were all rated "very good."

*The first breath felt nice. The fine dust must be low.*

I had momentarily worried about inhaling heavy metals, but thankfully that wasn't the case.

A gentle breeze blew by, brushing through my hair. The cool wind naturally brought a smile to my face.

I mindlessly walked forward, planning to circle the nearby park before returning home.

The park was filled with various people: a young child holding their mother's hand, an old man walking his dog, a middle-aged man with a potbelly struggling on the pull-up bars. And young men playing chess on a bench.

*This... I've seen this scene before.*

It wasn't exactly the same, but the atmosphere was similar. This scene resembled what I saw the first time I went outside.

A peaceful scenery that could be called everyday life, topped with young men playing chess.

I vaguely realized why I had been feeling dazed. Today marked approximately one year since I began living as Buyeo Yeon.

It was a bit ambiguous to call it exactly one year. In the beginning, I felt awkward and spent days doing nothing.

After being cooped up in my room for a while, just nibbling on refrigerator food, I first went out on the day of the entrance ceremony after checking the date. I don't know the exact day that marked one year.

*Strictly speaking, it's probably been a year, but let's just call it a year. It's a matter of feelings anyway.*

As I quietly approached the young men playing chess, I reflected on what I had accomplished over the past year.

The various tournaments I'd won, drawing against the Champion in the simul, winning the 2v2 chess match, defeating Mr. Won-gwang, beating Senior Ra-hee, and various memories with Si-woo.

I'd done so much in a year. Compared to my previous life that could be summarized in one line as "chess," there had been incomparably more experiences.

As I absentmindedly recalled what I'd done and savored the memories, my dazed feeling gradually disappeared.

*Post-nut clarity... that's roughly what it was. The thought lingering in my mind was, "What have I been doing with my life for the past year?"*

When I recalled what I'd done over the year, it turned out to be quite a lot. I thought I'd been living carelessly, but I'd actually lived quite diligently.

Remembering each event made me feel better. After all, I'd taken down the strongest figure in the chess world in just one year—how could I not feel good about that?

I quietly approached the young men playing chess to observe the situation. They were in the middlegame.

*Back then it was an endgame. A rook ending, I think?*

It was White's turn, and White had a powerful sacrifice tactic available. No one could just pass up such an opportunity.

"Take the knight with your rook."

I immediately started giving advice.

"If they recapture with the pawn, you can play Queen to h4. The attack starting with Queen h4 is extremely strong right now. Once the pawns start advancing, they won't be able to defend. If they don't capture, you're just up material."

After giving my advice, I watched for Black's reaction. It was advice that would lead White to victory.

"...Wait, are you Buyeo Yeon?"

"Huh?"

"It is you! Oh, I think it really is!"

"Y-yes, that's me..."

"I saw that! You winning the 2v2 tournament! Man, I almost gave you a standing ovation when I saw that."

"Y-yes... thank you."

"Could I get your autograph?"

Somehow, I found myself signing an autograph. All I did was offer some chess advice.

I signed with a twitching smile. A year ago, no one would have recognized me, but I guess I had gotten pretty good.

After signing, I added today's date.

"Think of this as Apple stock and make sure to keep it. Don't give it to anyone else."

Over the next two years, the value of that signature would skyrocket.

As I recalled what I'd accomplished over the past year, I imagined what I would achieve in the next two years. Maybe there was never any "post-nut clarity" to begin with.

I still had many things left to do.
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Chapter 197

It's the kind of wake-up time that makes me constantly think about dropping out of school.

I'm still attending school to gain various experiences, but I keep questioning if that's really the right choice.

In reality, I'm an ultra-genius who could easily tear apart someone like The Champion, and I wonder if school is just acting as my limiter.

Since I've already met Si-woo, perhaps school has served its purpose, and I should quickly drop out to focus on chess.

*I don't want to go to school.*

Skipping the first day should be fine. The first day is always orientation—that's the standard. It's an unspoken rule that you don't need to attend orientation.

Only students who genuinely plan to work hard next year pay attention during orientation; everyone else just half-listens.

*The school will function perfectly fine without me.*

The clock clearly showed 8:28. If I got up now, put on my uniform, and ran at the speed of sound, I wouldn't be late.

Conversely, anyone who couldn't run at the speed of sound would definitely be late. Even putting on clothes as quickly as possible would take at least two minutes.

*Since I'm already going to be late, I might as well be properly late. It's inconsiderate to walk in during class, right? I'll just slip in during lunch, greet my homeroom teacher, and be done with it.*

I put down my phone, set an alarm for 11:00, and texted Si-woo. He'd definitely worry if I didn't show up.

I boldly declared that I was feeling tired today, so I'd sleep in and go to school afterward. I switched my phone to silent mode so calls wouldn't wake me up, then snuggled under my blanket.

*I was late on the first day last year too. This is the right way to start.*

The blanket was cozy and the pillow was soft. I drifted off to sleep.

...
..
.

I really did sleep soundly until 11:00. That's me—a student who can boldly declare her lateness.

After washing up thoroughly, I put on my uniform and stood in front of the mirror. Students truly look their best in uniforms.

Even without any modifications, just the standard uniform looked pretty and neat. Suddenly wanting a style change, I took out two hair ties and tied my hair.

*Twin tails... something I've never seen in real life but appears surprisingly often in the 2D world.*

After tying my hair and looking at myself in the mirror, I immediately understood why they don't exist in reality. This is something only 2D characters should do.

They should probably make a law prohibiting twin tails for anyone over five years old. This is seriously cringe-worthy.

I undid my hair and tied it back into a ponytail. This definitely looked pretty. The glimpse of my white neckline visible through my hair had a fatal charm.

*If Si-woo saw this, would he be unable to resist kissing me?*

I struck a few poses in front of the mirror. Lunch wouldn't be served until after 12:00 anyway. That's why I set my alarm for 11:00.

Standing in front of the mirror, I took photos in various poses. I did something similar on my first day in this body.

Back then, my face looked like someone else's, which was really fascinating, but now it feels like my real face.

After taking several photos, I browsed through them one by one. My impression had definitely softened. In the past, my face and expressions seemed intense, but now they look gentle.

Overall, my chess belly had grown larger, making me look rounder, and I wasn't tensing my eyes, which made me look gentler.

It suddenly struck me how much I'd changed over the past year.

After sending all the photos to Si-woo, I put on my shoes and went outside. It was 11:48. Even at a leisurely pace, I'd arrive on time.

*Perfect timing for a game of blitz chess.*

I looked around, ready to offer unsolicited advice and challenge anyone playing chess on a bench to a blitz game.

Chess players who were usually everywhere were nowhere to be seen today. Was this a sign telling me to stop fooling around and get to school?

Playing a quick game of blitz or bullet chess when you have some time to kill is really fun. Feeling disappointed, I headed toward school.

I walked in confidently like someone who had gotten a pass to go out and come back, and the security guard didn't say anything. Actually, he only stops people from leaving; he hardly pays attention to those coming in.

The timing was a bit awkward. Maybe I should have played that game of blitz after all. If I went straight to the cafeteria, I'd definitely get kicked out.

*Should I go to the classroom first? I came now because I didn't want to awkwardly walk in during class... but this is awkward too.*

I naturally headed toward the classroom I'd used all year. I didn't feel anything was off until I opened the door and walked in.

The moment of discomfort came when I realized all the students in the class were unfamiliar.

Since I was now a second-year, I should have gone to a different classroom than the one I'd used all year. I had momentarily forgotten that fact.

As I was turning around in embarrassment, trying to quickly close the door and leave, I heard a familiar voice.

"Oh, Yeon-a. You came early."

"Si-woo? Why are you here?"

"What do you mean why? Didn't you come after hearing what the teacher said?"

No, I didn't. I mistakenly came to the wrong class. But that was a bit embarrassing to admit. It seemed like something was happening here.

I naturally nodded, agreeing that was the case.

"Y-yes. I came after hearing what the teacher said. Where should we sit?"

"Sit next to me for now. Class is already over, so I'm not sure what we're supposed to do now that you're here..."

"We still have about 10 minutes, right? What were you doing?"

"Don't you know what we're doing? Didn't the teacher explain it to you?"

"I came in a hurry..."

Si-woo looked at me suspiciously. He probably suspected I had come to the wrong class by mistake.

I looked at the chess board in front of me with innocent eyes, as if I were completely blameless.

*If I piece together the clues, I should be able to figure out what's going on. Sherlock Holmes would have figured it out at a glance. I should be able to do that too. Probably.*

Chess boards scattered messily around. Clean with a factory smell—they must have just been unwrapped.

The first-year students also seemed to have just received their boards. Si-woo and I were second-years, and there was only one reason for second-years to be in a first-year classroom with chess boards.

*Are they learning chess from seniors? Si-woo is qualified to teach. He's the second-best chess player in our class after me.*

It was a plausible hypothesis. I immediately looked at Si-woo and said:

"Should I give them some chess tips that can be covered in five minutes? For the juniors."

"That should be enough. You really did come after hearing what the teacher said."

"Of course. I may be late, but I should at least apologize to our homeroom teacher."

Even though I was late and had planned to go straight to lunch without apologizing to the homeroom teacher... I just naturally lied.

This kind of lie is acceptable. A white lie to protect my reputation by hiding something trivial.

I stood at the podium and addressed the juniors:

"Does anyone here know who I am? Raise your hand if you do."

Students raised their hands en masse. I seemed to be more famous than I thought. Well, it makes sense—a senior who defeated The Champion and is called the future of Korean chess would be well-known.

I pointed to a female student right in front of me and asked:

"Do you know who I am?"

"Of course I do! You're Senior Buyeo Yeon. Along with Senior Jin Ra-hee, you defeated The Champion and brought our school to first place...!"

"Wow... you know quite a lot."

"Thanks to you seniors, applications to our school have tripled. Um, I actually have the skills to be in a higher class..."

I twitched my cheeks trying to hold back laughter. I didn't realize I had such influence. My shoulders felt like they could touch the ceiling.

"I've heard so much about you, senior! They say you're the future of Korean chess."

"You really do know a lot. Then, what do you think was the most impressive move I've made?"

"W-what...?"

"You can just say whatever comes to mind. You don't need to remember which move number it was, just tell me the one move that left the biggest impression."

The female student looked away in embarrassment. Perhaps she was flustered by the sudden question.

"Um, in the 2v2 Team Chess match... when you pushed the pawn in front of your king?"

"Ah, that one. It was impressive. But have you analyzed that move?"

"Well... it was an imprecise move. But it was sufficiently aggressive, and the opponent couldn't counter it."

"That doesn't sound like your own analysis..."

"I saw it in a video."

I nodded. I just realized what advice I wanted to give them.

Since the advent of chess engines, when you can analyze every move with the click of a button, surprisingly few people analyze games themselves.

They blindly follow what the engine evaluates as the best move, excellent move, or good move, only trying to improve accuracy. That's not entirely wrong, but it's not absolutely right either.

Humans have human chess. There are human elements that transcend engine match rates.

"I defeated The Champion in the 2v2 Team Chess match. You probably know the process since the notation was made public. Right?"

The students nodded slightly.

"But chess isn't just about that. Psychological warfare, energy management, concentration lapses—all of these are components of chess. What you've seen is just the 'result,' far from the process."

I tapped the podium with my fingertips to gather their attention. This advice was for the students, but also for myself.

"That move where I pushed the pawn in front of the king wouldn't have worked in a different situation. It worked because I made the move at the moment The Champion hated most, when his concentration was faltering."

"Chess isn't just a game played in the narrow world of 64 squares. The world is wider than that, and chess is more complex. Look at the broader world. That's all!"

It was somewhat ambiguous advice, but the students' eyes lit up as they applauded. It was a realization difficult to express in words, so I spoke vaguely.

Anyway, I spoke well, so it should be fine. I really wanted to tell them that chess isn't just about the narrow world of 64 squares.

I hoped they wouldn't end up trapped in a small world, unable to see anything else, like I used to be.

Ch.198 - School Superstar (1)
The Champion

When I drew against the Champion, people said, "The Champion must have gone easy on her."

While some chess experts recognized my skill, most beginners didn't appreciate my abilities.

But now, after decisively defeating the Champion, no one could say such things about me. Claiming the Champion let me win would be admitting you know nothing about chess.

That picky old man might allow a draw in certain situations, but he never deliberately loses. Whether it's an exhibition match or anything else, he always plays seriously, and even when he's being accommodating, a draw is the best you can hope for.

Sometimes people try to discredit me by saying, "Didn't you win because of Ra-hee?" But that's just another admission of chess ignorance.

Who made the winning moves in both games? Me. Weren't they brilliant moves discovered by Buyeo Yeon's shining intellect?

If you have even the slightest interest in chess, you would have seen videos explaining my moves. And if you watched them, you'd know how amazing I am.

Criticisms of me are meaningless, and occasional doubts are insignificant. Though my rating is still low, people already acknowledge me as Grandmaster-level.

I'm not yet a world-class superstar, but I'm certainly well-regarded in Korea.

And if we narrow the scope even further, I become more than a superstar.

Take school, for example. At En Passant Academy, I'm equal to or greater than the Champion himself.

Throughout the lunch line, I heard "Isn't that Buyeo Yeon?" more than ten times, and over five people came to greet me while I was eating.

A true superstar and the top idol of our school. That's me.

"Si-woo, you need to understand how amazing I am."

"I know. You're the most amazing person in the world."

"Even more amazing than that. I'm practically a metaphysical transcendent being beyond words."

"It sounds less amazing when you say it about yourself."

"...Anyway, I'm incredible."

Despite how amazing I am, Si-woo doesn't seem to appreciate it. He just smiles at me like usual, which diminishes my greatness somewhat.

Within the school, I'm equal to or greater than the Champion, so it doesn't make sense that he can have a normal conversation with me.

Shouldn't he be trembling, carefully considering each word? Shouldn't he shed tears of emotion when our eyes meet, and exclaim what an honor it is when our hands touch?

Even if that's an exaggeration, I expected him to treat me differently. It's a bit disappointing that he treats me the same as always.

When I showed a slightly disappointed expression, Si-woo immediately noticed and spoke up.

"Well, don't people usually appreciate someone who treats them the same regardless of their status? It means they see your essence, not your position."

"If you're going to act the same regardless of my status, what's the point of changing status? If you'll treat me the same whether I'm a superstar or living as an ordinary person, I might as well just be ordinary."

"Hmm... when you put it that way, I see your point."

"As I become more and more amazing, if the way people look at me changes, wouldn't that motivate me to work even harder?"

"Is that so...? Alright. I'll try to look at you with more admiration from now on."

Si-woo quickly understood. Someone who acts the same regardless of status change is somewhat strange.

As they say, the position makes the person. When your position changes, it's natural for you to change too—how could anyone remain the same?

I believe a true friend should adjust their attitude according to their friend's changing position. Take it or leave it.

I haven't really thought about this seriously; I'm just thinking whatever comes to mind because I'm upset that Si-woo doesn't look at me with admiring eyes.

Si-woo opens his eyes wide and stares at me.

"This... this might be a bit uncomfortable."

"Not like that either?"

"I don't think so."

"Can you control your expressions at will—admiring eyes, envious eyes, that sort of thing? Maybe I just don't have a talent for acting."

"No, that's not it. Focus and try to imagine. Picture me playing chess. Imagine I'm concentrating on a chess game right now. And you're watching me."

Even I have to admit I look charismatic when playing chess. The way Si-woo looks at me then is exactly the look I want.

That gaze mixing admiration, amazement, and coolness. That's what I wanted.

"That's too abstract... How about we just play a game of chess instead?"

"Chess? With whom?"

"Well..."

"Ra-hee graduated, so there's no one really worth playing with. And I'm not close with the people I competed with in the inter-school tournament."

If I played with our classmates, I wouldn't get that focused expression. I could beat them blindfolded while spinning in circles.

I needed someone with appropriate skill, who would take chess seriously enough to be tense, and whom I could ask to play right now.

Ra-hee would have been perfect, but she's graduated. After thinking briefly, I recalled one person who met all three conditions.

"I thought of someone. Si-woo, let's go."

"Go? Where? Lunch break is almost over."

"Just follow me."

I took Si-woo's hand and went down the stairs. When we reached the first floor, Si-woo pulled my hand in confusion.

"We're not leaving school, are we?"

"No."

After reaching the first floor, I headed for the Principal's Office. Someone who plays chess well, would be tense while playing, and whom I could ask to play—the principal met all these conditions.

"The Principal's Office?"

"The absolute authority of the school who can overcome lunch break..."

"You're going to play chess with the principal? Right now, suddenly?"

"Yes."

In this school, I'm equal to or greater than the Champion. Playing chess with me is an honor, and that applies to the principal too.

I knocked confidently and entered the Principal's Office. The principal and I were already acquainted from the inter-school tournament.

"Hello, sir."

"Oh? Student Buyeo Yeon, what brings you here?"

The principal pushed up his glasses that had slid down to the tip of his nose and looked at us. There didn't seem to be any negative reaction, which was already promising.

"Would you like to play a game of chess with me?"

"Chess, you say."

"Yes. I've played against almost all the skilled players in this school, but I don't think I've played with you yet."

Actually, except for my homeroom teacher, I hadn't played chess with any teachers, but I pretended I had. It's not like I would lose anyway.

"Chess... I used to love it. Ah, please have a seat. Coffee alright with you?"

"Yes. Thank you."

"Wait a moment, I need to make a call."

"Sure. Take your time."

The principal welcomed us without surprise despite our sudden visit, but he didn't seem inclined to play chess right away.

It's generally accepted that the principal's voice has a hypnotic quality that puts people to sleep. More surprisingly, while inducing sleepiness, he doesn't tolerate actual sleeping.

Making people sleepy with hypnosis while forbidding them to sleep, inflicting extreme suffering—that was the principal.

*My mind is already getting foggy. Should I have declined the coffee?*

Eavesdropping on his call, it seemed the principal was preparing a joint attack by calling in the vice principal as well.

The vice principal, "The One Who Failed to Become THE Principal," is famous for his ability to empathize with students' minds and stimulate fatigue, befitting his title.

When the principal is absent, he substitutes and reveals the surprising fact that "the vice principal is worse than the principal" before leaving.

"Um, Principal, you seem busy... we should probably go..."

Just as I gulped down the coffee the principal had served and was about to escape with Si-woo, the vice principal opened the door and appeared.

A razor-sharp entrance, blocking our escape route. Indeed, the abilities of one who failed to become principal are quite formidable.

"Hoho, if you're worried about class, don't be. I'll speak with your homeroom teacher. Come, sit down. We have a fan of Buyeo Yeon here."

The principal pointed to the vice principal. The vice principal looked at me with uncomfortable intensity.

This was my first time meeting the vice principal. He had the look of someone who would be extremely good at chess.

"Student Buyeo Yeon! Delighted to meet you. Wow, to think I'd meet the hope of Korean chess like this. It reminds me of that moment long ago when it seemed like Korea might produce a Champion."

"Is that so."

"Ah, you probably don't know about it. It was already 20 years ago. I saw that person from a distance, but even from afar, you could tell they were good at chess—their eyes were so alive and their aura—"

I felt dizzy. I had to endure the vice principal's "mental empathy" skill for 30 minutes straight. Si-woo's face was becoming hazy. It seemed he was also struggling to endure this.

Finally, the vice principal stopped after recounting all my past career and great moments.

"I'm sorry, I talked too much, didn't I? You said you wanted to play chess? Ah, what an honor. This is wonderful. Being a school vice principal, I get to experience all sorts of things. When I first came to this school—"

I sincerely wanted to flip the desk. Just when I thought it was over, a second attack began.

After enduring the second attack, we could finally play chess.

"Yeon, could I ask you for a simultaneous exhibition? It might be too much for two old men. You there, student, come over too. Three against one is possible, right?"

"Oh, that's easy."

"Good. That's the kind of confidence you need."

After the mental assault, we could finally play chess. Looking at the clock, two hours had passed.

*We spent two hours chatting and now we're starting chess?*

I felt quite dizzy. The mental attack had been powerful.

Ch.199 - School Superstar (2)
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Mental strength is important in all sports, but in chess, it's even more crucial.

Chess players competing tomorrow need to manage their mental health as carefully as a starting pitcher preparing for tomorrow's game.

This should be easy to accept without explanation. Chess is purely a mind sport, after all.

Visually impaired people can become Grandmasters, people missing fingers can become chess champions, and even centenarians can perform quite well in chess.

Physical ability isn't particularly important in chess; everything is determined solely by the mind.

...In that sense, the dizzying mental assault from the principal and vice principal duo was effectively subduing me.

"Oh my, heh heh... Kids these days certainly play chess well, don't they, Mr. Park?"

"That's exactly what I was thinking. Compared to when you were young, Mr. Kim, the difference is truly remarkable. Back then, we didn't even know the word 'chess.' It was 'Western janggi' to us, Western janggi!"

"Hahaha! Exactly! Oh, speaking of Western janggi, that reminds me of a story."

The principal stared blankly at the ceiling. The flashback was beginning. This was pattern number three of the principal's lectures—after the flashback ends, the confusing stories begin.

Normally, talking during chess is considered impolite, but the two teachers had asked permission to speak before starting the game, so conversation was allowed.

*I didn't want to allow it! But... when the principal looked at me with such earnest eyes asking if we could talk while playing chess, how could I refuse?*

As they called each other "Mr. Park" and "Mr. Kim" in friendly voices while sharing stories from the past, it was difficult to ask them to stop.

I hadn't known that the principal's surname was Park and the vice principal's was Kim, nor that they were extremely close. I should have noticed when they addressed each other so casually.

"Ah, how long ago was that? It must be over 20 years ago, before that person was even born. Hahaha..."

"Was it really that long ago? Ho ho ho."

"Yes indeed. Back then, tensions between North and South Korea were high, so it was difficult to freely play even janggi, let alone chess."

"Wait, are you saying chess was actually suppressed?"

"No, no, not that. I introduced chess as 'Western janggi,' but someone reported me because it was supposedly North Korean vocabulary! Hehehehe! But as it turned out, they actually do call it that in North Korea!"

"My goodness... you must have had a hard time."

"Fortunately, many people helped me... That's when I started devoting myself fully to chess."

The frightening thing about the principal's old stories is that even if you try not to listen, you can't help but hear them.

Surprisingly, many of his stories are interesting, so you find yourself paying attention. Even when you really don't want to listen, once you start, curiosity keeps you engaged.

I pressed my thumb against my forehead and made my move. It was Si-woo's turn. He was staring at the board with a half-vacant expression.

I felt guilty. If I had known it would be like this, I should have gone to the third-year teachers' office and asked any teacher there to play chess.

"Yeon, listen carefully. Chess is a board game, but it can be more than that—it can create networking opportunities. You know rugby in England, right? They say many nobles became friends through rugby.
Rugby is a physical sport, and chess is a mental sport. You should use your brain rather than your body to build connections, like I did. In times of crisis, it could become an opportunity."

"Yes... thank you for your valuable advice."

"You and Si-woo are close friends, right? Haha, you don't need to answer, I already know. If you're coming to the principal's office together, you must be close. That's how you build relationships through chess."

"Yes... I'll work hard."

"Do work hard. I'm always cheering for you."

"Yes... I'll do my best."

The principal played better chess than Si-woo but made many mistakes. It's hard not to make errors when you're talking non-stop instead of concentrating.

It was almost over. I could defeat the principal within 10 moves. The vice principal was the problem. I was winning, but it was difficult to deliver the final blow.

His moves were too defensive. Usually, players between intermediate and advanced levels can see their own tactics well but fail to see their opponent's.

The vice principal was exactly the opposite. He could see and block his opponent's tactics well, but he could hardly find tactics to use himself.

It was such a unique playing style that it seemed almost impossible. His chess was dizzyingly passive and defensive.

*Should I push the pawn in front of the king to break through? But it's not easy to overcome defensive chess with more aggressive chess.*

The best option was to continue as is. If I kept playing this way, I would win. Regardless of how defensive he was, the skill gap was too large.

But this approach had a drawback. I couldn't end the game quickly. There was a chance I could finish in the semi-endgame, but it would likely progress smoothly all the way to the endgame.

That meant staying in the principal's office longer. Enduring more of their chatter and suffering.

*This can't be helped. A shield must be broken with a spear. Just because it's not easy doesn't mean it can't be done.*

I gritted my teeth and pushed my f-pawn. Pushing the g-pawn is something I only do after deep calculation when I'm certain it will work. It's generally better not to touch it.

The f-pawn also opens the diagonal to the king, which isn't good, but it's the lesser evil.

"Wow, Yeon. Very bold. Kids these days really are different."

"Hey now, Mr. Kim. Kids these days don't like being called 'kids these days.'"

"But Mr. Park, you keep saying it too..."

"Well, that's true... Even knowing they don't like it, I can't help using it. Old people have always been like this. Hehehe!"

"Hehehehe, that's right. I heard the same thing when I was young."

I was determined to end this quickly. Even meaningless conversation was stressing me out. Every time I heard their voices, I experienced PTSD.

It reminded me of those two hours when I sat dazed, enduring their mental assault.

I gathered my focus and began a pawn storm—driving my pawns forward like a storm to threaten the opponent's king.

This is a scene often seen in "opposite-side castling" like the Yugoslav Attack in the Sicilian Dragon or the English Attack in the Sicilian Najdorf.

It's not common when castling on the same side, but this time it was necessary. I wanted to finish quickly and get some fresh air.

*In a pawn storm, you need to manage the trailing pawns and be careful not to let the pawn structure close. If the pawn structure closes, the attack is over.*

Pawns have the strange characteristic of attacking diagonally but moving forward, so they can't advance when facing an opponent's pawn.

If they're diagonally locked across the board, all pawns become useless. When that happens, the attack is finished.

Despite my spinning head, I calmly calculated my moves. With enough concentration, you can reach a state where external noise doesn't register.

It was difficult to concentrate that deeply right now, but I had to. Staying here any longer would be torture.

I needed to end the game quickly and leave, if only to rescue Si-woo.

"Oh, Mr. Kim. Have you heard this story?"

Another story was beginning. I don't know why old people have so much to talk about—the words just flow endlessly.

I clenched my fist, tapped my forehead, and calculated my moves. The most aggressive move. The move that would end the game fastest.

*The principal is almost finished. Si-woo looks like he'll surrender soon too. I just need to defeat the vice principal.*

The man who never became principal was tenaciously holding on, finding "empathy" through chess. I needed to defeat him by the shortest, quickest path.

The situation had become quite complex. In my attempt to break through his defensive position with an attack, I had added chaos to the board.

I couldn't see the perfect move to overcome this situation. The best option seemed to be taking a slow but certain path.

I shook my head. Just because something isn't visible doesn't mean it doesn't exist. The moon isn't visible during the day, but it's still there.

The perfect move must exist, even if I couldn't see it.

*The Champion would find it. In the most crucial moment, that person who was always one step ahead of me would find it.*

I could find it too. It didn't make sense that there was no perfect move in this complex situation. It must, it must exist.

I clenched my fist and pondered deeply. The flow of time became blurry, and I reached a state where I couldn't hear the two teachers talking.

And finally, one move caught my eye.

*This is it.*

The catharsis I felt as soon as I made the move. The ecstasy that comes only when you're certain a move is the best shook my head.

"Hmm?"

The vice principal tilted his head. It wasn't an easy move to understand. He played a normal move, and a few moves later, the true value of my move was revealed.

"Oh, huh... how did this..."

It was such a profound move that even their chitchat stopped as they focused on the chess.

"I think I've won at this point. Shall we stop here?"

"Ah... yes. Certainly, this is... amazing."

The two teachers stared blankly at the board.

"Yeon. Actually, we were trying to test your mental strength. We deliberately talked a lot to make you experience an extreme situation. But... this."

"...What?"

"I'm sorry. Please think of it as old men playing a prank. But anyway, this move is truly remarkable."

So that's why they were talking so much...

I sighed deeply and began explaining my move to the two teachers. Si-woo hadn't surrendered yet, but he naturally pretended to surrender and started cleaning up the board. He must have wanted to leave quickly.

I calmly began explaining the move I had made.

It was a moment I enjoyed—explaining my brilliant move and watching the awe fill people's eyes.

Si-woo also looked at me with admiration. In the end, it was a success.

*This is unexpectedly fun... Maybe I should go on a dojo-breaking spree. Going around the teachers' offices challenging all the chess teachers. And after each victory, reviewing the game to show Si-woo how cool I am.*

That sounds pretty good. Other teachers probably won't talk as much as the principal and vice principal.

After explaining my moves to the two teachers for quite some time, I was finally able to leave. Looking at the time, it was already almost 5 o'clock. Good grief.
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I used my mistake in the principal's office as a stepping stone to leap higher. Never give talkative people a chance to speak. I need to get straight to the point and begin playing chess immediately.

Chess is a gentleman's game, so talking during the match is naturally forbidden. No matter what happens, I must focus solely on chess.

Of course, there would be principal and vice-principal candidates in the third-year teachers' office too, and they could also launch mental attacks. If I let my guard down even slightly, I might be dragged back into that dizzy hell.

*I can't go through that again today. It was nice to show off at the end, but I was so mentally exhausted that the admiration was minimal.*

The day after defeating the principal and vice-principal duo, I headed straight to the third-year teachers' office. As soon as I entered, the teachers recognized me.

"What brings you here?"

"I'm on a dojo-breaking mission. Would any teachers like to play chess with me? I'm fine with a simultaneous exhibition too, so let's play chess together."

"Dojo-breaking? Hahaha. That sounds fun."

Everyone was friendly toward me. Understandably so. I have quite an attractive appearance, I'm a student who brings honor to the school, and I'm clearly someone who will become a legend someday.

No one would rudely turn away a chess school student who came to the teachers' office wanting to play chess.

Since all the teachers loved chess, they happily began preparing to play.

My opponents would be five in total. It seemed like a few more wanted to play, but they probably stepped back on their own, knowing it would be too chaotic to play with too many people simultaneously.

"Does anyone else want to play? This isn't an opportunity that comes often. Once I graduate and become a Korean representative, you won't be able to play even if you want to."

I spoke as if it didn't matter at all. With a little practice, I could face ten opponents simultaneously while blindfolded. With my eyes open, I could properly play against thirty people at once.

When I announced like a home shopping host, "If not now, you won't get another chance later!" a few more teachers took their seats.

One long desk was obviously not enough, so we used the adjacent desk as well.

"Won't this be a bit confusing...?"

"That's right. I'm not doubting Yeon's skills, but isn't this a bit chaotic? Can you really face so many people at once?"

There were still some hesitant people, so that was the reason. Indeed, it wouldn't be easy to keep walking around this cramped space to make moves.

*But there's always a solution.*

I looked at Si-woo and said casually:

"Si-woo, please take care of five boards on that side. Number them 1, 2, 3 in order from the side. Let me know whenever the teachers make a move."

"Oh, so that's how it works."

"Yes. This makes it much easier. If any more teachers want to join, please do. I can face everyone here simultaneously."

A few more teachers quietly took their seats. They were younger teachers who seemed to have been waiting to see if it was okay to join.

The remaining teachers didn't appear very interested in chess. It seemed like everyone who wanted to play had already sat down.

*Fourteen in total? That means I'd have to walk around nine boards... that's annoying. I'll have Si-woo take a few more.*

I asked Si-woo to take care of two more boards. Now I would walk around and play seven boards, while Si-woo would call out moves for the other seven.

"Let's begin. Si-woo, e4 for all odd-numbered boards."

On odd-numbered boards I played White, and on even-numbered boards the teachers played White. I started moving around the boards making my moves.

"Board 1, e5. Board 2, d4. Board 3, e6. Board 4—"

I reflected the current situation on seven boards while listening to Si-woo calling out the moves. There was no need to think hard about openings, so I called out my moves as soon as Si-woo reported theirs.

I stuck to my most confident opening repertoire. Queen's Gambit Declined against d4, Sicilian Defense against e4.

Tarrasch against the French Defense, Panov Attack against the Caro-Kann Defense, Open Sicilian against the Sicilian Defense. Classical against the Scandinavian, Austrian Attack against the Pirc.

These are all solid openings that I've researched deeply enough to respond to most sidelines.

One teacher did commit the audacious act of playing the London System after d4, but apart from that, they were all openings I could easily handle.

I began to dominate the teachers one by one as I made my moves. You don't need many moves to gauge someone's skill level.

There's a clear difference in how people approach openings. Good players understand openings; weak players memorize them.

Masters are those who understand the intention behind each opening and play accordingly. I prepared more elaborate attacks for such masters.

For those less skilled, I simply attacked with opening sideline traps. They weren't powerful enough to win material, but they created uncomfortable positions.

The middlegame was approaching. Before entering it, I looked at the seven boards Si-woo was handling.

I could play blindfolded, but there was no need to. Better to check in advance than make mistakes due to confusion.

"Good thing I looked. On the fifth board, I had the knight's position wrong."

"You're just seeing it now?"

"Of course. I can play openings blindfolded without practice. I've done it countless times."

"Wow... that's amazing."

"It's just the basics."

I chuckled. Chess really is wonderful. When I wasn't playing chess, I never received such pure admiration, but now that I'm playing, I get these genuine reactions.

That's who I am—someone who might seem a bit absent-minded normally, but shows cold, brilliant intelligence when playing chess.

The teachers' gazes changed as they watched me. Some skeptical teachers seemed to be carefully observing whether I was really playing without looking at the boards.

Seeing this, I felt provoked and deliberately started making moves without even turning my head in that direction.

Playing seven boards simultaneously blindfolded without practice was challenging. I missed some tactics and made small mistakes.

But I was slowly advancing toward victory. A few tactical oversights wouldn't make me lose.

"Oh my, I must surrender. It was fascinating to watch on video, but seeing it in person is mind-blowing! I've never seen a knight dance across the board like that before. Every square I want to go to is blocked by pawns, and your queen is so sharp..."

A middle-aged teacher laughed heartily as he greeted me. He had the qualities of a vice-principal. I shook his hand casually and then focused with a serious expression.

It's impolite to disturb someone playing a semi-blindfolded simul by talking to them. Fortunately, the middle-aged teacher quickly read the atmosphere and closed his mouth.

*Don't worry. I'll send someone to talk to you.*

Not long after, a second surrender came. It was the person who had played the London System. I might not know everything, but I'm exceptionally good at countering the London.

He was quite skilled, but he couldn't stop me, a London hunter. I easily subdued him and gave the middle-aged teacher a conversation partner.

With two fewer people, my burden was greatly reduced. That's the beauty of simultaneous exhibitions.

At first, it feels like your head might explode from complexity, but as time passes and you get used to it—and as the number of opponents decreases—the middle and late stages actually become easier.

Next, three surrenders came almost simultaneously. Two had played the Sicilian Najdorf, and one had entered the Ruy Lopez Marshall Attack.

Both the Najdorf and Marshall Attack are openings with substantial theoretical content. Mere amateurs couldn't defeat me, a professional, in theoretical knowledge.

After gaining big advantages early on, I slowly pressed forward and finally secured victories. Five out of fourteen had surrendered.

As my burden decreased, the pressure on the remaining players increased. With two blindfolded opponents gone, my workload was significantly reduced.

There was no need to attack slowly anymore. Fewer than ten opponents is practically the same as facing just one. I glided across the boards, sharply targeting weaknesses.

One by one, more surrenders came, until finally only one remained. It was the teacher who had sat down last.

*He seemed formidable from the beginning, and he's held out until the end.*

I closed my eyes and briefly recalled the game notation. During the simul, I had relied mostly on intuition, but now with only one opponent left, I had time to recall the moves.

*Hmm... he's really good? Wait, he's genuinely skilled. He's very good, but I was much better.*

Looking back at the notation, I found it curious. The moves I played were definitely mine, but reviewing them now, they were brilliant moves.

I was playing multiple games simultaneously so I couldn't think deeply and just played moves that seemed decent, but those moves turned out to be masterful. They had the rich flavor of well-simmered bone broth.

*Those are definitely my moves... wow, I played really well.*

Was I always this good? If someone had shown me just the notation, I would have thought it was a champion's game.

What was particularly impressive was how I appropriately concealed my aggression and approached gradually.

I had only delayed my attack because I had no mental space left, but that turned out to be the best approach.

"Good game..."

"Ah, yes. Do you happen to have an International Master title?"

After the game ended, I asked the teacher who had lasted until the end. If he were a Grandmaster, I would have known. He played too well to not have a master title.

"When I was younger. Haha... I wanted to become a Grandmaster, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn't make it."

As I thought, he was an International Master. Just below Grandmaster level. He was noticeably skilled.

*And I beat him easily. It was a perfect game.*

I quickly left the teachers' office. I felt I needed to record all fourteen games before I forgot them.
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I feel like I've suddenly gotten better at chess. To be more precise, it's not that I suddenly improved, but rather that what had been gradually building up finally exploded.

Games like chess tend to develop in steps. You go along in a straight line without much growth for a while, then suddenly you realize you've improved.

When that moment of growth becomes visible, some call it achieving enlightenment.

Usually, you don't experience something grand enough to call enlightenment, but suddenly at some point, you feel like your skills have improved. It's the result of all your efforts piling up until you climb one step higher.

*Is it because my attitude toward chess has been completely established? The moves I made look pretty good.*

Chess is just a simple game, not life itself. My value isn't determined by chess, and chess is merely a means to an end.

I've had this mindset for quite some time now. It feels like that thought has truly entered me and become one with my body.

The thought has completely taken root in me, starting to manifest in my moves, and today I finally realized it. I've clearly taken a step forward in growth.

"Wow... the more I look at it, the more impressed I am. Who on earth made these brilliant moves?"

"You did."

"Huh? I made these moves? No way...! I seem too good?"

"Yes, yes. Our Yeon is good."

"Of course. I'm good. Not just good, but reeeeally good."

Sitting at my desk, tapping my feet, I reviewed the games I just played. I excluded the blindfold games since I couldn't remember the notation well, and only wrote down the ones I could see while playing.

Drawing a board in my head and making moves is short-term memory, so it doesn't stay long. One or two games would be fine, but playing multiple games simultaneously... I forgot almost everything.

Still, for the games I played while looking at the board, I could easily write down the notation with the help of visual memory. It's easy to remember the notation if you know the general flow of the game rather than memorizing every move.

*It would be hard to memorize someone else's game, but it's easy to remember my own game that I thought through carefully.*

My game that I thought through carefully. Yes. The notation I just wrote down was from my own game that I played myself.

I'm the one who made these good moves. I smiled and continued my analysis.

To be honest, apart from a few good moves, it wasn't a perfect game. Playing multiple games simultaneously inevitably led to small mistakes.

But even my mistakes had intention and strategy behind them. Though they were mistakes, they were moves worth considering, and depending on the situation, they could be seen as usable moves.

With a generous mindset, they could be considered good moves too.

*Maybe I'm really good? No, I definitely am good. I used to be ranked second in the world.*

After finishing the game analysis, I organized my notebook. There was still more to analyze, but in this excited state, proper analysis wouldn't be possible.

My body craved chess. I wanted to play exciting chess against a strong opponent. At times like this, I miss Ra-hee unnie.

Though our compatibility difference was quite large and I always won, she had an interesting style of chess.

Her tactics were sharp, so if I let my guard down, I could end up being caught off guard, which meant I always had to play with tension.

*Of course, I never lost. Still, Ra-hee unnie was a good partner who could be my opponent anytime.*

It would have been nice if Ra-hee unnie had repeated a year or two. It's a bit disappointing. Couldn't she have stayed in school two more years for me?

*Next time I see her, I'll have to ask why she didn't repeat two years.*

She'd probably stare at me with wide eyes and smirk. I can even imitate her tone: "Are you seriously saying that~?"

Anyway, since Ra-hee unnie graduated, there was no one suitable to be my opponent at school. After a brief consideration, I finally chose the Champion as my opponent.

I heard he went to a tournament, but by now he should be done with his games and resting. He probably doesn't have anything special to do, so I can steal some of his time.

[Me: Quick game?]

Correspondence chess. In foreign countries, there are even postcards specifically for correspondence chess, and separate federations that manage it. I don't know how long it's been around, but correspondence chess has existed for a very long time.

The opening "Scotch Game" is said to have originated from correspondence chess between Edinburgh and London. It's been around since ancient times—truly traditional among traditions.

[Champion: 1. e4]
[Me: 1... c5]

The Champion accepted the correspondence chess without saying anything. I thought he would accept, but it feels strange that he actually did.

I thought he would grumble for a while before accepting. I didn't expect the game to start so smoothly.

[Champion: 2. Nf3]
[Me: 2... d6]

If I went with Knight c6, he would probably switch to the Rossolimo. I went with a standard Sicilian development. The Champion also entered the Open Sicilian without much thought.

*Is he giving me the choice of opening? Then... I should be the first to deviate.*

In the Open Sicilian, the variations I use best are the Sicilian Najdorf and the Sicilian Dragon. I usually use the Najdorf more.

But this time, I twisted a bit and entered the Sicilian Scheveningen.

[Me: 5... e6]

On the fifth move, advancing the g-pawn leads to the Dragon, the a-pawn leads to the Najdorf, and the e-pawn leads to the Scheveningen.

With both the d-pawn and e-pawn advanced one square each, it looks passive and unstable, but it's surprisingly sharp and strong.

Among World Champions, Garry Kasparov was famous for frequently using the Scheveningen. With its cramped bishop development, it's considered quite a difficult opening.

There's also a powerful counter called the Keres Attack, so it's an opening rarely seen at the beginner level.

If it had a cooler name, it might have been more popular, but "Scheveningen" doesn't sound that great. It sounds like air deflating, if I had to describe it.

[Champion: 6. g4]

As expected, the Champion immediately brought out the counter to the Scheveningen. Following the Keres Attack line directly would favor White.

That's why when using the Scheveningen, people often advance the a-pawn on the fifth move to enter the Najdorf, and then advance the e-pawn on the sixth move to transition.

*The Keres Attack is pretty tough...*

Maybe I shouldn't have brought out the Scheveningen. Even in my prime in my past life, I rarely used it. I know it, but my understanding isn't that high.

I followed the main line of the Keres Attack for now. Being at a slight disadvantage in the opening is nothing new, so I could manage.

The opening ended with White having a slight advantage. It couldn't be helped since I didn't prepare in advance.

The opening is the part where memorization and experience are most important, so I could never beat the Champion in it. He's older and more experienced than me.

The part where I always aim to win is the middlegame. My tactics and calculation are better than the Champion's. Not just equal or slightly better, but definitely better.

Despite being behind in the opening and endgame, I could win thanks to my tactical skills in the middlegame.

I slowly drew the board in my head and started calculating. I stepped back and thought carefully, just like when playing a simul.

Don't get fixated on moves, and while concentration is good, don't get too deeply immersed to the point where your vision narrows. I read the moves as carefully and slowly as possible.

Since we agreed to play quickly, I couldn't think for too long. After briefly reading a few good-looking moves, I sent the best one among them.

The Champion, who had been making moves immediately after mine, now paused to think.

It could be psychological warfare, but it's more likely that he's genuinely thinking. The move I made was honestly quite good. A move that dreams of greater future gains rather than immediate benefits.

It might seem unremarkable, but it's a mysterious move that snowballs if left unchecked.

After thinking silently for about a minute, the Champion chose to defend moderately. Sometimes, a moderate move is the best move.

It looked ordinary but was quite good. I continued thinking and made another move.

The move I made was quite defensive. I blocked the square where his knight could move with a pawn, causing positional discomfort.

*In return, my pawn structure became unstable, but it was a move worth making.*

The Champion's thinking time increased significantly. The Champion, who retired from rapid and blitz, seemed uncomfortable with this quick correspondence chess that was no different from a blitz game.

He's quite old now, so it seems difficult for him to read and make moves quickly.

I was able to put considerable pressure on the Champion in the middlegame. If there had been a chess clock, the Champion would have had less than 30 seconds left.

The middlegame ended with me having a small advantage. Although the advantage was small, I could win if I made the best moves.

I took a deep breath and calculated.
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When I was firmly establishing my position as number two, I heard something. That I would never become Champion because my endgame skills were lacking.

They said even if I got lucky and became Champion, my reign would never last long.

Like "Max Euwe," who luckily became Champion when Alekhine's health deteriorated, I'd just be someone who got lucky once when the Champion lost interest, and that would be the end of it.

Since the old days, a small question mark has always followed my endgame skills. Objectively speaking, they were at the top Grandmaster level, but not enough to become Champion.

The endgame is the final phase of chess and the stage that determines victory. Having excellent endgame skills alone can put you two steps ahead of others—that's how important it is.

The reason the current Champion is considered "overwhelming" is ultimately because of his machine-like endgame skills.

Using various openings and playing solidly without mistakes in the middlegame are just accessories. What created the Champion's win rate and undefeated record was his endgame.

*Back then, hearing that made me angry, so I focused on the middlegame. The easiest way to win in the endgame is to gain a big advantage in the middlegame.*

The 3rd Champion "José Raúl Capablanca," famous for his endgame skills, was a player who excelled at entering the endgame with an advantage.

The plan to hone tactical skills to the extreme, create a difference of at least one pawn, and win easily in the endgame wasn't entirely wrong.

*It wasn't entirely wrong, but it was surprisingly inefficient. I couldn't always create a difference of at least one pawn, and there were many times when I entered the endgame while losing.*

Now that I've let go of my obsession with chess and can approach it with a more relaxed mind, I can clearly feel it.

I feel like I'm seeing clues about how to approach the endgame. It's still just a small feeling, a hint, but I think I can nurture this feeling and not forget it.

*I can feel that I'm playing wrong. I don't know what's right, but I can clearly see that I'm going down the wrong path.*

It's like when Si-woo and I are walking and suddenly get confused about where we're going. At those times, Si-woo always says he's following me, and I say I'm following him.

A strange situation where we're following each other. I don't know where we're going, but I know it's not this way.

That's how I feel right now. I vaguely feel that I'm going the wrong way, but I don't know which way to go yet.

I'm just following along because I know I'll get lost if I take a different side path here.

Chess is a one-way street with no reverse gear, so once you enter a path, you have no choice but to follow it to the end.

*This is clearly heading toward a draw. For the Champion to create a victory here, I would have to make some strange, forced move.*

Right now, I can play normally because we're playing correspondence chess via text, but if I faced this situation in the finals of a major Standard tournament, I would definitely have made moves trying to win.

I might have been caught in the Champion's psychological warfare, obsessed with the thought that "I must win this game," or I might have thought "this is a game I should win" based on a small advantage in the middlegame.

If this had been a real match, I would definitely have gotten lost trying to take a side path instead of following the main road.

*I still have a lot to practice. I should definitely practice endgame techniques and improve my situational judgment skills.*

The correspondence chess with the Champion was coming to an end. It was such an equal position that even a chess beginner would say, "Isn't this a draw?"

In the end, I couldn't maintain my small middlegame advantage and finished the game with a draw. But I wasn't particularly upset.

It was just a game anyway, something I played casually to test my insights. If I had won, I would have smiled and eaten an ice cream. Since I drew, I'll eat ice cream as consolation—that's the only difference.

[Me: Want to call it a draw?]

This line is usually said when you're trying to recover from a losing position. But I just wrote it in a genuinely drawn position.

[Champion: What outdated manga is that from? You really are like an auntie.]
[Me: A nearly sixty-year-old geezer calling a high school sophomore an auntie? lol]
[Champion: Let's see in 10 years]
[Me: I'll still be in my 20s then]
[Champion: If we count the years you've lived, aren't you already 20 now? In 10 years, you'd be in your 30s.]
[Me: If we're calculating by mental age, I'm 12?]

I sent the Champion the results of a mental age test I took a few days ago out of boredom. When Si-woo took it, he got 30 years old, and I teased him about being an old man, but when I took it, I got 12 years old.

I made up some excuse about chess players always needing to have the pure heart and creativity of a child.

Of course, there's no way a simple internet test could determine your mental age. It's not a meaningful result, but I sent it to tease the old man.

[Champion: Are you sending this to brag?]
[Me: Gramps, they say it's ugly when old folks get jealous of kids]
[Champion: Send me the link to the site]

I sent him the link. The image of the Champion squinting at his small phone while taking a "mental age test" is just too funny.

Just thinking about it makes me laugh. If I could visit him, I'd take a picture and tease him about it for days.

Out of boredom, I took the mental age test one more time. This time I got 13 years old. I aged one year.

[Champion: (photo)]
[Champion: Came out younger than my actual age]
[Me: You're still an old man though]

The Champion's mental age was 45. A fairly acceptable level. He doesn't look old enough to be in his late 50s, but he doesn't live young enough to be in his 30s either.

At 45, retirement is still far off, and his children would be heading to college soon, so it's an age when you need to work hard—seems to fit the Champion's current situation perfectly.

[Me: Anyway, thanks for today. There's no one around here I can play chess with, so I had to ask you]
[Champion: Sure]
[Me: If I get some ice cream coupons later, I'll send them to you. Take care]
[Champion: You're not offering to send them, you're asking me to send them? How shameless]

He doesn't even eat ice cream much in this cold weather. Anyway, I'll buy and send him some later. Being the number one in the chess world, he has a ton of money.

Even including all the past Champions, no one has earned as much as the current Champion. If I had to pick one, maybe the 12th Champion, Anatoly Karpov.

His exact wealth isn't known, but I believe he became extremely rich by buying oil companies at dirt-cheap prices during the collapse of the Soviet Union.

The fact that the Champion can be compared to Karpov, who owns black gold that comes from the ground, gives you an idea of how wealthy he must be.

He's probably rich enough to buy me ten ice creams a day and still have plenty left over. I suddenly felt a bit envious of the Champion.

In the past, I had no business acumen or money management skills, so I just saved up my tournament prize money. If I had had the opportunity to learn, I would have, but I didn't have the time, so I just accumulated it.

Now all that money has probably been returned to society. I hope it was put to good use.

I recorded the notation of my game with the Champion in my notebook, then sat down in a chair to rest comfortably. I needed some rest after playing too much chess today.

"Yaaawn..."

After stretching my arms wide and yawning, I leaned my head on Si-woo's shoulder. The outer fabric of the spring/fall uniform wasn't very soft.

Uncomfortable, I changed my position a bit. I pulled over another chair to use as a footrest and lay down using Si-woo's leg as a pillow.

"When does class start?"

"Class time has already passed, but our homeroom teacher hasn't come in. Something must have happened. Go ahead and sleep. I'll wake you when the teacher comes."

"Why wake me? It's fine. I can convince them with chess."

"Uh... okay."

If chess has heated up my brain, then it's only natural to cool it down with a nap. If I had a fan attached to my head, it would cool down faster, but the human head seems to be water-cooled.

Actually, since there's water near the brain, it must be water-cooled. I lay down comfortably, closed my eyes, and started to fall asleep.

I almost won my chess game with the Champion before it ended in a draw, but I didn't take it to heart. Sometimes you draw, that's all.

Looking at today's game, I could vaguely see a way to win. The Champion is, after all, just someone who plays better than others. Not an invincible player.

If I don't get intimidated and just do what I need to do, I can win.

Train my endgame techniques, study opening psychology, work harder on the middlegame. If I do all that, I'll definitely win.

This body has already beaten him once. One win becoming two, and two becoming three is the natural order of things, so my victory is self-evident.

I didn't add "just kidding" after my confident declaration. This is absolutely true.

*Starting tomorrow, special endgame training begins.*
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To be honest, the method for improving endgame skills is somewhat ambiguous. It's not as easy to study from books as openings are.

What appears in books is literally just "theory." Internalizing it and applying it in actual games is another matter entirely.

You might memorize and apply common endgame positions, but add just one pawn and it becomes a completely different position.

Depending on the position of pawns and kings, the outcome can drastically shift between draw, win, or loss. It's common for the entire game to completely change with just one tempo.

It's not strange that different formulas apply depending on whether you have rook pawns, knight pawns, or bishop pawns. Moves that don't make intuitive sense are often the best ones.

Top-tier Grandmasters rarely make mistakes in openings and middlegames. In openings alone, they might achieve 100% accuracy, and even including middlegames, they often reach 99%.

But endgames are different. Mistakes, blunders, and ambiguous moves all appear at this stage. It's because of the strange characteristic that while there are fewer pieces, there are more possible moves.

I stared blankly at the empty board and sighed.

*How did I study endgames in the past...?*

To be honest, I've rarely properly studied endgames. For me, endgames were just byproducts of middlegames.

I would analyze Grandmasters' games, look for tactics, and only after much contemplation would I start analyzing endgames.

I never thought my endgame skills were particularly lacking, and I didn't see any groundbreaking methods to improve them.

*I already knew all the endgame theory, so it made sense to think that way. And it's true that my endgame skills aren't that lacking. I'm inferior compared to the Champion, but I'm still at the level of top-tier Grandmasters.*

I scratched my head. It seems I won't get much help from my past self. I briefly studied endgames after losing badly because of one when I was about 15 or 16, but that was it.

My endgame skills tended to rely heavily on talent and calculation.

I stared blankly at the board and placed a few pawns. The most memorable endgame I could recall. The situation that brought me to where I am now.

The endgame I experienced before I died.

*Even if I want to study endgames, this is all I can think of. It was such a shocking experience...*

I was in a winning position, made a blunder, and lost. Usually, when the winning side makes a mistake, it results in a draw, but this situation was different.

Both of us wanted to win and fought fiercely from beginning to end. Even in the endgame, we both played moves aimed at winning.

It wasn't unusual for the game to tilt heavily after one mistake.

I began analyzing this endgame with reverence. I already knew the best moves. I also knew the worst moves. I had already calculated other moves during the actual game.

Although I knew all the moves, I analyzed them anyway.

To properly face endgames, I first needed to remove the traces of the past clinging to me.

*I miscalculated once in this position. That one mistake led me to defeat...*

Analyzing past mistakes turned out to be surprisingly meaningful. I thought I wouldn't see anything new since I had already spent so much time thinking about these moves back then, but I was wrong.

From a new perspective, I could see new moves. Moves that my past self couldn't find became visible to me.

Is this evidence of growth? It could be due to my broadened perspective from various experiences. By thinking differently and looking for variations, I found moves my past self couldn't see.

*Defensive moves, waiting moves. There were surprisingly many options. If I had put all my effort into drawing here, it would have been easy.*

I suddenly laughed. Looking for drawing moves in a winning position? That would have been impossible. At least for me back then.

I struggled desperately to win for thirteen games, twisting my body in the process. I gritted my teeth and endured because I thought I could become Champion if I won just one game.

Even in the final game, I poured all my effort into winning from start to finish. How could I give up at the end and choose to draw?

*I couldn't find a winning move. There's no way I could have found a drawing move. So losing was correct. Let's admit it. I wasn't fully prepared back then. Losing was the right outcome.*

After analyzing and reaching this conclusion, I felt much better. It was as if I had completely shaken off the lingering regrets left by my past self.

I picked up my phone, went to a game database site, and looked up all the games the Champion had won. I copied all the recent games and pasted them into a notepad.

My task was to stand in the position of the Champion's opponents and turn losing games into draws.

Something my past self wasn't good at. I often tried my best to win even in losing positions, only to end up losing.

*I need to be efficient. Why do draws exist in chess? It's because a draw is also a path. I should know how to draw.*

I placed the pieces on the board and began analyzing. Since it would take too long to analyze by myself, I got some help from the engine.

A situation where I have White and the Champion has Black. According to the engine evaluation, it's -1.5, meaning Black is ahead by one and a half pawns.

White has a rook and bishop, Black has a rook and knight, and Black is up a pawn. With the imbalance in minor pieces and pawns, making a draw is quite difficult.

*My job is to create a draw with White. Starting with a difficult problem right away.*

I immediately began reading the position. Bishop versus knight fights are quite common in endgames.

Generally, bishops are advantageous when pawns are far apart, and knights are advantageous when pawns are close together.

The engine tends to judge bishops as better in almost all situations. The engine really likes positions where pawns and bishops are positioned one behind the other.

*To utilize the bishop's mobility... it seems good to simplify the position a bit. I would have suggested exchanging pawns.*

I looked at the game record. The Grandmaster who played White made the same judgment as me. The Champion also accepted the exchange.

*Since the king is already in a good enough position, wouldn't it be good to fix the pawn structure favorably and threaten with the bishop?*

Unfortunately, my second move differed from the Grandmaster's. He seemed to aim solely for a draw, wanting to exchange more pawns.

A single knight cannot create checkmate. Even with one fewer pawn, if all pawns are exchanged and then the bishop and pawn are exchanged, a draw results.

If someone has decided to draw, exchanging pawns now isn't a bad idea.

I... despite saying I wanted a draw, secretly played a move aimed at winning.

*But I think I'm right about this. Just because you want a draw doesn't mean you should only exchange pieces. You need to threaten your opponent to maintain some balance.*

I asked the engine to judge whose move was better. Honestly, my move looked much better to me.

"As expected..."

The engine agreed with me. Even if you want a draw now, it's correct to attack and threaten your opponent.

My endgame skills aren't that lacking. It seems I'm much better than this Grandmaster.

I checked this part. This is the first branching point. I plan to create several branching points, play moves, and then return to them when a draw becomes impossible.

It's a method to study as long as possible using a single game. I just thought of it, but it seems surprisingly useful.

I checked each branching point as I played moves. I stopped analyzing when the game was almost over, at the point where no move could reverse the situation.

Now it's time to revisit from the first branching point.

*A move that fixes the pawn structure and attacks with the bishop. A judgment to achieve a draw in the long term through attack. I need to check if this is possible.*

It would have been perfect if the Champion could be my opponent, but the Champion isn't here now. I started playing moves against the engine.

If a move seems like something a human wouldn't play, I play it myself; otherwise, I imagine it's the Champion playing.

This person has endgame accuracy close to 97-98% at times. It doesn't matter if I study by playing against the engine.

So I began tackling each branching point against the engine. At the first branching point, I managed to reach a position where a draw was somewhat achievable.

The engine still says Black is advantageous and in a winning position, but it seemed difficult for a human to find that.

I wasn't sure how the Champion would play, so I settled for "a position where a draw is somewhat achievable."

At the second and third branching points, I definitely drew. It might have been good to try to win, but when I played with the intention to draw, it resulted in a draw.

From the next branching point onward, I lost all of them. It was too late to aim for a draw.

*It seems best to assess the situation as quickly as possible and form a strategy.*

I let out a sigh of joy. The feeling of chess skills growing. I don't know how long it's been since I felt this.
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Mastering endgames isn't something you can accomplish in a day or two. It requires rejecting moves you've been making unconsciously and deliberately thinking of different moves to play.

Only after repeatedly practicing these conscious alternative moves, fully absorbing them until they become second nature, can you truly say you've "grown" as a player.

It's far more complex than simply memorizing endgame positions.

How many chess games have I played since I started? How many endgames have I played unconsciously throughout all those games?

It's an incalculable number of games over a long period. Now I need to reject all my previous thought patterns and rebuild from zero.

This isn't something I could finish in a day or two—it would be difficult even within six months.

My former self might have desperately thrown herself into chess, but now I know there's no need to rush. I moved forward steadily but surely. What matters for growth isn't speed but direction. Follow the right path, and growth naturally follows.

On weekdays, I analyzed notations to improve my endgame skills. On weekends, I met with Ra-hee and Mr. Won-gwang to discuss endgames.

It wasn't just rigid endgame talk. We chatted about everyday things, discussed chess, and sometimes just talked nonsense.

That's how I built my skills—slowly but surely.

...
..
.

Today, I met Ra-hee and Mr. Won-gwang again to study endgames.

As usual, we gathered at Mr. Won-gwang's café, planning to study chess, drink coffee, and chat.

It was hardly a plan—more like routine. We'd done this so many times that calling it a "plan" seemed too formal.

But today felt different. I came for casual study as always, but the atmosphere between them seemed unusually solemn.

They looked like generals before battle. I couldn't describe it precisely, but it was definitely different from usual.

*Is Mr. Won-gwang getting married or something?*

I casually took out my board from my bag and started setting it up. If I acted normally, they'd eventually tell me what was going on.

"I told you, didn't I?" Ra-hee said. "She's not the type to get nervous about these things."

"Haha, I thought she might be a little nervous without international tournament experience. Is this really the future of Korean chess?"

"She's just unique. It's rare to find someone whose confidence matches their skill."

"Well, I'd say her confidence far exceeds her skill."

"That's true. When it comes to confidence alone, she's already champion material and then some."

Why am I suddenly the topic of conversation? I looked at them with wide eyes. Mr. Won-gwang's expression was quite peculiar.

His large face pulled into a grin. He looked almost like a cartoon character or caricature. With such distinctive features, his expressions were always dramatic.

*Are they teaming up to tease me? Ra-hee might do that, but Mr. Won-gwang isn't the type to joke around. He'd just laugh it off.*

Since they seemed to be complimenting me, I nodded as if I understood.

I had no idea what they were talking about, but they were speaking as if I should know. It must be something well-known—something only an ignorant person wouldn't recognize.

*"No international tournament experience?" That's true, but why bring it up now? Is there an international tournament coming up?*

There are countless international chess tournaments. Some sponsored by companies, others organized by chess associations or foundations.

While there aren't many famous ones, there are truly many if you look. That's why I was able to run myself ragged in my past life—there were so many tournaments to attend.

If there had been fewer tournaments, I couldn't have pushed myself so hard.

*But I'm just an ordinary player without even a Master title. I'll soon have the rating for Woman Candidate Master, but that's not particularly significant.*

I studied Ra-hee and Mr. Won-gwang's expressions. They were expecting me to participate in an international tournament, but they didn't look worried.

People who know they'll definitely lose to me would be worried. The fact that they weren't meant they wouldn't be facing me as opponents.

*The Chess Olympiad! I forgot! The Chess Olympiad is happening this year!*

The Chess Olympiad happens every two years. It didn't happen last year, so naturally it would be this year. I had momentarily forgotten this simple fact.

I hadn't been keeping up with chess news lately because of my endgame studies.

"The Korean Chess Association is really sharpening their knives this time," Ra-hee said. "Yeon is showing incredible performance, and I've been a Grandmaster for quite some time now."

"Yes... this time we won't be defeated so easily like in the previous Olympiad."

"I'll be participating in the open section this time, of course."

"You'll be in the open too, right, Yeon?"

I nodded. The Chess Olympiad holds both open and women's tournaments simultaneously. Since they happen at the same time and place, the women's Olympiad usually doesn't get much attention.

*If Ra-hee and I entered the women's league, we'd dominate completely. But that wouldn't be a meaningful victory.*

Countries that can field four female Grandmasters are rare. Even in the open section, many countries can't field four Grandmasters.

Entering the women's league for an easy win isn't my style. I grinned and said:

"Chess Olympiad victory. I told you before, didn't I? Of course I'll play in the open. Just don't get eliminated in the selection tournament."

"Haha... despite appearances, I'm someone who can hardly find a worthy opponent in Korea. Eliminated? Who would they pick if they eliminated me?"

"That's true. Hmm, it's amazing that Korea can field a full team of Grandmasters for the Chess Olympiad now."

Ra-hee chuckled and poked my cheek.

"A full team of Grandmasters? Do you have a Grandmaster title?"

"Ah."

"You don't even have a Master title yet. Hehe, just go and leech some rating points from foreigners."

"Of course. That's always been the best place to get them."

In my past life, Korea's chess population was too small to easily increase my rating. I kept facing the same opponents, making it impossible to improve my rating.

International tournaments were the solution to that stagnation. Siphoning rating points from fresh European players was truly satisfying.

"Anyway, if we want to win gold at the Chess Olympiad, we need to study chess quickly. Today's topic is endgames! Let's study endgames, the flower of chess!"

"Tactics are the flower of chess, not endgames. Haven't you heard that 99% of chess is tactics?"

"Is the person who said that better at chess than me? 99% tactics is such an exaggeration."

"Well... that's true. So we're doing endgames again?"

"The way to win at chess is to be good at endgames. Haven't you heard that saying?"

"No, I haven't."

"It's a quote from Buyeo Yeon, the future champion. Now that you know, let's start studying."

Ra-hee smiled at my shamelessness and began setting up the position. Setting up a situation is simple.

You arrange the pawns in a plausible formation and place the pieces in a seemingly equal position.

Since we need to learn endgame formulas that work in any situation, this random arrangement is a meaningful strategy.

Ra-hee gave White a rook and knight, while Black got a pair of bishops and an extra pawn.

The pawn structure looked familiar and equal. The kings were also in equal positions—where they would be after kingside castling. Essentially untouched.

"Hmm, Ra-hee always creates positions like this. Looks tough for both White and Black. Both sides want to win, but it's hard to make progress when you can see your opponent's strengths."

"My tournament endgames are always like this."

"Maybe some sacrifices would help?"

"Sacrifices are necessary sometimes. But in this position, both sides seem playable. Yeon, which color do you want?"

White seemed slightly advantageous. Black had an extra pawn, but the difference between a bishop and a rook is two points. In terms of material, White was ahead by one point.

Additionally, the difference between bishops and rooks is significant in endgames. A bishop alone cannot deliver checkmate, but a rook can.

There's a reason rooks and queens are called major pieces, while knights and bishops are minor pieces.

"I'll take Black."

"As expected... I knew you would."

White has a slight advantage. I could take White and likely win against Ra-hee. But what I'm trying to practice now is the technique of "drawing from a losing position."

A draw shouldn't be seen as halfway between a win and a loss, but as another option entirely.

I need to practice turning disadvantageous positions into draws. From the beginning, Black was my only choice.
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Advantageously handling imbalanced Endgame situations has been studied for ages. But honestly, that's just theory.

No two endgames have identical piece placement and tempo. If such a thing existed, it would merely be the natural progression from opening theory into the endgame.

Every endgame looks different, and different endgames require different theories. And those theories generally aren't much help in solving the current situation.

*The most important thing in an endgame. Every Grandmaster would say something different. Those who play narrow, deep moves would say calculation, while those who play broad, shallow moves would say intuition.*

Even in the age of engines, where even chess beginners can find better moves than Grandmasters with the click of a button, there are still unsolvable problems.

There's no standardized theory on what's most important in an endgame or how to play to win.

*In the end, nobody knows what's important. So, just use whatever weapon you're confident with.*

If someone asked me what's most important in an endgame, I'd say "entering the endgame while you're already winning."

If they asked what's next most important, I'd say "playing to your strengths." It's abstract but definitely correct.

Whether you play by intuition, calculation, or a mix of both, just push forward with what you're good at.

If it's a problem without a definitive answer, finding your own answer and pushing forward is probably closest to the truth.

My strength was originally deep calculation and tactical ability. Reading as many moves as possible, as deeply as possible, to find the best move.

It's cumbersome but minimizes mistakes. Thinking carefully about each move reduces errors.

However, that approach only reduces mistakes; it doesn't always find the best move in critical situations. Sometimes you need to trust your intuition and not second-guess your moves.

I looked at Ra-hee's rough, aggressive moves. Ra-hee's style is to layer calculation over intuition.

She focuses intensely on moves that look good at first glance, and plays them if they don't lead to bad results.

*In the endgame, I need to borrow a bit of her style. Treating all moves as equally valuable and trying to solve everything through calculation is inefficient and stupid.*

I added a bit more calculation to Ra-hee's method. I focus intensely on moves that look good at first glance, but also look for other moves if they don't lead to perfect results.

It was slightly different from Ra-hee, who would just play a move if it wasn't bad, to create the situation she wanted.

I could do this because I'd learned how to let go, and I saw draws as a valid path.

*Chess is just a game, and should be enjoyed lightly.*

I calmly calculated moves while enjoying the endgame. Recapturing the feeling of when I first played chess, I felt each piece's movement as they danced across the board.

I moved my King without excessive focus, just trying to enjoy myself. Checkmates rarely happen in endgames anyway.

Using the King aggressively isn't a problem. I placed my King in an aggressive square that threatened Ra-hee.

It was far from a stable square, easily attacked by Rooks and Knights. I needed to use my Bishop to check the opponent while blocking their Pawns.

It was quite a risky move, but I didn't hesitate.

*Because playing this way is fun. Pure enjoyment—chess has always been about fun for me.*

I grinned as I looked at Ra-hee.

When Grandmasters play chess, they sometimes read each other's intentions.

For example, when entering the Berlin Defense in the Ruy Lopez, a forced draw variation. They read each other when both just want to take half a point and call it a day.

When both want to get through the current game easily and compete in the next round, chess becomes a game of reading intentions.

And sometimes the opposite happens. When there are exactly two possible moves—one leading to "a very complicated and annoying endgame" and the other to "a comfortable endgame that naturally ends in a draw."

That's when the reading gets really intense. If you enter the complicated endgame hoping to win, but it ends in a draw anyway, both players feel awkward.

You start thinking, "If it was going to end like this, we should have just gone with the comfortable move from the start," and it just feels weird.

That was exactly the situation now. The comfortable move would progress according to theory. The difficult move would be placing the King aggressively, increasing variables and forcing things.

*Increasing variables while aiming for a draw... enduring this contradiction is what chess is about.*

Ra-hee looked at the board with an extremely annoyed expression. My move had turned the endgame into a complete maze.

I'd invited her to practice endgames in a friendly match, but ended up creating more complications. I understood why she was annoyed.

"Was my initial position the problem... If I created an imbalance, I should have easily balanced it for a draw. Who would make such a move in that situation?"

"I would."

"Right, you would."

"Just defending and exchanging pieces because you want a draw is amateur play. A true draw is achieved by grabbing your opponent by the collar and shaking them from an overwhelmingly advantageous position..."

"My collar?"

Ra-hee played her move with a sly smile. For a move made while joking lightly, it was extremely sharp.

*As expected, I have to acknowledge her attacking skills. Just because I placed my King in a slightly dangerous position, she's immediately setting up a sacrifice and preparing an attack?*

It felt like I'd tried to grab her collar but got my neck grabbed instead. I calmly considered and calculated moves, combining intuition and calculation to quickly read only the decent moves.

I didn't need to think hard to know Ra-hee would attack. I'd expected this from the moment I placed my King in a dangerous position.

It was sharper than I expected, which surprised me, but it was an attack I could withstand. I had already thought of ways to counter this situation.

"They say attack is the best defense. Since I need to balance things with defense to create a draw, I'm simply choosing the best defense."

I said this as I launched a counterattack. I applied the saying "attack is the best defense" once more. In the endgame, we both approached each other's Kings.

Targeting the King in an endgame where checkmate is difficult to achieve is not easy.

Both players aiming for checkmate is something that happens less than once a month. It perfectly fits my plan to create a draw in an unfamiliar position.

"What do you mean create a draw... No matter how I look at it, one of us is going to win."

"This is really the way to make a draw. I calculated everything before playing."

"Your lie is showing, you know?"

We exchanged moves while chatting. We continued attacking, aiming for checkmate, but of course, no checkmate materialized.

Creating a checkmate without a Queen in an endgame with the King in the middle was nearly impossible from the start.

And to attempt this near-impossible feat, we had made our pawn structures quite unstable.

Pawns attack diagonally forward. This means that when pawns are lined up diagonally, they protect each other.

This creates a stable pawn chain, but it also creates holes on the board.

If pawns are on dark squares, light squares become safe territory, and if pawns are on light squares, dark squares become safe territory.

The way to eliminate this safe territory is to line up pawns horizontally. The pawns aren't protecting each other, but the territory becomes very wide.

It's unstable but the wide territory could create checkmate opportunities. However, checkmate was nearly impossible.

*So, what's the result?*

In the end, we couldn't create checkmates with the wide territory, and only unstable areas remained.

We continued exchanging pawns. With such unstable pawn structures, there was no way to protect them.

The fact that I had a pair of Bishops also played a major role. If I had only one Bishop, I could have gone to the opposite-colored squares to protect the pawns.

"Hmm... so this is how it turns out."

Eventually, the game progressed toward a draw. After completely determining this situation as a draw, I finally started making moves aimed at securing the draw.

"Want to agree to a draw?"

"...After coming this far? I'm too frustrated to agree to that."

Ra-hee still seemed unwilling to give up on victory, avoiding my exchanges and setting up tactical angles. Of course, I wasn't going to fall for that.

The game eventually ended in a comfortable draw.

Despite starting with a highly imbalanced situation and both playing aggressive moves, the result was a draw.

*The picture I painted appeared exactly as I envisioned.*

If the person sitting across from me had been the Champion instead of Ra-hee, would the result have been different?

I don't think so. If it were the Champion, he would have prepared defenses from the moment I started creating variables.

I just need to attack moderately and shift to a draw at the appropriate moment. Unlike in the past, I don't need to stubbornly pursue victory until the end and lose; I can simply pivot to a draw.

*Although I said I'd aim for a draw, I still need to maintain my style. Probing for a win and then pivoting to a draw is the best approach for me.*

"Good work. That was very helpful."

"Sigh... I'm exhausted. I'm not doing endgames with you anymore."

"We'll end up practicing again when we go to the Olympiad anyway."

"Just drop out already."

We chatted a bit more before parting ways. As soon as I got home, I submitted my application for the Chess Olympiad.

And a few weeks later, the Chess Olympiad preliminaries approached.
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The day of the preliminaries arrived. Thanks to my exemption, I made it to the finals quite comfortably. Since this tournament determines the Chess Olympiad candidates, rankings are crucial, so it's being conducted using the Swiss system.

There are 40 participants in the finals, with a total of 8 games. Since it's standard format, we play one game per day.

We play chess for two days, then have a rest day. From a player's perspective, you could say we play one game each with white and black, then get a day off.

The initial time control is 90 minutes, with an additional hour after move 40, another 20 minutes after move 60, and a 30-second increment per move thereafter.

If a game reaches the endgame, it will easily go beyond 40 moves, so I need to be mentally prepared for games lasting nearly five hours.

I can push through two or three hours on willpower alone, but five hours is tough. Back in the day, I'd endure over seven hours through sheer determination, but that's not something a person should have to do.

The first-round pairings were immediately posted on the official website. Both Ra-hee and Won-gwang were matched against opponents with nearly 200 points lower ratings.

Both should have easy first-round victories. As for me... I encountered a familiar face right from the first game.

"Um, ah... it's been a while."

"Oh, yeah. It has... been a while. Is this the first time we've seen each other since the inter-school tournament?"

"Yes..."

"Um... good luck."

It was the male student who had represented the second-year team during the inter-school tournament. Since he held a Master title, he would have been exempt from the preliminaries.

And being young with a desire to build his career, he naturally would have submitted an application for the tournament.

*It's not strange that we'd meet. How lucky that I ran into someone I know.*

For a moment, I wondered if this was actually lucky. If it had been a complete stranger, things wouldn't be this awkward.

He fell into that most uncomfortable category of human relationships: "someone you haven't seen in a long time." If it had been a friend I hadn't seen in a while, that would be different, but this person wasn't exactly my friend.

If I had to define it, our relationship was closer to colleagues or comrades. Seeing him after so long made things really awkward.

*I was planning to sign autographs and show off a bit since I've become famous... but I can't do that with someone I vaguely know.*

I just fidgeted with my fingernails. Today my uneven nails were particularly bothersome. I should ask Si-woo to trim them for me later.

I usually ask Si-woo to handle most things, but strangely, I almost always cut my own nails.

From now on, I'll make Si-woo do my nails too. I'm not very dexterous, so I can't even trim my nails properly.

While I was lost in these useless thoughts, the tournament start time approached. With 40 participants, the atmosphere seemed a bit chaotic.

*Actually, compared to the Chess Olympiad, this isn't even that chaotic. I should get used to it early.*

The recent tournaments I've participated in were all small hobby events, so even 40 people felt like quite a lot.

"I look forward to our game."

"Likewise."

We exchanged a light handshake. I started with the white pieces. Though I usually advance the pawn in front of my king two squares, today I felt like playing a different move.

Queen's Pawn Opening. In notation, 1. d4. It's not a move I play often, but that doesn't mean I don't understand Queen's pawn systems.

Sometimes I want to approach the game strategically through a closed position. Today was one of those days.

My opponent seemed quite surprised by my Queen's Pawn Opening. I guess he's only seen me advance the king's pawn.

Currently, I'm much more inclined toward King's Pawn Openings compared to my past life. Back then, I used Queen's Pawn Openings quite frequently, but now I almost exclusively play King's Pawn Openings.

*So, anyone who knows me would naturally prepare for a King's Pawn Opening. It's not a bad idea to throw them off once in a while.*

After much deliberation, my opponent advanced his c-pawn one square. An unusual move.

Typically, one would either advance the d-pawn two squares to enter a closed game or develop the kingside knight to enter an Indian game, but advancing the c-pawn one square?

*Advancing the c-pawn doesn't immediately influence the center. If I play e4, he'll immediately counter with d4 to transition into a Caro-Kann Defense.*

It's not exactly a proper move, but there's no particularly sharp way to punish it. I'll have to choose between playing d4 to enter a Caro-Kann Defense or c4 to enter a Slav Defense.

From what I can tell, my opponent seems to prefer the Caro-Kann Defense. I advanced my c-pawn two squares. No need to play into what my opponent prefers.

Now my opponent finally advanced his queen's pawn two squares. The order was slightly different, but we've entered a Queen's Gambit, Slav Defense line.

I naturally developed my kingside knight followed by my queenside knight. My opponent developed his kingside knight and then advanced his e-pawn one square.

Semi-Slav Defense. A defense characterized by the impressive triangular pyramid structure of d5-c6-e6.

At the amateur level, it leads to quite complex and sharp developments, but at the professional level, much research has been done, resulting in a fairly high draw probability.

*Entering the Semi-Slav means he's confident in his theoretical knowledge. Knowing my skill level, he probably wants to at least secure a draw.*

I developed my bishop while warming up my hands. This was a line known as the Anti-Meran Gambit. I've always preferred playing gambits when possible.

The Anti-Meran Gambit and its derivative, the Botvinnik Gambit, are among my favorite Semi-Slav lines.

While d4 can often feel restrictive, things change when a gambit comes into play.

After some thought, my opponent chose to enter the Botvinnik Gambit. That made me feel a bit better. To think he'd choose the Botvinnik Gambit against me.

A fitting response would be to show him an impressive tactical display.
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The Champion's Gambit

The Botvinnik Gambit. A historic line named after the 6th World Chess Champion, Mikhail Botvinnik.

As engines have developed and grandmasters' skills have advanced, the consensus has become that gambits aren't worth the sacrifice of a pawn.

With the trend of carrying a one-pawn advantage into the endgame for a comfortable win, traditional gambits have essentially gone extinct.

While venerable gambits like the King's Gambit and Scotch Gambit have disappeared one by one from top-level play, the Botvinnik Gambit has survived.

It's not a fake gambit like the Queen's Gambit that's a gambit in name only, nor is it like the Poisoned Pawn variation of the Sicilian Najdorf that doesn't even have "gambit" in its name.

It has authentic roots, sees use at the highest levels, and appears fairly often. Such gambits are rare.

We followed the main line of the Botvinnik Gambit. Even if I wanted to deviate into a side line, the timing never seemed right.

The Botvinnik Gambit proceeds so sharply that deviating into side lines is often a mistake.

Like the Marshall Attack in the Ruy Lopez, it frequently forces a single path forward. Eventually, I was the first to deviate from that path.

Feeling it was finally the right moment to branch off, I chose to deviate first to seize the initiative.

A gambit means sacrificing a pawn in exchange for tempo and piece development. Better to lead the game myself than let my opponent take control.

*This time, I'll play more aggressively than usual. Borrowing a bit from Ra-hee's ideas.*

The victory plan for someone who plays a gambit typically falls into two categories:

Either use the attack gained from the sacrifice to achieve checkmate, or capitalize on positional advantages when the opponent returns material out of fear of the attack.

The latter is typically chosen by those who calculate sacrifices meticulously, while the former is preferred by attack-oriented players like me and Ra-hee.

This time, it's definitely an attacking checkmate victory. No thoughts of reaching the endgame—just relentless pressure until checkmate.

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Time was still plentiful. The Botvinnik Gambit often proceeds with forced moves, so there wasn't much need for deliberation.

*With the remaining time, I'll rest briefly to restore my energy. No need to rush moves with excessive focus. It's not like I get extra points for having more time left at the end.*

Closing my eyes to rest at crucial moments helps replenish energy and serves as psychological warfare. This strategy works when I'm significantly better than my opponent—showing contemplation at key moments plants worry in their mind.

They start wondering if I've found an exceptionally good move. I know this well from experiencing it myself in the past.

When you follow such contemplation with a move that's difficult to understand, it's suffocating for the opponent.

*A difficult-to-understand move. One just came to mind.*

I ended my rest and immediately sacrificed a knight. I had no intention of reaching the endgame anyway. Sacrificing a few pieces is easy.

Enjoying my opponent's confusion, I rested my chin on my hand. I felt like the master of the game. It was as if I alone was planning and designing this chess match meant for two.

*Controlling and manipulating chess according to my will... I wonder if this is how The Champion feels when playing.*

I could anticipate my opponent's moves. I could plan in advance how to respond to whatever move they might make.

I played a small trick to torment my opponent. I made my moves immediately after they made theirs, applying intense pressure.

In a Rapid or Blitz game, this would have created time pressure too. In a Standard game, it's purely psychological pressure.

Still, it can't be comfortable for the opponent. Moving like you're pre-moving feels surprisingly uncomfortable.

I began a kingside pawn storm for the checkmate. When pawns advance in succession like a storm, it's called a pawn storm.

My storm wasn't just pawns advancing—it was a storm of atmosphere and circumstances.

I chose which moves my opponent could make, and when they made them, I immediately responded with my own moves, maintaining the pressure. I attacked fiercely, breaking down my opponent.

To call my moves "sharp" would be an understatement. They were too powerful to be described by such a soft word.

The game ended quickly. Even the choice of whether to drag it out or finish quickly was mine to make.

"Good game."

"Yes, thank you for the game."

I pointed at the remaining time. The game had lasted about two hours, but I had used only about 30 minutes.

It must have been twice as exhausting for my opponent, unable to catch their breath while I was thinking. I shook hands and encouraged them.

"You seem much better than before, though? Are you preparing to enter the adult league soon?"

"I have improved... but it feels strange hearing that from you... since you've improved so much more than I have."

"Don't mix formal and informal speech awkwardly. Just speak informally. Why are you being so strange?"

"Ah... okay. Yeah. What I wanted to say was that I've improved, but it's nothing compared to you."

"I guess my skills have improved. Hmm, thank you. I hope you win your next game."

"I need to win. This round is already tough enough... sigh, losing in the first round."

It seems everyone is saying this league is tough because Mr. Won-gwang wasn't selected as a priority candidate, and Ra-hee moved from the women's division to the open division.

Since only five people can go to the Chess Olympiad and three spots are practically filled already.

*I wonder how Mr. Won-gwang and Ra-hee are doing.*

After recording the game result with the referee and signing, I casually headed toward Ra-hee's table. I knew Ra-hee was starting the first round with the black pieces.

Since she plays well with both colors, I figured she'd be winning comfortably.

With that thought, I headed to her table, but...

*She's losing. And quite badly at that.*

I had assumed she would win given the significant rating difference. I never thought she'd be losing like this.

*Is it just a bad day? That's unfortunate. One loss doesn't mean elimination, but having to win all remaining games will be a burden.*

It seems Mr. Won-gwang will likely take the second board. Ra-hee might even be pushed back to alternate status at this rate.

Even as an alternate, the total number of games wouldn't differ much, but I don't think she'd be happy just barely qualifying in fifth place.

After leaving the playing hall, I immediately checked the official site for the live stream. Though it was live, there seemed to be a delay—my game hadn't ended yet on the stream.

Before checking Ra-hee's game, I briefly looked at mine. The opponent resigns on the next move, ending the game. The delay appears to be about three minutes.

*There must have been a camera above the board. It should capture the handshake at least.*

Shortly after, the scene of my opponent resigning and our handshake appeared. My hand and my opponent's were visible in the camera.

I have pretty hands. Small, slender, and white—truly delicate and beautiful. I nodded with satisfaction before turning to Ra-hee's video.

*I'm not a narcissist, but I think I'm the prettiest in the world. Since it's a fact, it has nothing to do with narcissism, right?*

With hands this pretty, I wonder why Si-woo prefers feet. Though my feet are pretty too. Again, not narcissism—just objective fact.

I examined Ra-hee's game from the beginning. In the opening, Black advanced the e-pawn one square in an Indian Defense, and White didn't accommodate the Nimzo.

The game transitioned into a Queen's Gambit Declined. Ra-hee, seemingly unwilling to follow her opponent's opening, quickly pushed the c-pawn to enter a Semi-Tarrasch Defense.

It's a defense commonly chosen by e4 players when facing d4. The Semi-Tarrasch is often selected by amateur White players who only study the Nimzo.

*With Ra-hee... she probably played it because she hates closed positions. She often opens positions without much thought in the opening.*

The opponent seemed well-prepared for Ra-hee, meticulously setting traps. They delayed opening the position until the end, frustratingly continuing development and redeployment.

It's a suffocating situation. If I were in that position, I would have pushed the queenside pawns to threaten opening the position.

*Because opening it myself now would be a mistake. Not just a mistake, but a blunder. Surely she didn't fall into that trap?*

"Surely not" often leads to disaster. Ra-hee fell right into the trap she shouldn't have. Fortunately, she escaped quickly, but she had already ruined her position and lost a knight.

Already at a disadvantage, she pushed too hard and lost even more, leading to the situation I had just witnessed.

*That's a mistake she makes occasionally. Like I used to do, she blundered and self-destructed regardless of the rating difference.*

That position is simply lost. I know because I've been there many times. Expressing regret, I checked Mr. Won-gwang's game.

Mr. Won-gwang seems to have won easily. This creates quite a gap between the two. I really hope Ra-hee plays better.

Ch.208 - Chess Olympiad (3)
Chapter 208

As I watched Ra-hee, an unexpected result emerged. I had thought it was definitely a losing position, and it really was almost a confirmed loss.

If I had been playing White in that situation, I would have easily secured victory. However, the result ended in a draw.

White had a rook left, and Black also had a rook. As long as neither side stupidly sacrificed their piece to a tactic, it was definitely going to be a draw.

It was such a clear position that even someone playing chess for the first time would know it was a draw, without needing any theory.

Ra-hee's opponent spent over three minutes not making any move in that drawn position before agreeing to a draw.

*She could have called the arbiter and declared it a draw, but it seems Ra-hee was being nice about it. That makes sense—it must be infuriating to be in a winning position only to end up with a draw.*

Looking at it again, it was truly brilliant play. There must have been psychological warfare beyond what appeared in the notation.

Ra-hee's moves were really fascinating. At first glance, they looked like brilliant moves, but when calculated carefully, they were closer to blunders than brilliance.

*Moves that are blunders when calculated carefully. And the calculation isn't even that long... How did the opponent miss this?*

It's not a bad idea to take a gamble when you're in a losing position. In endgames where defeat is almost certain, the losing side often takes risks.

Setting up stalemate traps, aiming for perpetual check to force a draw, or laying one final trap—these are common tactics.

They're so common that everyone is cautious and prepares for them. It's truly disappointing to fall into a stalemate trap when you're winning.

*The opponent must have been prepared, but they fell for Ra-hee's bluff. How did the game end up like this?*

Perhaps she engaged in psychological warfare. When Mikhail Tal realized he had made a mistake after sacrificing a piece, he reportedly smiled at his opponent.

He used psychological tactics to confuse his opponent and hide his mistake. Tal ended up winning that game.

*Did Ra-hee use that kind of psychological technique too? I'm curious. I should ask her.*

The difference between a loss and a draw is only 0.5 points, but that 0.5 can be quite significant. It can make a meaningful difference in the results.

This draw might have actually increased Ra-hee's chances of taking second place.

Even if Won-gwang keeps winning, he'll eventually face me, which would give him one loss.

In that situation, if Ra-hee is extremely lucky and accumulates points without facing me... then this draw might help her secure second place.

I sat at the convenience store in front of the tournament hall, eating a hot bar and ice cream while waiting for the two of them to come out. Won-gwang's game had finished early, but he was caught up giving interviews to reporters.

I quickly devoured my food, making my mouth hot with the hot bar and then cold with the ice cream. The combination of sweet and salty flavors was quite nice.

The visual wasn't great, and the texture was a bit strange, but the taste was definitely good.

After finishing my food and waiting for a while, the two of them came out together. I left the convenience store and waved.

"What an interesting combination—an eccentric mister and a lady who secured a draw with a blunder festival from the first move."

"Eccentric mister! What a nice expression. I'm really glad there's no mention of barbarians, Mohe people, Ming Dynasty, or Qing Dynasty."

"You're eccentric because you won. If you had lost... I'll tell you about that later."

"I'm not particularly curious. I just need to make sure I win."

Ra-hee looked very tired. Instead of her usual relaxed smile, she had a rather exhausted one.

She had made a blunder from the start, then made another blunder while trying to prevent the first one. She managed to recover well and force a draw in the end... but it must have been quite stressful.

"Ra-hee, tell me about it. How did you manage to draw from that position? It was completely lost."

"Was it? Hmm, I only heard it was a draw. What kind of position was it?"

"Ra-hee was in a completely lost position. The opponent just needed to avoid making mistakes, but they made a stupid one."

I showed the notation on my phone screen to Won-gwang. He analyzed it while twirling his long hair around his finger.

Honestly, it's not a pleasant sight. Twirling hair while thinking should only be done by pretty high school girls like me.

Even if not a high school girl, at least a woman should do it to make it look right. Seeing a man with a queue hairstyle doing it makes me feel a bit uncomfortable.

"Um, Yeon-a. No matter what, isn't that look in your eyes a bit too harsh? Think about all the free cake and drinks I've given you every weekend..."

"Ah, um. Sorry. But could you please... stop twirling your hair with your finger?"

"Alright..."

The mister started reading the notation with a dejected expression. This is much better to look at. Twirling hair with fingers is something a mister shouldn't do.

"Hmm, Ra-hee was definitely in a losing position. And this ended in a draw?"

"Yes. Amazing, right? There's no explanation except that Ra-hee secretly stepped on her opponent's toes hard enough to break them."

"Well, Ra-hee might do something like that."

Ra-hee was so tired that she was silently looking for a place to sit. Eventually, she sat in my seat at the convenience store.

"...What's this? Who ate a hot bar and ice cream at the same time?"

I forgot to clean up. Ra-hee picked up the hot bar and ice cream wrappers and threw them in the trash.

"Haha, Ra-hee must be very tired. No one would eat a hot bar and ice cream at the same time. Two people must have come and each ate what they wanted."

"Ah. That's right. Whew, it was a bit tough. But thanks to Yeon, I managed to draw."

Hot bar and ice cream taste good together, though. The meat juices from the sausage mix with the ice cream, enhancing the sweetness. The hot and spicy hot bar combined with cold and sweet ice cream is really quite nice.

I was about to lecture these two taste-ignorant people but held back. There's no point in wasting my breath on people with inferior palates.

"What do you mean you drew thanks to me?"

"Exactly what I said. I was able to draw thanks to you. The endgame study we did with... that weird position. That's why I could draw."

"That's unexpected. I thought you just won through psychological warfare."

"Psychological warfare? There was some of that too. But I didn't really do anything special. The opponent just got nervous and made a mistake."

Ra-hee proudly showed me the notation. Looking at a drawn game with such an expression.

She quickly skipped through the moves until she reached the beginning of the endgame.

"This position. Doesn't it look familiar?"

"Not really."

"No? Then, how about this?"

Ra-hee slightly changed the positions of the king and pawn. It did look like a position I'd seen before. I closed my eyes briefly to recall when I had seen that position.

"Could it be the position we created three weeks ago?"

"I didn't think you'd actually remember. That's right. This one and this one, they're similar, aren't they?"

"They're similar, but different. In an endgame, even small differences can be quite significant."

"That's true. So I stole the idea. Those moves you showed me. I remember exactly what I was thinking when I was on the receiving end."

She excitedly flipped through the board positions, showing me the scenes.

"Here, the move I made. From the opponent's perspective, it's quite tricky to deal with. For the person making the move, it's just a standard move, but for the opponent, it's a bit ambiguous."

"What's ambiguous about it? You're just launching a counterattack."

"Someone with quick calculation skills like you would immediately see the answer. But ordinary people are different. This is harder to interpret than you might think."

Ra-hee started explaining the move from an ordinary person's perspective. I had only interpreted that move as a counterattack.

Any other interpretation seemed impossible. If used for anything other than a counterattack, the move had too many weaknesses.

"Look, if it progresses like this, it becomes a move aiming for checkmate rather than a counterattack."

"Why would it progress like that? That's a bad move."

"You can see it immediately, but others can't. If someone can visualize this and realize it's a mistake, they're already beyond Grandmaster level."

"Hmm."

"Only the person on the receiving end knows how it feels. If you apply that and throw a similar idea at them, it works perfectly."

"Only the person on the receiving end knows..."

As I listened to her words, a thought flashed through my mind. The person on the receiving end—in my games with the Champion, that person was always me.

*If I apply that and throw it back at the Champion... would it work?*

I can't say for certain it would work, but the probability is quite high. The skill difference between us isn't overwhelming.

It's just small differences that add up to create wins and losses; overall, our skills are quite similar.

If that's the case, applying what I've experienced might work.

"Ra-hee, thank you. That was helpful."

The games where I lost after getting caught in the Champion's psychological warfare. I remember all of those games. Defeats were terrible experiences for me back then, and terrible experiences tend to linger.

If I can analyze and use this, my chances of winning will increase significantly.
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I'll translate this Korean text into natural English following all your guidelines.

Chapter 209

I won the second round easily. To be honest, there's hardly anyone who can challenge me with my skill level. But this second round was particularly easy.

My opponent seemed very nervous from our initial handshake, and eventually made an absurd mistake and fell apart on their own.

Thanks to them throwing away a knight in the opening, I won extremely easily. Mr. Won-gwang and Ra-hee also secured comfortable victories.

Though the tournament has only been going for two days, I can already sense fierce competition forming at the top.

The top five players qualify for the Chess Olympiad. For chess enthusiasts, it's an opportunity they absolutely can't pass up.

The association covers all expenses so there's no need to worry about money, and you can improve your skills by competing against foreign masters.

For those who struggle to earn money through tournament prizes, having "Chess Olympiad participation" on their resume would be a huge advantage.

Plus, there's the added bonus of tourism. This Chess Olympiad will be held in Italy, which needs no introduction as a tourism powerhouse.

The land of gelato and pasta, as well as the birthplace of the fundamental "Italian Game" opening. I'm not sure what tourist attractions are famous there, but it has the Mediterranean Sea, so it must be impressive.

Rome is in Italy too, so there must be magnificent architecture.

There's a lot at stake in this Chess Olympiad. With three formidable players all competing, it makes sense that others would be fighting fiercely for ranking positions.

The Swiss system is known for minimizing luck in matchups, but in this case, someone with good pairing luck might still advance.

*Even if someone meets me, their defeat is guaranteed. That's significant. With Ra-hee, they might get lucky and win, and with Mr. Won-gwang, they might manage a draw if they play well... but I'm truly an impregnable fortress.*

It was an arrogant thought, but entirely true.

After checking the next round's pairings, I started to relax. This tournament follows a pattern of two days of matches followed by one day of rest.

You need to rest well during that day off to maintain proper concentration for the two days of competition. Resting is another area of my expertise.

I made an igloo with soft blankets, crawled inside, and relaxed. Since lying down all day isn't good for your back, I occasionally got up to stretch.

"Masseur! Please give me a back massage!"

The best part was Si-woo's massage. You can't get a proper massage over clothes, of course. So naturally, I took off my top for the massage.

The gentle hands working on my back and waist warmed my heart.

"Ahhhh, my back is loosening up."

"Customer, are you enjoying this?"

"I love it. Hehe."

"Then, this is complimentary service."

"I'm not sure who this service is really for."

Si-woo's massages are great, but they come with the occasional drawback of foot massages. I'm not particularly ticklish on my feet, but when both hands start kneading them, it does tickle.

"It's obviously a service for the customer."

I'd believe Si-woo if he told me you could make soybean paste from red beans, but I couldn't believe that statement. His touch was warmer and gentler when handling my feet than when massaging my back.

In terms of devotion, he clearly put more into the foot massage.

"Si-woo, if you could only choose one, which would you pick? Massaging the inside of my thighs or massaging my feet?"

"Feet, obviously. You shouldn't casually touch the inside of a woman's thighs."

"Is that the only reason?"

"Of course."

They say strong denial is affirmation, so perhaps strong affirmation could be denial. His repeated insistence that it was "obvious" seemed suspicious.

"Then... kissing my lips or kissing my feet?"

"Lips."

Si-woo stopped the foot massage, came over to me, gently held my chin, and took his mental break.

This is essential for proper rest. I collapsed on the floor, limp from the aftereffects of this spiritual relaxation.

"Heeeeee..."

"Yeon-a... I don't know what you think of me, but it's all a misunderstanding. No matter what, if asked to choose between feet and lips, who would choose feet?"

"You..."

"It's a misunderstanding, I tell you."

Si-woo said this while lifting my foot and kissing it. The soft sensation on the sole of my foot. Then his lips parted slightly.

I pulled my leg back in surprise.

"M-misunderstanding?! What misunderstanding! You crazy! A-and this is still a misunderstanding?"

"It is. You kept pushing me in that direction, so I was just curious what it would be like... to kiss your foot. I still prefer lips."

I usually believe what Si-woo says, but that was just too shameless.

"You... you... seriously, you'll see later."

"Haven't you heard that people who say 'you'll see later' are never actually scary?"

"That's for ordinary people. Does my memory seem ordinary to you? I'm the one who can memorize chess game notations from decades ago."

"It's okay. You'll forget everything and forgive me later."

Si-woo smoothly moved past the topic and continued the massage. My back was a bit sore, probably from sitting all day playing chess.

...
..
.

The third round began. Surprisingly, my opponent was a Grandmaster. One of the few Grandmasters in Korea.

I knew his name, face, playing style, and roughly his skill level—definitely below mine.

He is a Grandmaster, but at the lowest tier. Much better than International Masters, but not good enough for me.

His playing style is solid with few mistakes. With White, he plays d4; with Black, he uses French and Caro-Kann as his main weapons.

He has a deep understanding of openings and a high draw rate.

*There were many players like this in the past too. Grandmaster gatekeepers.*

If you beat this person, you can become a Grandmaster. That's the kind of player he is. His style is so solid that you can't win with ordinary skill.

This style also has a "strong against weak, weak against strong" quality, so he tends to defeat players with lower ratings.

He maintains his rating by drawing against higher-rated players and winning against lower-rated ones.

I believe Ra-hee completely dominated this person, gained fame, and became a Grandmaster afterward.

*Then if I beat this person, I could gain some recognition too?*

Fortunately, I have White today. I have almost no experience losing to lower-tier Grandmasters when playing White.

I only lost to lower-tier Grandmasters when I was really young, around 7th or 8th grade. After that, I just won.

After shaking hands with my opponent, the game began. I briefly considered what to play as my first move.

Should I advance the pawn in front of my king as usual, or twist things a bit and advance the pawn in front of my queen? Suddenly bringing out the English Opening wouldn't be bad either, and the Réti Opening is also decent.

But today, none of those openings appealed to me. After those four openings, the next option would be the Nimzowitsch-Larsen Attack.

But today, I wasn't feeling the Nimzo-Larsen either. I needed something different.

*When I need something different, this is the one.*

The Bird's Opening. Advancing the f-pawn two squares on the first move, completely ignoring opening principles.

Advancing the f-pawn two squares attacks the e5 square, preventing the opponent's king pawn advance. But the d-pawn advance does that too.

And this move doesn't even help develop pieces. The c4 move at least has the idea of "moving the c-pawn that will eventually move anyway," but f4 doesn't even have that.

In most games, the f-pawn doesn't move until the endgame.

*It opens the king's diagonal making it vulnerable to queen attacks, remains unstable even after castling, doesn't help with piece development. Plus... it's a move where Black's win rate is higher than White's.*

The only significance this opening has is appearing in chess quizzes asking "Which of the following is not an animal-named opening?"

Bird's Opening isn't named after the animal but after a person, Henry Bird.

It occasionally appears in chess-related quizzes. I think that's the extent of its significance.

The only reason I'm bringing out this underrated opening is simple: it's fun.

So what if it's a slightly inferior opening? If it's fun, that's enough. I haven't played chess so carelessly that I'd lose just for using an unusual opening.

I'll play it thinking of it as a Dutch Defense from White's perspective. The Dutch Defense isn't a great opening either, but I've used it occasionally to force decisive results.

*It creates imbalances that reduce the chances of a draw, and that's good enough.*

When middlegame and endgame skills are similar, opening advantages determine the outcome, but otherwise, openings aren't that important.

The Bird's Opening is at least relatively well-known among irregular openings, so it should be fine. At least I'm not playing the Ware Opening or Grove Opening.

I started making moves with a bright smile. Bird's Opening theory and main lines? I've never studied such things. The moves I play are the main lines and theory.
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Bird Opening. My opponent responded by advancing the d-pawn two squares, entering a Reversed Dutch.

When White advances the queen's pawn two squares on the first move and Black responds by advancing the f-pawn two squares, it's called the Dutch Defense.

What I'm playing now is the black and white variation of that Dutch Defense. Just as the English Opening has the Reversed Sicilian variation, the Bird Opening has the Reversed Dutch Defense.

*Reversed Dutch... even the name seems to stink. Regular Dutch is bad enough, and Reversed Dutch is just as bad.*

The Sicilian is fine to play normally, and the Reversed Sicilian is quite good when played by White, but the Dutch feels like the opposite.

Dutch players might feel offended, but honestly, even the sound of "Dutch" is somewhat off-putting. It reminds me of "dirty," lacks prestige, and is actually not that good.

Anyway, despite all the negative evaluations, I chose the Bird Opening. I entered the Reversed Dutch, and the die was cast.

*People even play the Bongcloud if they want to.*

I imagined the shape of the Dutch Defense as I followed the opening. The Dutch Stonewall is strongly system-based, so you just need to follow the pattern.

My opponent and I continued our development without much interference. This player's style was typically more counter-oriented than aggressive.

I'm the one playing differently from usual. In most games, I push the king's pawn two squares, and occasionally when I push the queen's pawn, I enter aggressive lines.

Creating a Dutch Stonewall formation like I'm doing now is quite different from my usual style.

There was no special reason for changing my style. I just wanted to win this way this time. I wanted to show everyone that I could play chess in various ways.

*I've encountered counter-punching styles many times before. I could probably win by constantly pressuring with tactical skill... but this time, let's try a defensive approach.*

Chess where I adjust my style slightly depending on the opponent, playing moves they dislike and gradually increasing pressure.

A style that prioritizes defense but is never weak in attack, slowly building advantages through strategic judgment and ultimately crushing in the endgame.

In short, the Champion's chess.

I'm planning to imitate that chess in this match against my opponent.

*A match against a Grandmaster gatekeeper—perfect timing. The skill gap is big enough that I won't lose just because I changed my style a bit, but they're not so weak that they'll be easily defeated.*

I imagined the Champion in my mind and thought about what moves he would make.

The Champion now has somewhat white hair and quite a few wrinkles, somewhere between middle-aged and elderly, but the Champion in my mind was from his 30s.

That era's image was most familiar to me. The Champion who would buy me meals after chess, who would call me out to take me somewhere when I was studying alone instead of participating in tournaments.

It's embarrassing to admit, but he played the role of my father.

Sometimes I would tell him my worries, and sometimes he would tell me his. We were rivals but also friends, like father and son.

*I know that person's thoughts better than anyone.*

Back then, we were the only friends who understood each other's thoughts. Until now, I couldn't see him properly because of my strange sense of rivalry and competitiveness toward the Champion.

Now that I've set aside much of my chess obsession and sorted out my thoughts about the Champion, I can see him properly.

How could I not figure out what he's thinking when he makes a move, what move he would make in certain situations?

*It's my specialty. Analyzing moves and psychology to predict the next move.*

I played as if I were the Champion. I completely suppressed my own presence and poured all my thoughts into "what move would the Champion make?"

It was very awkward at first. Of course it would be, trying it in a real match without any practice.

To be honest, I had doubts throughout the game. Would it really work to imagine the Champion and think about his moves?

Ra-hee could imitate me. I play better than her, we have similar styles, and her moves often overlap with my old self.

The Champion was the opposite. He plays better than me and our styles aren't similar. Because of that, it was difficult and the moves weren't clear to me.

I doubted whether I was playing correctly.

But as I continued making moves, when I looked at the board after the 20th move, the board that had formed was one "the Champion would like."

My position had no weaknesses and was solid. But my opponent's position seemed unstable, as if it would collapse when attacked.

The advantage wasn't large, but it would be easy to simplify the position. If I could create a small advantage and immediately enter the endgame, I could win.

Even if my opponent found a novelty and counterattacked, it wouldn't be a big problem. I could quickly stabilize the position, enter the endgame, and aim for a draw.

*So this is how it works. I understand now.*

The board looked wider. Was this how the Champion played chess?

*What I did was just imitation. The Champion would have been much sharper and more stable than this. But now I roughly understand.*

As I played, I realized this was a style I couldn't imitate. Our personalities are too different, and if I forced myself to play this way, I would end up neither here nor there.

At the point where the middlegame was ending, when queens were about to be exchanged and the endgame was approaching, I stopped imitating the Champion and returned to my own style.

The image of the Champion I had drawn in my mind disappeared like fog.

What replaced it was a world of 64 squares made of black and white. Imitating the Champion had been quite restrictive.

He wouldn't sacrifice unless it was clearly beneficial, so there weren't many attacking opportunities, and since he disliked creating weaknesses, it wasn't easy to push pawns forward to expand territory.

As soon as I decided to play chess in my own style, I pushed a pawn. It was a move that created a weakness in an otherwise stable board.

The engine would probably evaluate my move as questionable. It would reduce the evaluation slightly and drop the engine correlation rate.

But this move is right for now. Creating a weakness myself to give my opponent an opportunity is the best option.

What's the point of fishing if you don't put bait on the hook because you're afraid to lose it? You need to throw out delicious bait to catch a big fish.

My bait was one that would lead to "victory" if properly eaten and digested.

My opponent wasn't patient enough to resist my bait and immediately began attacking my weakness.

The board that had been stable when I was imitating the Champion suddenly began to become chaotic.

The pawn structure broke down, the king was exposed, and tactical opportunities arose. The variables increased greatly, creating a situation where a decisive result was inevitable.

*This is chess. Why play chess if you're going to make passive moves?*

As time passed, the board moved further toward a labyrinth. It was such a chaotic situation that I could hardly remember what the board had looked like just a few moves ago.

The Champion's board makes you think "this looks familiar." The pawn structure is stable and the pieces effectively protect each other, making positions look similar.

In contrast, my board makes you think "how did it end up like this?" It creates such chaotic situations that it's hard to understand how it got that way.

An increase in variables means an increased probability of a decisive result. That's the same as saying my chances of winning increase.

The chances of losing also increase? No way. I'm the better player.

In the chaos-filled board, I followed a single ray of light. The path I walked seemed brilliantly illuminated.

Though there seemed to be opportunities for both players due to the many variables, I was the only one who could utilize those opportunities.

*This is my pressure.*

The Champion's pressure is like putting the opponent in a box and slowly reducing its size. He gradually narrows their range of action, makes them suffocate, and achieves victory.

My pressure, on the other hand, is like jamming a finger deep into the uvula. It's almost inappropriate to call it pressure, but anyway, after experiencing it, you can't breathe.

The body seems free but isn't. You can only roll on the floor because of the pain of having your uvula poked.

There seem to be many opportunities, but you can't use them. By the time the pain gradually decreases and you feel like you can breathe again, the game has already heavily tilted.

The game eventually became a queen-knight versus queen battle. I had one more pawn and one more piece.

My opponent tried for a perpetual check draw but I didn't allow it.

"Good game."

"Good game."

My opponent left after a clean handshake. They seemed to accept the win and loss easily. They didn't look particularly disappointed, so I asked:

"Aren't you disappointed about losing today?"

"I am disappointed, but I expected to lose. I always follow your games, and I didn't think I had the skill to beat you. I had a small hope when I saw the Bird Opening."

They shrugged and smiled. They had quite good manners.

*That person is also a Grandmaster, so there's a chance they could advance... I want to cheer for them.*

I wanted to cheer for them because of their good manners. I also felt good because they acknowledged my skill.
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The Chess Olympiad preliminaries were drawing a lot of attention.

The Chess Olympiad was one of the largest international chess tournaments, and naturally garnered interest since it featured nations competing against each other rather than individuals.

The days when Korea was considered weak at chess were long gone. Twenty years ago, after the meteoric rise of a genius player, there had been substantial investment and talent development, resulting in quite a few Grandmasters.

Having enough Grandmasters to form a four-person team meant Korea had essentially shed its "minor nation" status.

But that was about it. They weren't weak—not many countries could field a full team of four Grandmasters for the Olympiad.

Korea had achieved decent results in the Chess Olympiad. They ranked somewhere in that "ambiguous chess nation" tier below the United States, Eastern Europe, European chess powerhouses, China, and India.

Compared to the old days when they hovered around 100th place, things had certainly improved. But that was the extent of it.

They had scraped together four Grandmasters, but without any standout player, the situation remained precarious.

They had no one who could consistently secure wins, nor a reliable pillar who could force draws in any situation.

The team's character had essentially become "weak against strong players, strong against weak players." Winning a medal at the Chess Olympiad seemed absolutely impossible.

But this year was different.

There was one strong player who had appeared from somewhere and defeated the Champion and other Grandmasters, and there was another joker who could create variables through aggressive play and aim for victory even against strong opponents.

Thanks to these two, even those who had previously been unremarkable on the international stage gained confidence and improved their skills.

This year, there was a feeling that they might actually show something. It seemed like Korea might win a medal at the Chess Olympiad and proudly join the ranks of the chess powers.

As a result, the average viewership for this Chess Olympiad preliminary was nearly four times higher than in previous years.

It meant everyone was invested in this Olympiad.

...
..
.

I had cleanly won all five rounds of the preliminaries. My score was, of course, 5 points. I had continued my winning streak without allowing a single defeat.

Unfortunately, I wasn't in first place. I wasn't the only one riding this tremendous wave of consecutive victories.

Mr. Won-gwang. The kind man who provided me with all sorts of cakes and drinks whenever I visited the café. He too was riding the wave of consecutive victories.

Ra-hee had 4.5 points due to a draw in the first round, and only Mr. Won-gwang and I had achieved five consecutive wins.

*Uncle's skills have improved a lot. I don't think he used to be that overwhelmingly skilled before. He was just someone who played decently and won decently.*

Since Ra-hee and I always played aggressively, it seemed his attacking abilities had improved significantly as well.

He seemed to have changed his style to one where he dominated the board with attacks and completely overwhelmed his opponents to secure victories.

Perhaps because he was fundamentally skilled, just changing his style a little made a huge difference in his atmosphere. He used to be somewhat frustrating to watch, but now he was dynamic and refreshing.

Does chess come to resemble one's appearance? Looking at his bald crown and shining hair, I'm reminded of a Manchurian general galloping across the plains.

Such aggressive chess suited him much better than the constrained style.

Anyway, setting aside unnecessary talk... my opponent for the 6th round is Mr. Won-gwang.

My 5-point partner and co-leader. By tiebreak, Mr. Won-gwang's score was slightly higher, making him technically the true leader.

The 6th round would be the match to take that position from him.

In the Swiss system, there are many matches played at once, and since one defeat doesn't end everything, individual games generally receive less attention.

But matches like this one receive spotlight comparable to tournament finals.

Korea had a chance to win a medal at the Chess Olympiad. Because of that, the Chess Olympiad preliminaries were receiving tremendous attention.

Meanwhile, two players were tied for first place.

A match to determine the true leader between the only two tied for first place was about to unfold. It couldn't help but attract attention.

The media had been talking about our match all day since the day before yesterday.

Who would be the owner of the first board among Korea's representative players! They were promoting it enthusiastically with titles like that.

They praised Mr. Won-gwang profusely while speculating about my chances, and also stirred things up with Ra-hee who was climbing up from below... The media had found quite an entertaining subject.

"Wow, but this really seems like an overreaction. Don't you think so, mister?"

Unfortunately, the media's portrayal and reality were quite different. We had been studying chess together for a long time, and in terms of skill, I was undoubtedly superior.

If I just focused and played properly, I would definitely win. While there had been some draws, there had been no defeats.

In an official standard game where I played chess with concentration, Mr. Won-gwang had no chance of beating me.

Unlike the media frenzy, the outcome of the game was practically predetermined.

"Hahaha, they have reason to make a fuss. There's never been a match like this before."

"Well, someone of your caliber could have gone straight to the Olympiad without this tournament and no one would have complained. Is it like, 'A big shot appears in a Korean tournament'?"

I joked with a smirk. Mr. Won-gwang laughed with his mouth but not with his eyes.

"After the death of Korea's brilliant genius long ago, there was no one in Korea who could be called number one. My rating is a bit higher than others, but the gap with second place wasn't large."

"For someone like that, you've been winning five straight matches quite easily."

"Yes. That's why they're making a fuss. Chess journalists aren't fools. They know my skills have improved. They know that now, it wouldn't be wrong to call me Korea's number one."

Mr. Won-gwang's eyes turned serious. I grinned and said:

"It wouldn't be wrong to call you Korea's number one. But you know who the real number one is, don't you?"

"I'm not sure. Would you tell me?"

"Tomorrow, I'll show you."

Competitive fire burned in Mr. Won-gwang's eyes. Despite never having won a single game against me, he thought he would win tomorrow.

Rationally speaking, it could be considered foolish. If he had never won before, why would tomorrow be any different?

Since it was an official match, the chances were even slimmer. When I focused seriously on chess, even the Champion would find it difficult to underestimate me.

Mr. Won-gwang had no chance of beating me. He probably knew that fact as well.

*But even so, he's burning with fighting spirit?*

I couldn't help but smile. Not mockingly, but with happiness and joy. I could see that he wasn't intimidated by me and was genuinely preparing to face me.

Korea's rising Grandmaster was preparing to face me seriously.

"I should get going now. I look forward to an interesting match tomorrow."

"Sure. By the way, let me tell you one thing: tomorrow I'm going to push the pawn in front of my king two squares."

"Is that so? Well, do as you please. It doesn't matter what opening you use."

I waved my hand lightly to say goodbye to him.

His statement about pushing the pawn in front of his king two squares honestly seemed like a lie. Mr. Won-gwang had a playful personality but was surprisingly rational.

Knowing that I specialized in the Sicilian Defense, there was no way he would push the pawn in front of his king. It was probably just psychological warfare.

*There's no point in worrying about it. What opening he uses is entirely up to him.*

My job was to play the best moves regardless of the opening and firmly establish dominance. While I appreciated his fighting spirit, that didn't mean I would allow him to covet the position of Korea's number one.

That had been my position since long ago. Even when Korea was a chess wasteland, I was number one.

...
..
.

Time passed quickly, and the start time for the 6th round approached. Mr. Won-gwang showed up wearing a Hawaiian shirt, sunglasses, and shorts.

I was dressed simply in jeans and a light blue dress shirt... but he came in what looked like "veteran RPG player attire."

Was it a strategy to intimidate opponents with his unique clothing and appearance? Rather than feeling intimidated, I found myself laughing, which actually helped ease my tension.

"I look forward to our match."

"Yes. Oh, did I say yesterday that I'd push the pawn in front of my king? I've changed my mind. I think I'll push the pawn in front of my queen instead."

"Do as you please."

Mr. Won-gwang cracked jokes from the start. He stroked his shiny forehead and hair, smiling leisurely.

As I suspected, his statement yesterday was probably meant to throw me off balance.

After shaking hands with him and waiting a while, the clock started ticking. He boldly developed his kingside Knight.

It was the Réti Opening. Both his declaration yesterday about pushing the pawn in front of his king and today's statement about pushing the pawn in front of his queen were lies.

*Are you really doing this?*

Looking at him, he shrugged with a shameless face. I couldn't help but laugh. It was funny seeing him in that Hawaiian shirt acting this way.

Since he made me laugh, I should finish this quickly and let him rest.
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Réti Opening. An opening where the first move develops the kingside knight to indirectly support the e5 square.

Since it controls the center with pieces rather than pawns, it's classified as a "hypermodern opening."

The Nimzowitsch-Larsen Attack that I occasionally use is also a hypermodern opening, as it indirectly supports the center with a bishop. The Réti Opening can be considered a predecessor to the Nimzo-Larsen.

Hypermodern openings don't occupy the center with pawns initially, allowing for flexible pawn movements to create battles later.

Since the central pawn structure isn't fixed, it often transitions into other openings, and because pieces control the center, the central influence tends to be somewhat weaker.

*Réti Opening... The Champion occasionally brings it out as a surprise pick, and I've faced it a few times.*

A flexible opening that frequently transitions to others. These characteristics aren't disadvantages for the Champion.

He's someone who displays a mastery and understanding of opening theory that overwhelms other Grandmasters. He actually uses those fluid transitions to completely confuse his opponents.

*My record against the Champion using the Réti Opening is 1 draw and 4 losses in 5 games. Even that one draw was barely achieved through luck.*

I didn't have good memories facing the Réti Opening. Most games ended in straightforward defeats where I carried the opening disadvantage to the end.

I gently closed my eyes and visualized the board in my mind. My current opponent isn't the Champion but Mr. Won-gwang. While he's strong in openings, he's not much different from my level.

There's no need to be intimidated by thoughts of the Champion. If I play as usual, I'll win.

*No. Playing as usual is meaningless. If I play as usual, I'll lose to the Champion as usual, and remain in the same place as usual.*

I deliberately created fear within myself. What if the person sitting across from me was the Champion? What if it was that intimidating figure, the greatest genius in chess history?

What if that genius pulled out the "Réti Opening" joker card against me, threatening my championship?

Not like usual.

I need to play much better than usual.

From beginning to end, I need to put my heart into every move and face this with everything I've got.

Only after closing my eyes and finishing this self-suggestion could I reach for the board. About 10 minutes had passed.

With the additional time, I'd have over 2 hours anyway. Taking 10 minutes for mental control wasn't really a loss.

My first move was developing my kingside knight. Like my opponent, I was indirectly occupying the center by developing a knight.

This move also passes the opening choice to my opponent.

Will he push the d-pawn to enter an Indian game, push the c-pawn for an English variation, or push the g-pawn to follow Réti's independent line?

The Réti Opening frequently transitions to other openings. This doesn't just mean "it transitions often," but that almost every game transitions to a different opening.

The closest thing to a pure Réti line would be the Réti Gambit or the King's Indian Attack...

"Hmm."

As soon as I thought this, Mr. Won-gwang made his move. G-pawn forward one square. King's Indian Attack.

*King's Indian Attack. I used to play it quite often back in the day. Though I entered it from the French Defense, not the Réti Opening.*

The King's Indian Attack, or KIA, is a system opening. You can make your moves regardless of what your opponent plays.

This means when facing an unwanted defense, you can just say "whatever" and switch to the King's Indian Attack. It's a system opening after all.

During the period when I extremely despised the French Defense, I would immediately switch to the King's Indian Attack whenever my opponent entered the French.

*In other words... the King's Indian Attack is an opening I'm familiar with.*

I smiled slightly. I felt pretty good. If my opponent had been the Champion, I'd already be excited and dreaming of victory.

Then the Champion would make an unexpected novelty move, and I'd collapse in confusion. A common scenario I could feel without even seeing it.

*First rule when facing a familiar opening: don't get cocky. If I still get excited and act up despite losing dozens of games that way, am I even human? More like a goldfish.*

Looking at my behavior so far, I was definitely closer to a goldfish than a human.

I should acknowledge what needs acknowledging and do better going forward. Even though a familiar opening appeared, I shouldn't get excited but remain calm and composed as usual.

Not getting cocky is the shortcut to victory.

I calmly recalled the theory I remembered and began making moves. Imagining my opponent as the Champion rather than Mr. Won-gwang allowed me to maintain a much more serious attitude.

Several moves later, I wasn't particularly surprised when Mr. Won-gwang entered an unexpected sideline.

Thinking of my opponent as the Champion made mind control possible naturally. There's no need to worry much about seeing an unfamiliar line. I just accepted it.

*It's a move I haven't seen before, but it's not impressively brilliant.*

Calmly, without excitement, better than usual.

With these three principles firmly planted deep in my mind, I continued the development.

I closed the center. It seemed advantageous to enter a side game where we would both aim for checkmate.

Although my opponent tried to shake me with unexpected moves, I didn't waver much and held firm.

All that remained was to counterattack.

I steadily gathered my pieces on the kingside. I pushed pawns in advance if they needed to be moved, to avoid interference later.

I implemented the plans I had visualized in my mind onto the board, ensuring that pawn breaks wouldn't happen in the direction my opponent wanted.

When my desired field was created and my pieces gained appropriate activity. But when my opponent was still one move short of perfecting their defense.

That's when I needed to attack. This moment was the opportunity for the most lethal and sharp attack.

I pushed a pawn.

A simple movement of a small piece worth just one point.

The battle always begins with pawns.

Small movements create big changes, and various pieces become entangled, attacking and exchanging. I threatened unstable structures to improve my position and aim for checkmate.

Through exchanges upon exchanges, in the chaos of disorderly battle, I was the one who emerged victorious.

The difference of just one tempo was decisive.

That moment I didn't miss brought me victory.

"I resign."

Mr. Won-gwang extended his hand with a refreshed expression, requesting a handshake.

"Haha, I lost but don't feel too bad. To think you're on our team. This time, there really, really might be a possibility."

"Saying 'might be a possibility' sounds too lacking in confidence, doesn't it? Let's change it to 'this time, we'll really win.'"

"Yes, that's right. I think we'll really win this time. This time, for real."

I shook his thick hand. He covered my hand with both of his and patted it gently.

And at this moment, Korea's number one ranking and the first board position for the Chess Olympiad were essentially decided.

...
..
.

The United Kingdom, or officially "The United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland," consists of four countries.

Each country has its own association and participates in the Chess Olympiad under its own flag.

While Wales and Northern Ireland have little influence due to their small populations, England and Scotland were different.

England, the country of Howard Staunton. Though he unfortunately didn't match prime years with Paul Morphy for a proper match, he was the champion who dominated the generation just before Paul Morphy.

Famous openings like the English Opening and London System are named after England, which is a chess powerhouse with deep history and tradition.

Scotland, the country of the current Champion. Edinburgh, Scotland's capital, has a historic chess club, and the Scotch Game is also named after Scotland.

Before the current Champion's emergence, it was just one of many ordinary chess nations, but now it's firmly established as a chess power.

Those two countries were suddenly focusing on the Chess Olympiad qualifiers in the distant country of Korea.

Though it was just a qualifying tournament to select participants, all of Britain was focused on it. The cause was obviously the Champion.

The Champion appeared on his sponsored chess broadcast channel, showed Yeon's games, and promoted her as "the most promising prospect."

Yeon responded by showing amazing games every day, making it natural for all British chess enthusiasts to pay attention to her.

The Champion smiled contentedly as he watched the growing interest in Yeon day by day.

*Money, power, fame. That child liked fame the most. I will provide the environment for gaining fame. Seizing it is something you must do yourself.*

He deliberately emphasized the rivalry between himself and Yeon.

If Yeon were to defeat the Champion in this Chess Olympiad, she could gain everything.

*Pure chess, with unchanged rules. If she can beat me even in that...*

The Champion stared blankly into space. Even he didn't know how it would turn out. He never thought he would step down from the champion's position by losing to someone rather than relinquishing it himself.

He was simply dreaming of a good match as a competitor.
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While I was driving the first-place train with my merciless winning streak, the competition for the top ranks was becoming extremely fierce.

After losing to me, Mr. Won-gwang drew against a Grandmaster in his next game. Meanwhile, Ra-hee was quickly climbing up with consecutive wins until she unexpectedly drew against a Candidate Master.

Ra-hee isn't a stable pick, so those random draws and losses happen from time to time.

I think Mr. Won-gwang couldn't help it either since his opponent was determined to force a draw.

While those two were battling for second place, the fight for fourth and fifth was equally intense.

With me in first and Ra-hee and Mr. Won-gwang sharing second and third, naturally the battle for fourth and fifth place was heating up.

*Was the Chess Olympiad qualifier always this intense?*

It's a battle where 0.5 points can make people cry or laugh. Everyone from second to eighth place is playing chess for victory.

Drawish openings like the Berlin Defense or Petrov Defense hardly appear. When someone plays the King's Pawn Opening, they're met with the Sicilian Defense.

They create imbalances and fight to get ahead of others. Everyone from second to eighth place is doing this.

Usually, draws are common at the highest levels of chess. But in this Chess Olympiad qualifier, the draw rate among top players was the lowest.

*I don't care who it is, just come up! Well, not just anyone—the most skilled person should advance. Let anyone with real skill come up!*

While the fierce battles raged below, I could play chess comfortably having already secured plenty of points.

Unless I draw all my remaining games and the second-place player wins all of theirs, my first place position won't be threatened.

And a few days later, the match that would ultimately determine the rankings was set.

The showdown between Ra-hee and Mr. Won-gwang, who had been constantly fighting for second place. Whenever they were supposed to meet based on points, one of them would slip and strangely, the match wouldn't happen.

Whether the Korea Chess Association intentionally adjusted the matchups or not, they finally ended up facing each other on the last day to determine second place.

My opponent was currently ranked sixth. If this person beats me and the fifth-place player draws, they advance to the finals.

Or, if they draw against me and the fifth-place player loses, they advance.

The difference between fifth and sixth place is 0.5 points, but considering the tiebreaker, that's how it works. The head-to-head result takes priority, and the current sixth-place player won when they faced each other.

The sixth-place player won their direct match but is still ranked lower. That shows how chaotic this qualifier tournament has been.

*My advancement to the finals as first place is already confirmed regardless of this game's result... Is this person hoping I'll let my guard down? Or will they ask me to let them win?*

Even if they ask, I have no intention of letting them win. There's a huge difference between advancing to the finals with a perfect score versus advancing with one loss.

In chess, where draws are common, the weight of a "perfect victory" is never small. Throughout chess history, winning every game is rare.

The most famous example might be Bobby Fischer winning the 1963-1964 U.S. Chess Championship with a perfect 11-0 score. I don't know of any other records like that.

It might happen in small local tournaments, but a perfect victory in a major international competition is truly difficult.

I plan to gain fame by winning the gold medal without losing a single game from the qualifiers to the finals. I don't want to lose by carelessly letting someone win.

"I look forward to our game. Let's both do our best until the end."

I extended my hand, making it clear I had no intention of going easy.

I will do my best until the end. Being Korea's number one wasn't enough for me.

I will become the best female chess player in the world. I'll give my all to achieve a perfect score at the Chess Olympiad and win the gold medal.

"I look forward to it as well."

My opponent seemed to understand my determination and accepted the handshake with a very tense voice. From their perspective, this game might as well determine their advancement to the finals.

The player currently in fifth place was matched against the ninth-place player in this round. That ninth-place player is strong enough to have drawn against Mr. Won-gwang.

*But... there's no way I'll lose in this situation.*

Soon after, the round start bell rang, and I moved my king's pawn forward two squares. This was bad news for my opponent.

I had the white pieces. And my first move was advancing the king's pawn. Unless it was Bird's Opening, it would be difficult to aim for victory against a King's Pawn Opening.

My opponent didn't give up and pushed the queen's bishop pawn forward two squares, entering the Sicilian Defense.

The Sicilian Defense! An opening with large imbalances and a low probability of draws. Their will to fight even if they might lose is evident.

Do they not know that the Sicilian Defense is my specialty? That's unlikely. They probably know but had to play it in this situation.

*I have to respect this. Regardless of chess skill, I have to acknowledge that fighting spirit.*

One approach would have been to aim for a draw against me and hope the fifth-place player loses. That would still allow them to advance based on the head-to-head rule.

But they deliberately aimed for victory. They hoped to beat me and have the fifth-place player draw or lose.

It was behavior that matched their words about doing their best until the end.

*If they're coming at me like this, I have no choice but to give it my all too.*

I entered the Closed Sicilian and then the Grand Prix Attack. Among white's openings against the Sicilian, this is considered quite aggressive.

After keeping the center closed with the Closed Sicilian, I strongly pressured the kingside by advancing the f-pawn two squares.

It's not the best opening. But it's not so bad that it can't be used.

*Let's clash with full sincerity.*

I poured everything I had learned so far against my opponent.

To give my all until the end. To respect the honor of an opponent who showed a true competitive spirit.

The "sincerity" of a Grandmaster who had risen to second in the world was strong. My opponent tried hard to resist and aim for a comeback, but I wasn't going to let that happen.

It was impressive how they tried to save their queen until the end, aiming for at least a perpetual check draw.

"Good game. It was a great match."

"Yes... unfortunately, it seems my name wasn't meant to be on the Korean team roster."

"There will be another opportunity in two years. Aim for that. This time was really close."

"That's high praise. Yes, it's an honor. I hope you achieve good results."

After shaking hands, I reported the result of the game. I had given my all until the end and passed the qualifiers with a perfect score.

*Now... I need to check who got second place.*

Mr. Won-gwang and Ra-hee were still playing. From what I could see from a distance, they seemed to be in the middle of the middlegame.

Both appeared to be putting their soul into every move. They might make mistakes due to time pressure at this rate. But they know what they're doing, right?

After getting my phone back, I went to the waiting room to check the situation. Even without my phone, there was a monitor in the waiting room showing the games.

*Engine evaluation is +0.5, white is ahead by half a pawn. Ra-hee needs to work harder.*

I had a feeling she was falling behind. Just looking at the ratings, Mr. Won-gwang's is higher. The good news is that the game wasn't heavily tilted yet.

White has a slight advantage, but it's not significant. From the beginning, white typically starts with about a 0.3 pawn advantage.

Considering that, black is holding up reasonably well.

*If this ends in a draw... who gets second place? I don't know because I didn't check the tiebreak rules properly.*

Given Ra-hee's personality, I doubt she'll aim for a draw, so I'll have to wait a bit longer.

The game progressed sharply. Neither seemed willing to accept a draw. Ra-hee was also showing restraint, not sacrificing pieces recklessly.

If she threw away pieces trying to create imbalances, this equilibrium would break.

*They're both playing well. There are some regrettable moments, but... they're definitely skilled players.*

The precariously balanced position finally collapsed due to Mr. Won-gwang's mistake. Ra-hee didn't miss the opportunity to punish it.

Mr. Won-gwang struggled until the end, trying to at least secure a draw, but Ra-hee didn't let go of her advantage and played carefully until the end.

In the end, the second board belonged to Ra-hee.

*So... has the Korean team roster been decided now?*

There were still games left, but the lineup wouldn't change. The five players who would represent Korea at the Chess Olympiad had been determined.

First place was me, who won with a perfect score. I'm the captain of the Korean team. I've been playing the role of leader for a while, but this time it's different.

In the old days when there were no Grandmasters besides me, there was no expectation. But now it's different.

I feel like we might be able to win. A gold medal for Korea at the Chess Olympiad... it's a combination that doesn't seem to fit.

Once we win, I'm sure we'll get used to it. With these players, it's possible.

Ch.214 - Chess Olympiad (9)
The Korean Chess Association didn't charter an entire plane. They didn't provide first-class seats to all Korean representatives, nor did they distribute airplane seats to coaches, managers, and journalists...

Of course, nothing like that happened.

I had secretly hoped for it. Since we were representing Korea, I thought they might charter a plane for us... or at least provide extra tickets.

Even if chartering a plane was too much, couldn't they have prepared some extra tickets?

Since chess is a game where mental health is important, bringing family along could have a meaningful impact on results.

*Twenty years ago it might have been impossible. The Korean Chess Association had no money back then. But is it still impossible now? This is a bit much!*

What's so difficult about getting 20 tickets?

Five people for the open tournament, five for the women's tournament—just give each of the ten participants two tickets.

"After I take over the Korean Chess Association, I'll distribute extra tickets to participants."

"You're planning to take over the Korean Chess Association? Along with becoming President of Earth?"

"The Earth President thing was a joke! There's no such position."

"But taking over the Korean Chess Association is serious?"

"No... that was a joke too."

I looked out the window while exchanging silly jokes with Si-woo. Since the Korean Chess Association didn't gift us plane tickets, Si-woo paid his own way to come along.

I told him he didn't have to come if it was a burden... but he insisted.

*Is he reminiscing about our Spain trip? Is he thinking the mood might lead to... something happening like back then?*

Probably not. My Si-woo is pure, so he wouldn't have such lewd thoughts. We've already kissed, and if there's a next step, there's only one thing it could be.

Si-woo is good, so he's probably not imagining that.

"Si-woo, have you been to Italy before?"

"No. Have you?"

"I haven't either. This is my first time going with you."

I should exclude my past life. If I've been somewhere that's not on record, it's practically illegal entry.

"I haven't been there, but I know what's famous. Italy is almost as fundamental to Europe as Greece. Do you know what Italy's capital is?"

"Rome?"

"Yes. Rome is in Italy."

"Oh... did you do some research? What famous cultural sites are in Rome?"

"I don't know about that. I'm not interested in cultural sites. They're just big buildings, right? You appreciate them based on what you know, and I don't know anything."

I said confidently. For me, Italy means pizza, pasta, gelato, and Italian games. Besides that... maybe Sicily?

"The most famous thing in Italy is iced Americano. Italians love coffee, and they especially love iced Americano."

"They like iced Americano?"

"Yes. When you ask for coffee, they give you espresso, but you should ask for a big cup, water, and ice, then mix it right in front of the barista! They'll love that."

"Ah... I see."

"And you must always put pineapple on pizza. It's considered proper Italian dining etiquette."

Si-woo nodded with a serious face. He probably didn't believe me. It wouldn't matter if he did. Si-woo is tall and looks strong.

Even in the Netherlands, not many people are taller than Si-woo. He'd be fine eating pineapple pizza and iced Americano in Italy.

"I see... I didn't know about that etiquette..."

A moment later, Si-woo nodded with a face that suggested my words were going in one ear and out the other. Was the pineapple pizza lie too obvious?

"Also, in Italy, you have to buy gelato for pretty women at every meal."

"Really?"

"Yes. You don't need to buy it for multiple people, just for whoever you think is the prettiest."

Si-woo covered my head with his large hand and ruffled my bangs.

"I only have one person to buy for."

"I think I know what flavors that person likes. She probably likes strawberry and mango. And she probably really dislikes green tea and mint."

"Strawberry and mango. Got it. I'll remember."

For the rest of the journey to Italy, I continued telling him about "things to do for pretty women." I came up with about 23 items, but by the time we arrived, he'd forgotten most of them.

After arriving in Italy, I had to separate from Si-woo for a while. He came as a tourist, while I was here for the chess tournament.

After completing immigration, I headed to our accommodations. There were four rooms for the Open division players.

Ra-hee and I shared a room, while the other three players, coaches, and managers divided the remaining rooms among themselves.

"If your boyfriend comes into our room, I'm reporting it."

"I won't invite him. I'll go to him."

"That's concerning too... What if you stay up all night and ruin your condition for the match?"

"I'm a professional. Managing my condition is basic. Don't worry, it won't happen."

After tossing my suitcase in the corner of the room, I headed to the meeting place. The manager and coaches would analyze our opponents for us.

This is one good thing about Korean chess getting stronger. In the past, I basically did everything myself.

Back then, the so-called coaches and managers were chess-illiterate people without a single title, making it difficult to even listen to them.

*And now? A player who retired 5 years ago is the coach, and one who retired 8 years ago is the manager. The lineup is solid and trustworthy from the start.*

Ten years is enough time for a generation to change and experience to accumulate. Twenty years is a generation and a half—perfect for their experience to blossom.

We headed to what looked like an audio-visual room. There was a reasonably large room with a big screen, and two men in suits stood at the front.

The manager and coach. Honestly, I don't know what the difference is between them. It just seems like the older, more experienced person got the manager position.

"Ah... Buyeo Yeon and Jin Ra-hee. The last two have arrived. Well then, let's begin the briefing."

"We'll keep this as short as possible, so please focus. You can go sightseeing anytime. As representatives of Korea, you should enjoy yourselves properly too. Hahaha."

The two men skillfully managed the situation and completed the setup.

"Now, everyone knows who our first opponent is, right? Yes, Vietnam. Vietnam is quite good at chess, but I don't think we need to be nervous."

They flipped through several PowerPoint slides showing ratings and expected win rates. My rating wasn't my current one, but the performance rating measured during the Chess Olympiad qualifiers.

*Performance rating of 2670... I think it's higher than that now, but it's a decent analysis.*

I'm grateful they at least see me as Grandmaster level or above. There are still people who think my skills are fake.

They say if I'm really good and Korea's number one player, I should prove it with my rating. I'm slowly raising it because I find tournaments bothersome, but comments like that still annoy me.

Anyway, according to the coach and manager's analysis, our winning probability exceeds 70 percent.

"You know the first match follows the qualifying tournament format, right? Let's look at Vietnam's first board."

My opponent would be a male Grandmaster in his mid-40s. He's quite old. Even if my past self hadn't died, I'd still be younger than him.

*I don't remember seeing him 20 years ago. He's survived a long time.*

Older players generally prefer stable chess. He's likely a Queen's Pawn Opening user.

"According to statistics on the official site... 73 percent of his games start with advancing the pawn in front of the queen. He almost always goes for Queen's Gambit in important matches. And our Buyeo Yeon's statistics..."

They flipped to the next slide showing my statistics.

"Over 90 percent of your games start with advancing the pawn in front of the king. And according to analysis, you often aim for the Nimzo in Indian Defense, and if they don't accept it, you switch to Queen's Gambit Declined at a significant rate. Correct?"

I nodded. That's my preferred style these days. I think the Nimzo-Indian as Black is quite good, so I try for it once.

If the opponent doesn't allow the Nimzo-Indian, I switch to Queen's Gambit Declined.

This approach of changing direction once seems much better than going straight in. It also helps avoid the Queen's Gambit Declined Exchange Variation.

"That's right, but I can handle any opening. Since my opponent will likely be preparing for my Queen's Gambit Declined, I'm thinking of going with Queen's Gambit Accepted this time."

"Oh... that's a good idea too. Can we trust you? Well, I think we can. We haven't finished analyzing your play yet. You suddenly bring out openings we've never seen before, and you play them well. We'll trust you. So, is the first point confirmed?"

"We have many matches ahead, but you can consider them all confirmed points."

I said confidently. The coach smiled and gave a thumbs up. Quite likable.

Ch.215 - Chess Olympiad (10)
I've carefully analyzed the text, identified all characters and terms from the glossary, and will now provide a natural translation that maintains the webnovel style.

## Chapter 215

After roughly analyzing our first-round opponents, we were given free time.

The three older guys were planning to go drink Italian liquor, while Ra-hee said she planned to study chess more in her room.

Ra-hee had the lowest predicted win rate for the first round. While the other three all had higher chances of winning, Ra-hee was more likely to lose.

The rating difference with her opponent was 48 points. Rounding up to about 50 points, her expected score would be 42.85 percent.

Around 40 percent isn't that low of a probability. But chess has draws. If we're talking purely about the "chance of winning," it would be much lower than 40 percent.

So strictly speaking, her "win rate" isn't 42.85 percent. It's the probability of scoring 1 point that's 42.85 percent.

Approximating to 40 percent, it means that in 10 games, Ra-hee would score 4 points and her opponent would score 6.

She could get there with 8 draws and 2 losses, or with 4 wins and 6 losses. Since chess has many draws, it's probably more accurate to say something like 1 win, 6 draws, and 3 losses for a 4-6 score.

*A 50-point rating difference might seem small, but at the top level, 50 points is actually quite significant. It must be quite pressuring for Ra-hee.*

Helping her would be one option. But I couldn't help Ra-hee.

"Si-woo, over here!"

Because I needed to have fun.

The Chess Olympiad isn't just a simple tournament. It's a kind of festival where players from almost every country with a chess federation gather.

The host country prepares various entertainment and merchandise for all these people. They set up a large space on the first floor of the venue to sell various souvenirs.

"Did the meeting go well?"

"Well, there wasn't much to it. Everyone just does their own thing. Ra-hee stayed behind to work on openings with the coach and manager, and the older guys went out for drinks."

"Drinks? Oh right, they can drink. I got it confused with a school trip."

"I was also surprised when I first heard the guys talking about alcohol. I thought they were like students secretly hiding booze on a school trip."

Maybe because I flew here with Si-woo, it felt like we were on another school trip. The middle-aged men with their protruding bellies seemed like classmates.

Even though we had free time, I felt like we shouldn't wander around too much. Like if we went beyond a certain area, urgent calls would come from everywhere.

*Maybe it's because I've been a student for a year now, but I'm starting to think like one.*

A year ago, I would have felt more uncomfortable with being controlled. I did have sponsors and bodyguards, but they didn't control me.

Even if I went for a walk at dawn, they wouldn't say anything as long as I properly informed them of my location.

It's the opposite of school, where they'd call immediately if I was even a little late. Now I was thinking with that school mindset.

It's a strange feeling.

"Should we go get a bottle of alcohol from them?"

"Um... I don't know."

"What's with that weak reaction? I thought you'd be more excited."

"I'm not really interested. I'd much rather stay sober. And I don't know what you might do when drunk."

"What do you mean, what I might do? What exactly do you think of me? Do you think I'm easy to mess with? I'm humanity's greatest intellect! I can overcome alcohol with my mental strength!"

"Sure, whatever you say. But if you're going to overcome it, why drink in the first place?"

"Hmm... when you put it that way, I guess you're right. Do people drink to get drunk? But good drinkers are those who can drink a lot without getting drunk, right?"

"I've never drunk alcohol either, so I wouldn't know."

It might not be a bad idea to try alcohol now, but Si-woo doesn't seem interested in joining me.

*Si-woo looks like he'd have a strong liver... I wonder if I could keep up. I've never drunk before, but I feel like I'd be really weak with alcohol.*

My body's specs aren't much different from my past life. I'm a bit taller and have better complexion, so I look healthier, but that's about it.

I don't have outstanding athletic ability or muscles that develop easily without exercise. I'm closer to having a sickly image than a healthy one.

I probably can't handle alcohol well either. That's just my feeling.

I held Si-woo's hand and wandered around the souvenir shop. There wasn't anything particularly special. Chess souvenirs are mostly just boards and pieces.

Among board games, chess is relatively pretty, but there's a limit to how much you can milk it.

The designs haven't evolved much from 20 years ago. Only the shiny, pretty things caught my eye; the rest were just ordinary.

"There are so many people."

Instead of souvenirs, we watched the people. Among those people over there, there must be Grandmasters too. They might not be as good as me, but they're all skilled players.

"Should we go ask someone for a game of chess?"

"That's a bit..."

"I guess it would be burdensome. Everyone seems to be here to have fun, and they probably wouldn't like being asked to play chess."

"Let's just have fun, the two of us. Don't think about anything else. You'll be thinking about chess all day tomorrow. Give me today."

I looked at Si-woo with a smirk.

"Thinking about chess all day tomorrow? Do I look like I need to try that hard to win? I can win without trying that hard, you know?"

"You should give your best in every game."

"If an adult gives their best when playing with kids, they're just being mean."

"Your confidence is impressive. Aren't you worried about making a mistake? Your opponent isn't that bad. I think you're underestimating a Grandmaster representing their country."

"You'll see why I'm saying this tomorrow. Don't worry, just trust me."

I smiled arrogantly and patted Si-woo's arm.

We walked around for a long time, talking. We didn't forget to get some gelato. When we parted, we exchanged acts that heal each other's mental health.

...
..
.

The morning of the first day of the Chess Olympiad dawned. My eyes opened cleanly. I'm in top condition. After throwing open the curtains and washing my face, I sat at the table.

"Unnie, can I have a cup of coffee too?"

"Coffee? This?"

Ra-hee was drinking instant coffee mix even though we were in Italy. I could vividly imagine her getting hot water from the dispenser, adding the coffee mix, and stirring it with the coffee packet.

"Do you... really want to do that in Italy?"

"Espresso is too bitter. And I don't like adding a spoonful of sugar either. For Korean taste buds, instant coffee mix is the best."

"Instant coffee is tasty, but I couldn't go that far."

I quickly got dressed and went downstairs. I planned to eat a moderate Western breakfast, since eating too much would make me feel bloated.

There was a restaurant on the first floor. It was a restaurant providing a breakfast buffet for hotel guests. I took some bread, eggs, and bacon, then got coffee.

It was a café latte. I recommended an iced americano to Si-woo, but I didn't want something cold in the morning, so I got a warm café latte.

Apparently, Italians typically drink café latte in the morning.

After finishing my meal—a stereotypical Western breakfast—I elegantly arranged my fork and knife and sipped my coffee.

*This tastes pretty good. I wonder if they'd give me some in my tumbler if I asked.*

Coats and drinks are surprisingly essential when playing chess. When you get heated up from intense concentration, you can get hot, so it's good to wear light clothes with a coat.

Drinks are good for preventing dry mouth when chess isn't going well. Sometimes sensitive chess players become obsessed with the taste of their drinks.

*I didn't use to drink much. Drinking a lot makes me want to go to the bathroom.*

In the past, I felt guilty about leaving my seat during a chess game, but now I know there's no need for that. I brought a tumbler from my room and got some coffee.

It's fortunate that English works here. I haven't studied Italian at all.

After leisurely drinking my coffee, I returned to the room and took some time to meditate. A warrior entering the battlefield of chess must have a solemn mind.

I regulated my breathing slowly and calmed my mind.

"You're really something. The tournament is in a few hours, and you're taking a nap so casually?"

"It's not a nap! It's meditation, meditation!"

"Meditation while lying in bed under the covers?"

"This is how I meditate. I can't sleep anyway because of the coffee."

After about 30 minutes of lying down and meditating, I played a bit of chess and killed time on my phone. Before I knew it, the tournament time was approaching.

When it was time to gather, we all met up, went to the tournament venue together, were surprised by the crowd, and before I knew it while standing there in a daze, it was time for the tournament.

Somehow I shook hands with my opponent, and somehow they made the first move.

It felt like scenes were flashing by. Maybe because I was looking forward to the tournament so much, time passed really quickly.

*Well... now I need to focus and play chess.*

As I started to concentrate, time began to flow slowly again. Was zoning out earlier just preparation for this moment?

I'm in good condition, and the atmosphere is good. Let's win this first game easily and keep going all the way to the championship.

Ch.216 - Chess Olympiad (11)
Chapter 216

Queen's Gambit Accepted. Commonly abbreviated as QGA. An opening where Black captures White's c-pawn with the d-pawn after White enters the Queen's Gambit.

It's the third most common response after Queen's Gambit Declined and Slav Defense... but its usage rate lags far behind those two openings.

At beginner level, players almost always accept the gambit, but once you move beyond that level, the Accepted variation practically disappears.

Even with some study, players tend to prefer Indian Defenses rather than accepting the gambit.

Grandmasters never recommend QGA, and it often appears on lists of openings beginners should avoid.

*That makes sense. Queen's Gambit Accepted essentially trades a central pawn for a side pawn at the cost of tempo. And you can't even keep the pawn. The opponent recaptures with the bishop and gains tempo in the process.*

In chess, the center is a strategic stronghold of immense importance, but the moment you enter Queen's Gambit Accepted, that influence vanishes.

Meanwhile, your opponent either advances the e-pawn one square to solidify the center, or pushes it two squares to aggressively claim the center.

To beginners, it feels intuitively wrong.

But that doesn't mean QGA is a bad opening. It's difficult to use, but once you learn it properly, you realize QGA has its own charm.

*I really like how quickly it can open up the center.*

While QGD and Slav Defense build defensive pawn structures around the d-pawn, QGA boldly exchanges pawns and counters by pushing the c-pawn.

At amateur level, poor opening understanding makes losing the center fatal, but at master level, it's possible to reclaim the center.

For players like me with excellent opening understanding, QGA can be an attractive option.

*After Queen's Gambit Accepted, I countered the center with the c-pawn. Then created an isolated queen pawn through pawn exchanges. The opening phase seems to have gone smoothly.*

If I can gradually solve the light-squared bishop problem common in Queen's Gambit lines, I could say I've won the opening.

We followed the Rubinstein Variation of Queen's Gambit Accepted, sticking to the main line without major deviations.

As the opening concluded, I opened my tumbler and started drinking the coffee I'd brought this morning. I needed to cool my head and catch my breath.

*This is it. A smooth victory. Just maintaining advantage from beginning to end, finishing the game without a single reversal.*

The opening had that smooth feel to it. Commentators would call it a boring game, and spectators would look for other matches to watch.

But from a player's perspective, there's nothing more comfortable than this kind of game.

A clean finish without any reversals—just imagining it feels good. I tend to be inconsistent depending on my mood, so I haven't had many clean victories.

That's why I welcome games that end cleanly.

*Just avoid mistakes. To avoid mistakes, I need to harden my resolve. With a mind as solid as rock, staying relaxed.*

I sipped my coffee, consuming time. When I felt I'd rested enough, I reached out and gently pushed a piece.

After placing the piece precisely in the center of the square, I pressed the clock to pass the turn. My opponent, who had been yawning leisurely while I drank my coffee, finally rested his chin on his hand and began to think.

While my opponent pondered, I also considered what move he might make. This was a move prediction exercise I did occasionally.

Though I didn't have enough accumulated data for accurate predictions, it was still fun to try.

*If it were me, I'd push a pawn here. I like controlling wide areas even if it creates weaknesses. But for a d4 player?*

They prefer solid play without weaknesses. They typically maintain small advantages until the end, often winning through endgame skill.

He's likely to choose a move that stabilizes his position, probably a straightforward knight-bishop exchange.

*Will my prediction be correct?*

My opponent's hand rose above the board. After hovering in the air, it came down on the knight, grasped it, and moved toward the bishop.

*Correct! Yes, that's it. I got it right. Maybe I'm a chess god after all?*

I lost the bishop pair, but it doesn't matter much.

This wasn't a position where the bishop pair would be effective anyway. My opponent probably exchanged because he was concerned about the bishop pair in the long run.

The subsequent play was truly smooth. I saw a tactical opportunity and used it to win a pawn, then converted that advantage in the endgame.

It was a straightforward victory, just as I had sensed from the opening. There was no need to push pawns in front of my king or create imbalances with exchange sacrifices.

Those would only introduce variables, and in a smoothly progressing situation, there's no need for gambling moves.

"Puhuu... Good game, good game."

I said with a pronunciation full of Korean warmth. I could roll my tongue and speak proper English, but in a place with people from all over the world, you can't use another country's language.

"Good game" is English, but if the pronunciation is Korean, couldn't it be considered Korean?

"Good game."

My opponent returned the greeting with fluent English pronunciation. This small difference matters. As a representative of Korea, I used even English in a Korean way.

*I've kept my promise to secure one win. I wonder how the other Korean players are doing? Since I won, we just need 1.5 points from the remaining three players.*

After leaving the playing hall, I checked a streaming site to see how the other Korean players were doing. I could have checked the official site, but it's also fun to watch people chatting on streaming platforms.

To be honest, I'm checking because I just won. I've "proven" myself again. I need to show my presence to the subjects who praise my greatness.

The streaming delay was perfectly timed, showing the moment my opponent resigned.

[Buyeo Yeon! Buyeo Yeon! Buyeo Yeon! Buyeo Yeon! Buyeo Yeon! Buyeo Yeon!]
[Wow,, she won this one too, can we actually have hope this time?]
[She's just good at chess, simple as that]
[The chess god sent a Champion to Scotland but came to Korea personally]
[Her name sounds like someone who'd be good at chess, rare names are always good at chess]
[Oh chess deity....]

"Ah... this is it."

I stomped my feet in joy. It makes me happy when people acknowledge me. The feeling of being everyone's idol, being revered—those who haven't experienced it wouldn't understand.

Smiling broadly, I captured and saved the comments I liked. The probability of looking at them again is almost zero, but these moments accumulate to make me who I am.

When you have gigabytes of praise folders, it's fulfilling in itself.

After confirming the praise about me, I went to watch the games of the other Korean players. Surprisingly, it was the opposite of yesterday's prediction.

Ra-hee unnie was winning and Won-gwang ahjussi was losing. The remaining player had entered the endgame, heading toward a straightforward draw. They would likely agree to a draw soon.

Won-gwang ahjussi wasn't just losing—he was losing badly.

The simple material difference was 2 points, but according to engine analysis, it was a 4-point difference. In a Grandmaster game, that's quite hopeless.

But Ra-hee unnie... according to the engine evaluation, M8. That means there's a checkmate in 8 moves maximum.

*A checkmate? Is there really a checkmate angle here?*

An 8-move checkmate is readable if you try, but it's not easy. Even if someone tells you there's a checkmate, finding an 8-move mate is difficult.

Finding it without knowing it exists is much harder.

If you make even one mistake while calculating an 8-move mate, you'll miss the checkmate. It would be easier if the king looked obviously vulnerable, but that wasn't the case here.

*Can she find it? I would have found it. I consider all possible moves. But... would Ra-hee unnie go that far?*

If it were a 6-move mate, she would definitely find it, but 8 moves feels different. Even tactical books rarely feature 8-move checkmates.

It's a good sign that she's spending a lot of time. I hope she finds it. It's not about winning or losing—if she misses this, people will criticize her.

They'll harshly condemn a Grandmaster for failing to find such a mate.

Ra-hee unnie spent over 20 minutes thinking without making a move. I could clearly imagine her thinking—eyes wide open, brow furrowed in concentration.

And when she finds the answer, she'll relax her facial muscles and smile slightly. She'll show that confident smile with just one corner of her mouth raised.

*Win this! Don't let my victory be in vain!*

After 5 minutes of prayer, my prayers reached her. Her first move was a sacrifice leading to checkmate. The next move too, and the one after that—all aimed toward mate.

Unnie found an eight-move checkmate in a real game. My victory was pretty good, but she was today's MVP.

*It's a bit disappointing, but whatever. We're not competing over this anyway. Winning is what matters!*

My team. My colleague. I didn't envy my colleague's victory.
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In Round 2, our opponent was France. France is a country famous for the French Defense. France is quite good at chess.

The 4th Champion, Alexander Alekhine, was of French nationality. Though born in Russia, he naturalized to France during the Russian Revolution, so it's right to consider him French.

When he was Chess Champion, his nationality was French, so he was indeed a French player. Anyway, France has produced a Chess Champion and is a chess powerhouse.

How did we end up facing chess powerhouses in both Rounds 1 and 2? Everyone's saying our matching luck is hopeless.

In Round 1, our chances of winning were quite high, and though the result was a bit uncertain, we somehow managed to win. But this Round 2 was hard to take lightly.

The current French national team's first board is a player who has made it to the Candidates Tournament. Not just once, but twice. And he'll be participating in the next Candidates Tournament too.

He's never won the Candidates Tournament, but he placed in the upper ranks in both competitions.

Especially in his first Candidates Tournament, he achieved an impressive score of 8 points out of 14, taking second place overall.

The difference between him and first place was just 0.5 points. With a little more luck, a little better condition, he might have advanced to the Championship.

That person came to the Chess Olympiad as France's first board, and naturally, I'm his opponent.

His rating is an impressive 2832. Currently ranked 4th by rating. He's not just in the upper echelon of Grandmasters, but at the very top of the top.

*Considering rating inflation, the 2832 now is probably lower than 2832 twenty years ago. But breaking through the 2800 barrier is already insane.*

Ratings rise on average as time passes. In Bobby Fischer's era, 2600 would put you among the handful of top players, but in my era, there were over 50 players above 2600.

And now, 2600 is considered upper-middle tier among Grandmasters.

Roughly accounting for inflation, today's 2832 would be equivalent to early-to-mid 2700s twenty years ago.

Back then, early-to-mid 2700s would rank you between 5th and 10th. I was just over 2800, and the Champion was approaching 2900.

*If I simply compare, my prime back then might be considered better. But... considering my skills have declined a bit?*

It's hard to confidently claim victory. I could irresponsibly say "I'll definitely win this time too," but that would truly be irresponsible.

Confidence and arrogance are clearly different concepts, and such behavior is arrogance, not confidence. Making baseless boasts doesn't help at all.

"For now, let's strategize with the possibility that I might lose in mind."

I showed a more reserved attitude. Ra-hee looked at me with surprise.

"I thought you'd say you'd definitely win and tell us to relax and play comfortably."

"It's hard to use the phrase 'definitely win'... the opponent isn't easy. Even the Champion wouldn't easily secure a win against this person."

The Champion's record against him is 8 wins, 16 draws, 2 losses. That's in standard chess, and the draws are about twice the number of wins.

It means that if the French representative plays White and declares "I'll make a draw no matter what," even the Champion can't break through.

If I try too hard to win, I might end up losing instead. If I declare victory to ease the burden on our team, the pressure might build up and cause me to lose.

"Then there's no choice. I'll have to win."

Ra-hee patted my shoulder casually with a relaxed smile.

"I'll win, Mr. Won-gwang will win, and that guy will at least draw. That should do it, right?"

"That would work. Regardless of my result, that's 2.5 points."

"Then there's no problem, right? Mister, you'll win, right?"

Mr. Won-gwang gives a thumbs up with a grin. He looks like he might be holding the enemy commander's head in his other hand.

"So, I can play without pressure, just as I want to. Right?"

"Of course. Are you the type to feel pressured when playing chess? Since when did you care so much about others' opinions? You even kissed your boyfriend on a bridge at night where people pass by."

"...What?"

"Well, it's a tourist spot near our accommodation, but did you have to do that where it's visible from our room window?"

Ra-hee shows me a photo with a spinning smile. The resolution is low, making identification difficult... but there's a woman who looks very much like me and a man who looks very much like Si-woo kissing on a bridge.

"Next time, do it where there aren't people around."

"Th-this is illegal! Don't you know the law? There's some crime with some name that can get you imprisoned for years or fined a lot of money...!"

"I'll send it to you too. I have a few more. With slightly higher quality."

Ra-hee shows me a higher quality photo as she flips through them. It was a photo where faces were easier to recognize.

A dark night, a beautiful couple together under bright lights. The downward angle was good, and the lighting position was appropriate.

"I-if you send me those photos, I'll drop the lawsuit."

"Sure, sure. Since you might face imprisonment for some crime with some name, I'll send them right away."

After receiving the photos from Ra-hee, I immediately saved them to my desktop. She took surprisingly good photos. Really surprising.

"Now that I've sent those, you can win tomorrow, right?"

"No... winning is a separate issue. Honestly, it's going to be difficult."

"Difficult, but not impossible? Among the people here, only you can say it's 'difficult.' For us, beating that person is impossible."

"B-but no matter what, the probability is still low."

"Why is your tongue so long? Why is Buyeo Yeon, the Grandmaster who will write the legend of Korean chess, talking like this? Just say you'll win. You're the kind of person who can win when you say so."

She pushes me with quite a pressuring tone.

"Th-that's ridiculous. How can saying I can win actually make me win? That's nonsense."

"Haven't you heard that words have power?"

"That's pseudoscience."

"Just say it once!"

Since Ra-hee kept whining, I reluctantly did it. Even though it seems meaningless, it could be a kind of jinx.

A jinx that you win when you say you'll win. Even knowing it's meaningless, if it makes her feel better, that's enough.

Managing team psychology is also my role, so I should do it. It would be crazy to stubbornly keep my mouth shut out of some competitive psychology.

"I can win. I'll definitely score a point."

"That's it. This is how Yeon should be. Why were you backing down? Just say, 'I can do it. I will do it.' That's it."

Ra-hee finally smiled with a face that seemed to have reached enlightenment. I looked at her and smiled slightly.

...
..
.

Round 2, against France. The Grandmaster who would be my opponent. His name is "Maxime Lagrange," born in Nogent-sur-Marne, a city located in the eastern suburbs of Paris, France.

It's a small city. Equivalent to a county-level city in Korea. Maxime was famous as a chess prodigy in that small city.

At age 14, he won the U20 French Chess Championship, and at 15, he placed 3rd in the French Chess Championship.

After becoming a Grandmaster, he quickly grew by sweeping through tournaments both large and small. He was a strong player who could be considered representative of France.

His biggest characteristic is... his opening repertoire is "very" narrow.

Not just narrow, but "very" narrow. He only uses Ruy Lopez, Sicilian Najdorf, and Grünfeld Defense.

Judging by how he adequately handles situations when opponents don't enter these three openings, it doesn't seem like he hasn't studied openings at all.

But if a situation arises where he can use those three openings, he "always" uses them.

This acts as both an advantage and disadvantage. His opponents don't have to worry about which opening he'll use.

And they can prepare counter openings accordingly and push strongly. In chess, a perfect information game, having only one person know the information can create a serious imbalance.

But that doesn't mean it's only a disadvantage.

Because he's used only those openings throughout his life, his understanding of them is truly overwhelming. Whatever sideline comes up, it's likely one he's encountered before.

Playing thousands of chess games, always using the same openings. It's difficult for an opponent who prepared for days or weeks to break through what he's spent a lifetime on.

So opponents have to decide whether to enter openings Maxime doesn't use and proceed safely, or enter openings Maxime likes and try to catch him off guard.

*What should I do? Obviously, a head-on battle.*

Maxime Lagrange. He's a player with a "very" narrow opening repertoire, uncommon in current chess. And among the openings he uses are "Sicilian Najdorf" and "Ruy Lopez."

Both are openings I focus on. This is a battle I can't avoid.
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Before the game started, I looked around, sensing something unsettled in the atmosphere. People seemed to be moving in groups.

In the distance, crowds appeared to be heading in my direction. Was some French supermodel visiting to cause such commotion?

It would probably be someone whose name I wouldn't recognize anyway. I ignored it and focused on my opening repertoire. But the murmuring grew louder.

*Two hours until the start and they're making this much noise. What about people who came early to focus their minds?*

Whether it was a French supermodel, actor, or some high-ranking official from the French Chess Federation, they seemed rather impolite. Why cause such a disturbance two hours before the start?

With an annoyed expression, I sat reviewing chess scenarios when the crowd approached me. I happened to be in their path.

I stood up with an irritated face to make way, but the crowd parted, and the Champion walked through.

*I didn't know it was the Champion, but I was right about them being impolite.*

He looked like he had something to say to me. No wonder people gathered when the most famous person in chess was walking around.

"What is it?"

"Your opponent... Maxime Lagrange, right?"

"Yes. But I doubt you came to ask me that. What do you need?"

"Do I need a reason to see you? Since when did we start meeting only for specific purposes? No, I'm joking, don't look at me with such displeasure."

He's unusually talkative today. Does he want to show off our acquaintance in public? I didn't know, but my name apparently appeared in British news.

The Champion mentioned me, calling me an exceptionally talented player, which significantly raised my profile in Europe.

*I can accept that he might do that, but approaching me like this... is he really trying to promote me?*

He's pushing me forward so blatantly that people might suspect bribery. Leading people here to flaunt our connection was clearly a way of endorsing me.

"Maxime. He's a very strong player. Even I can't guarantee victory against him. He has strong competitive spirit, creativity, and sharpness. 'Aggressive' doesn't fully describe him."

"Well... that seems right. He has a stylish feel to him. Seems like he'd be popular with his distinct style."

"Still, I believe you can do it. I have faith in you. Come up. I'll be waiting."

The Champion extended his hand for a handshake. It was a much older hand than the one I'd grasped twenty years ago. A hand showing the traces of time.

Yet, that hand still conveyed an unchanging competitive spirit.

*Did he think I needed a reward to make an effort? By promoting me like this, I'd gain tremendous glory when I defeated the Champion.*

I accepted the handshake with a smirk. This was truly his style of problem-solving.

Creating the situation he wanted, forcibly dragging his opponent along, and ultimately achieving his goal. He acted in reality just as he did in chess.

*Then I should also act as I do in chess.*

My style is to press forward without retreat to secure victory. Attack takes priority over defense, and I continue attacking even if it creates weaknesses.

"When you say 'come up,' does that mean I'm below you now? By the way, what's our record against each other? Though all unofficial matches... wasn't it one win and one draw for me?"

I spoke with an arrogant smile, loud enough for those surrounding the Champion to hear.

I gave a disrespectful response to the number one in chess. The untouchable strongest player. The legendary chess player who would go down in chess history.

Infamy is also fame. And that infamy blooms most magnificently when backed by skill.

Why is Bobby Fischer still respected despite all the trouble he caused?

When Soviets dominated chess, he defeated them all with pure skill and maintained a rating gap of over 120 points above second place.

If the Champion was promoting me, I would rise by my own hand. I would emphasize my advantage over the Champion to stir up controversy.

"Come up quickly. I'll be waiting."

After the handshake, I sat down. I could hear people murmuring. They hadn't expected such a reaction toward the Champion.

I plopped down in my seat and stared at the board with a serious face. The interruption didn't matter much.

I immediately focused on the chess board, sharpening my mind to pour all my strength when the game began.

Doubling a 50m dash record doesn't give you a 100m dash record because of acceleration. What I was doing was preparing for that acceleration.

To exert full speed from the beginning, without making stupid mistakes in the opening, blundering in the early middlegame, and trying to recover in the late middlegame.

Like relay runners who match their pace before receiving the baton, I gradually awakened my mind and focused on chess.

Two hours passed surprisingly quickly.

My opponent arrived 30 minutes before the game, removed his glasses, and closed his eyes. He seemed to be concentrating in a similar way to me.

The starting time approached. I extended my hand to my opponent for a handshake.

The game began with me moving first. I slowly inhaled and pushed the pawn in front of my king forward two squares.

Without hesitation, my opponent pushed the pawn in front of the queen's bishop, entering the Sicilian Defense. We naturally followed into the Sicilian Open, transitioning into the Sicilian Najdorf.

Then white's sixth move approached. In the Sicilian Najdorf, this sixth move is white's branching point.

From the main line Bishop g5 to Bishop e3 in the English Attack, Bishop e2 in the Opocensky, Bishop c4, h3, f4, g3, f4, and countless other possibilities.

Among the many paths before me, I chose the most standard Bishop g5. The main line and most conventional move.

Attacking the black knight with the bishop, preventing Najdorf-like play.

It prevents an immediate counter-thrust to e5, significantly delaying black's central advance. After deliberating between the English Attack and the main line, I chose this one.

My opponent immediately pushed the pawn in front of his king one square after seeing my move. It was practically a forced move, so he played it without delay.

I pushed my f-pawn two squares, significantly expanding my kingside territory. This was the main line of the Sicilian Najdorf.

*Now, the opening choice returns to black. Bishop e7, Queen b6, Knight d7, Queen c7, h6, b5, Knight c6. The possibilities are endless, and my opponent has deep enough understanding to use them all.*

The Najdorf is notorious for being the chess opening with the most branches and complexity. Not only do you get punished if you don't know it, but it's impossible to know all the branches because there are so many.

That's why I had to skip fun yesterday and work on openings. From the moment I decided to face the Sicilian Najdorf, I had no freedom.

*Whatever comes, I'm ready.*

After much contemplation, my opponent placed his queen on b6. I immediately moved my queen to d2, accepting the Poisoned Pawn Variation.

Did I mention the Sicilian Najdorf has many branches? The Poisoned Pawn Variation of the Sicilian Najdorf has the most branches within the Najdorf.

Among the theory-heavy Sicilian, the Sicilian Najdorf has the most theory. And within the Najdorf, the Poisoned Pawn has the most theory.

It has so many confusing branches that ordinary people would react with "What is this nonsense?"

*This is actually good. To prove I'm the number one Najdorf player, I should enter the most difficult variation.*

My opponent captured my b2 pawn with his queen. That b2 pawn is the Poisoned Pawn. As the name suggests, if you make even a small mistake after capturing this pawn with your queen, your queen gets trapped and dies.

Black has gained a pawn but the queen is in an unstable position making it difficult to maneuver, while white has lost a pawn but has the possibility of capturing the queen, so it's not bad.

Engine evaluation 0.0, one of the few gambit openings that survived in modern chess where gambits have been largely abandoned at the top level.

*It's an opening where both black and white must be careful. For demonstrating skill... there's no better opening than this.*

I pushed my e-pawn. It was to open the center. I hadn't castled, and my opponent's queen was developed, but I opened the center.

Having given up one pawn, I needed to gain corresponding attacking power.

I calmly read the moves while composing myself. So far, things were proceeding smoothly. This was less a battle of chess skill and more about who had studied theory more diligently.

Most of my knowledge was from twenty years ago... but I wasn't falling behind much.

I'm someone who uses the Najdorf as my main weapon. I should naturally win this kind of game.
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Sicilian Najdorf, Poisoned Pawn Variation. A line where White sacrifices the b2 pawn to gain piece activity.

Even engine analysis shows that White isn't at a significant disadvantage, and many Grandmasters still use this opening.

There are numerous possible moves, and without proper study, you can easily fall into sharp lines that lead to disaster. So many new lines have emerged during the twenty years I was gone.

I knew this, but... I never seriously studied it. Looking back now, I don't understand why. Somehow, I just never got around to studying it properly.

Middlegame is chess's core. I consistently studied tactics alongside game analysis every day.

Endgame was my most recent focus. I thoroughly studied and trained in endgames—truly the flower of chess—with Ra-hee unnie.

But what about openings?

*It's not like I did nothing. I learned openings through game analysis. But... did I ever dedicate weeks to seriously studying openings?*

I'd casually browse wikis for a day or two to familiarize myself with relevant lines. When I encountered unfamiliar lines, I'd study and memorize them.

But I never internalized them through practical experience. Even yesterday, I didn't study. I had planned to enter certain lines but didn't bother buying opening books to study.

*Why did I do that? No... I know why. I thought I'd finished studying openings long ago. I didn't think openings were that important.*

I didn't believe studying openings harder would help me defeat the Champion. In an opening battle with the Champion, I was bound to lose.

He had more experience than me twenty years ago. Now, after twenty years, his experience would be beyond what "more" could adequately describe.

So... I neglected openings. I thought the only way to beat the Champion was to overwhelm him in the middlegame with my younger mind and calculation skills.

I'm not sure why I didn't study openings properly yesterday. Maybe I panicked and lost my mind temporarily, failing to properly learn the side lines that had developed over twenty years.

*How embarrassing... Acting like a first-time tournament rookie when I've risen to world #2.*

I could make excuses since this is my first tournament under Yeon's name. I could say I was nervous for my first international tournament and couldn't memorize openings well... I could make such excuses.

"Phew..."

I ran my palm over my face and chuckled. Who would I even make such stupid excuses to? Si-woo might comfort me. He'd probably be happy to sympathize and understand why I lost.

But could I accept that myself?

I can lose. I can get nervous. I can make excuses.

But at the very least, I must give my best. I should play my best and then regret, not make excuses for a foolish defeat—that's not my style.

I gulped down the hot coffee. It was so hot I regretted it immediately. I could feel the heat traveling down from my throat to my stomach.

*So that's why people drink cold things to wake up! Damn, trying to wake up with something hot was stupid!*

In movies and novels, they splash cold water on people to wake them up. There's even a saying about drinking cold water to come to your senses. There's a reason for that.

Splashing hot water is torture. Drinking hot water to wake up isn't easy. Unlike cold water, it's quite painful.

I coughed and patted my chest.

"Are you okay?"

I nodded that I was fine. Sorry for making you worry. From my opponent's perspective, it might seem unfair.

I've completely awakened my mind by gulping down hot coffee.

Now it's time for my comeback. My opponent might think they've drained my energy by speaking to me just now.

*Openings? It's just chess after all. Chess is ultimately a game you can win with intense calculation.*

Opening calculations might be harder and more complex than middlegame ones, but they're not impossible. Struggling through unfamiliar openings is something I've done often.

When facing the Champion, I almost always encountered unfamiliar opening lines. Worrying about traps in strange side lines was practically routine.

*The situation now is better than back then. At least this opening feels somewhat familiar.*

This line existed twenty years ago. It just wasn't used much because it rarely appeared. Grandmasters used it, but it wasn't common at the highest levels.

The reason is simple.

It's too unstable. Both Black and White have to play chess with their mouths dry from tension. Such openings are rare.

Usually, openings are either liked by one side and disliked by the other, or liked by both.

The London System and French Defense are examples of the former, while the Ruy Lopez and Sicilian Defense are examples of the latter.

But the line we've entered is quite unique. My opponent has their struggles, and I have mine.

A line where three pawns are sacrificed as a gambit. That's 3 points—similar to losing an entire piece.

But the amazing thing about this line is that despite sacrificing three pawns, the engine evaluation remains nearly equal.

That means my opponent must play in an unstable situation. They've captured three pawns, and if they can manage even exchanges, they'll secure a winning endgame—but those exchanges are difficult.

Their pieces aren't developed, making defense difficult, and their pawn structure isn't solid. White just needs to keep poking at Black's weaknesses and recover those three pawns.

...Not just one or two, but three pawns to recover.

One might be manageable, two with luck, but three is tough. Capturing pieces to offset the loss isn't easy either.

White needs to either checkmate, recover pawns to eliminate the disadvantage, or capture pieces. It's a line where Black has difficulties, but White has their own struggles too.

Both players must play in unfavorable situations. The weaknesses are too critical to focus on the strengths.

*Is this what future openings feel like... or should I call it present now? It's ambiguous. I'll just call it futuristic.*

Since chess is something I brought from my past life, it makes sense to use that as a reference. Anyway, it's a futuristic opening.

A futuristic opening where neither player feels good. Its postmodern feel makes me smile. Is this what I've been mentally training for?

Without that mental training, I'd probably be glaring at the board with a sullen face, disliking it—just like when I faced the French Defense.

*Well, I should be grateful that the French team didn't use the French Defense.*

If my opponent had used the French Defense, they would have been happy while I'd have been miserable. Better that we're both uncomfortable.

If I don't gain an advantage quickly, it's over—but I tried to think positively.

I calmed myself and began calculating. No need to spend time assuming we'd reach the endgame. I'll end this in the middlegame.

*Usually battles begin with pawns, but... now there are no pawns.*

Having given away three of them, there were no pawns to initiate the battle. Instead of a pawn-led positional fight, I needed to open a messy battle starting with piece sacrifices.

I carefully developed my pieces, knowing a wrong sacrifice could backfire.

To leverage my development advantage, I kept poking at my opponent's weaknesses. Like dribbling the ball in front of the goal, I tried to shake them without crossing the center line.

*Hmm... I'm trying to shake them, but it's not easy. Why are they holding up so well?*

Despite taking ample time to pressure them, it wasn't working. This demonstrated the skill level of a top Grandmaster.

The fact that they had defeated the Champion at least once meant their skill was exceptional.

They didn't crumble despite my sincere attacks and tactical play. I hadn't met anyone like this since the Champion.

A player with a unique style, balanced between attack and defense. That description fit perfectly. Their skill in leading the position with both defensive and offensive moves was extraordinary.

One mistake could cost everything.

A top Grandmaster. Someone with outstanding results in the Candidates Tournament, among the best in the world. Their skill was genuine.

Usually, this level of pressure would break someone. Ra-hee unnie broke, Mr. Won-gwang broke. Even Vietnam's representative Grandmaster couldn't withstand it.

The Champion is an exception since he never gives opportunities to be pressured, but it had been a long time since I'd met someone who could resist so well.

I looked at the clock. 14 minutes remaining. With increment, 6 moves left. Only 2 minutes per move.

*This is intense.*

The consequences of spending too much time in the opening were hitting me now. I calmed myself to avoid losing on time and began calculating again.
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Time management is one of the essential skills a chess player must possess. For anyone above a certain skill level, the more time spent on a move, the better the move will be.

That's why you save time by playing quickly during less critical moments, then spend 30 minutes on a single move when important situations arise to find the best possible move.

Twenty years ago, when I was active, there was a top Grandmaster who couldn't manage his time properly.

He would get through the opening decently, but once the middlegame began, he'd burn through his time and then collapse at critical moments when he ran short.

This player always made excellent moves when he had plenty of time. He was strong enough to occasionally gain an advantage against the Champion.

But he was always short on time and periodically lost due to time trouble. Some people thought he was better than me. But that's incorrect.

Of course you'll find good moves if you spend time so lavishly. Any Grandmaster famous enough for chess enthusiasts to recognize will find better moves the more time they spend.

Other players, including myself, knew how to conserve and spend time wisely, which is why we couldn't play as well as him in certain positions. He didn't save time, which is why he could play that well.

Amateurs underestimate time management skills, but in actual competition, it's as important as mental management.

*And now, I've failed at that time management. If I were that short, clueless kiddo from 20 years ago, I wouldn't have made this mistake. This happened because it's Buyeo Yeon's first international tournament.*

The more time you spend, the better moves you find. This applied to me as well. My opponent was strong, and to play at their level, I needed to use a lot of time.

Currently, I have 12 minutes and 40 seconds left, with 6 moves until the time increment. My opponent has 45 minutes remaining.

The position... I have a slight advantage. In terms of evaluation, about +0.3 points. Basically, I haven't squandered White's first-move advantage.

Despite using much more time than my opponent, this is all I've achieved. The skill of a world-class player is never to be underestimated.

I made my move and hit the clock before my time dropped below 12 minutes. By this point, even the hand pressing the clock becomes frantic.

Whether I press it quickly or slowly probably doesn't make much difference, but I can't help acting this way. I should have conserved more time in the early and middle stages.

It's like using toothpaste—you squeeze about 70% from the middle, then struggle to push up the remaining bit from the bottom. I should have been more economical before reaching this point.

*But thinking about it again... there wasn't really a moment I could have saved time. If I had reduced my mind control time, I would have made more mistakes, and if I had cut time during tactical moments, I would already be losing.*

Not saving time during the opening was the critical mistake. Looking back, that was the only moment I could have economized.

I was stupid to neglect opening study... entering an unfamiliar line was my mistake. This happened because I wanted to try my luck with the Najdorf.

Why did I do something so pointless when my pride won't win games for me? If I had just played the English Opening with the Botvinnik System, I would have been fine.

Even then, victory wouldn't have been guaranteed. My strengths are calculation and tactics, but I didn't feel particularly confident about winning.

*Sigh, instead of whining, I should calculate more moves. What am I going to do if I don't think during my opponent's turn?*

I pulled myself together and started predicting my opponent's move. With the sharp, variable nature of gambit openings, the probability of a correct prediction was almost zero.

In this situation, there's only one way to make accurate predictions: calculate all non-blunder moves and find the best response to each.

If you become not a human but a bio-engine and truly calculate "all possible moves," your prediction will be correct. At that point it's no longer a prediction, but it would be accurate.

If my opponent were a more conventional player, reading would have been easier, but this incomprehensible player makes it difficult. They're neither aggressive nor defensive.

They find appropriate moves for each situation and create their path. This ambiguity would make most players mediocre, but as a top player, they excel at everything.

Because of this, I have no idea whether they'll choose attack or defense in this position.

*In terms of material, they're ahead, so defense would be the textbook choice. But they might suddenly attack here. Chess favors the attacker, and often attack is the best defense.*

I pounded my forehead with my fist as I pondered. If I were the Champion, I would have crushed my opponent with a smile, without hesitation.

That person, being much better than my current self, would have easily found the best move in this position.

They would have sipped tea arrogantly while contemplating which psychological warfare to employ against their opponent. No, they wouldn't have been under time pressure in the first place.

I've never seen that person under time pressure. They always had more time than their opponents. When they had less time, they were always winning.

They seemed like someone who could manipulate and shake chess at will.

*That's the person I need to defeat, so I should be winning games like this...*

I sighed. My bio-engine was working hard to calculate all moves, but the output wasn't good. The human brain couldn't match a machine's calculations.

My opponent thought for a comfortable 8 minutes before making their move. Unfortunately, it wasn't among the moves I had predicted.

Looking at the clock, I thought for about 3 minutes before making my move. My remaining time was under 10 minutes. It felt suffocating. Hearing that our team had won would be a relief...

*No! I need to win this myself!*

With my brain spinning at full speed, I made moves at an average of one every 1 minute and 30 seconds. It felt like playing Rapid in a Standard game.

And after all that struggle, I received the time increment. Now I have 1 hour left...

*I should have finished in the middlegame, but now we're heading to the endgame.*

The hopeful fact was that even in the endgame, I wouldn't be at a significant disadvantage. I was down two pawns, but my opponent had doubled pawns and an unstable pawn structure.

If I could bring my King to the center quickly, I might win.

And just when I was feeling good about gaining the advantage...

I made a mistake.

A 3-point mistake. A fatal error that shouldn't happen on the verge of the endgame.

Mistakes always become visible after you've made the move. You make the move, slap the clock to change turns, and when you look back at the board, you see the mistake.

It's a fascinating phenomenon that would require scientific analysis. I'm always the first to notice my own mistakes. Damn it.

I clenched my fist and hit my head. How could I do something so stupid? As soon as I relaxed after receiving the time increment, I immediately made a mistake.

It felt like my heart sank. A cold shower on my excitement after the clean victory in round one.

I could imagine all those people who had praised me now putting question marks and sighing in disappointment.

This is really bad.

My clenched fist trembled. Maybe they'll forgive me since it's my first mistake on the international stage. I don't even have a Grandmaster title yet—I'm still a chess newbie. Don't I get a takeback coupon?

I don't know how to say "please let me take back one move" in French. Was it "élan vital"?

They wouldn't allow it even if I asked. The signal has already gone to the digital board and is being broadcast worldwide.

I gritted my teeth and closed my eyes. Victory was impossible; I needed to aim for at least a draw.

*Aim for a draw... That's what I studied endgames for all this time.*

Creating a draw from a -2 point disadvantage—that's skill, that's how you improve. The Champion would have done it.

With trembling hands and crumbling mental strength, I began calculating moves again. Just because I'm at a disadvantage doesn't mean I'll definitely lose. There's still, still hope for me.

...

There must be hope.

...

If I play a little better, I might be able to draw.

...

If my opponent makes a mistake, there's a possibility.

...

If I can create a stalemate trap.

...

If I resist with my last remaining piece...

My last remaining piece was a single pawn. A weak pawn too far away to promote. A pawn my opponent didn't even bother to control, seeing no reason to.

Only at the very end did I truly realize that I had lost.

"It's okay to lose," "chess is just a game," "losing one game doesn't matter"—all mental control techniques became useless in the face of actual defeat.

The corner of my eye burned hot. Not wanting to show tears, I resigned first. I might really cry if I heard the word "checkmate."

After shaking hands with my opponent, I left without reviewing the game.

Without checking how our team was doing, I ran to the bathroom.

I lost. Really.

I lost.

Ch.221 - Defeat and Overcoming (1)
The game of chess, unlike other sports, places the responsibility for victory or defeat solely on the individual.

There's no blaming the striker who missed a goal, the center who couldn't make a three-pointer, or the pitcher having an off day. Such excuses don't work in chess.

You can't even blame injuries. What injuries could a chess player possibly have? Unless both hands are broken from dropping a chess board, injury excuses are impossible.

A chess player's defeat is their own fault. Blaming seconds is disgraceful nonsense no one would accept, and managing your condition or time is naturally part of your skill.

It's entirely the player's fault.

I lost because I wasn't good enough. It's not someone else's fault. It's simply my mistake. I was stupid and I made errors.

"Haaa..."

A stabbing pain continues in my chest. I feel disgusted at myself for being here, while simultaneously all my mistakes and poor moves flash through my mind.

Moves I couldn't see during the game start appearing as soon as it ends. It's like there are moves only visible from an omniscient kibitzer's perspective.

I couldn't think of them during the match, but now with time and space, good moves immediately come to mind.

I bit my fingernails, squeezing my eyes shut. Should I take comfort in not crying? Or should I feel frustrated that I nearly reached that point?

A suffocating pain weighs me down. My heart truly aches. My stomach turns.

My first official match defeat.

Those two words—"defeat"—caused me no small amount of pain.

*But still, it's more bearable than I expected. I haven't collapsed yet. I haven't given up on chess.*

I opened the bathroom door. After washing my face with cold water, I dried it with tissue.

"Phew..."

Every breath comes out as a sigh, but I haven't abandoned everything. The mind control I've been practicing wasn't meaningless.

I raised my head and looked at my reflection in the mirror. Faintly, I could see my former self—before I entered this body.

I shook my head to erase that image. That's not the path I should take. That time when I couldn't bear the pain of defeat and ate myself up was clearly wrong.

I looked in the mirror again.

This time I saw a female student. Pretty eyes with long eyelashes. A straight nose and red lips. Clear, transparent skin and a head so small it distorts perspective.

Looking down a bit... there's a bulge in the center of my clothes.

"Hm."

Surprisingly, I felt a little better.

I'm no longer someone with only chess in their life. Chess is just one of my charms. I'm someone who doesn't need to obsess over a mere board game.

*Living as an aging chess champion approaching 60 vs. living as a fresh, pretty high school sophomore girl. Even without chess, the latter is clearly the right answer.*

Call it mental gymnastics if you want. It is mental gymnastics. But what's wrong with that? What's wrong with me comforting myself?

An old saying goes that winning and losing are like floating clouds. You can win sometimes and lose sometimes. I may have lost one game today, but it's not an eternal defeat.

I can improve my skills and challenge again. If I win two games next time, then I've won. And if I lose after that? Then I just need to win again.

I washed my hands as if rinsing away all regrets. The expression "washing one's hands" isn't used to mean quitting for nothing.

Simply washing your hands gives your body cleanliness. There's nothing better than washing your hands for a fresh start.

I thoroughly washed my hands—a chess player's only asset.

And without regret, I shook everything off and opened the bathroom door.

*But seriously, I could have won!*

The hand-washing buff disappears as soon as I open the door. Another brilliant move that could have won me the game pops into my mind.

Three of the four classic Korean sentence starters—"Well," "But," "Really"—came out simultaneously. I'd like to use all four if I could.

"Well but, damn... really, I could have won..."

Suddenly, I remembered what I did right after entering this body.

Before dying, I found the only move that could win the game, wrote it on a chair, and died. As soon as I entered Yeon's body, I used that for mental comfort.

*Has nothing really changed?*

I pressed my lips together and tried not to think. I felt like I was about to become truly pathetic.

After leaving the bathroom, I checked how our country's matches were going. Seeing "Buyeo Yeon-Maxime Lagrange (0:1)" at the top hurt my heart.

I held back as I felt the four sentence starters about to burst out again. Ra-hee unnie, who took the second board, had drawn. This made the team score 0.5 to 1.5.

*If I had at least drawn, it would be 1-1. No, no. Don't think like that.*

On the third board, Mr. Won-gwang's match wasn't decided yet. The fourth board... had won. They had overcome a 120 rating difference and claimed victory.

I clenched my fist and thrust it toward the sky. This made the score 1.5 to 1.5! Everything now depended on Mr. Won-gwang's result.

One draw doesn't matter much for winning the Chess Olympiad. It runs for 11 rounds total, and about 8 wins and 3 draws would put us in contention for the championship.

With 9 wins and 2 draws, first place is almost guaranteed, and 8 wins and 3 draws secures a medal. One loss is somewhat manageable.

As for individual awards... unfortunately, they've become more distant. One loss is significant. Still, I'd be satisfied if our team wins.

With trembling hands, I clicked on Mr. Won-gwang's board. I covered my phone with my hand and slowly lowered it to check.

Mr. Won-gwang is playing White. If the white bar is longer, we win. Please, I want to win even if it's ugly.

There's a saying about tactical defeat but strategic victory. I want to ride our team bus too!

As I gently moved my hand away, I could see white and black in perfect harmony.

According to the engine evaluation, it's 0.00. Usually when it converges to zero like this, it indicates a forced draw position. But this didn't look like a forced draw at all.

It was a situation where both White and Black had good options, creating a perfect balance.

*If only I had drawn...*

I pouted. Watching chess keeps bringing negative thoughts. I stuffed my phone in my pocket and went outside.

I wanted to relieve this upset, frustrated feeling.

I wandered aimlessly around the venue without calling Si-woo. I wanted to run into him by chance rather than arranging to meet.

I wandered around absentmindedly for a while. Of course, Si-woo was nowhere to be seen. With so many people and such a large venue, how could I find the person I wanted?

I knew the chances of not finding him were higher.

I just thought it would be incredibly romantic if we happened to meet by chance. Only something sweet enough to blow away even sadness could soothe my troubled heart.

A breeze tickled my hair. It was a cool wind. A cool yet warm breeze that soothed my unsettled heart since the defeat.

I looked in the direction the wind came from, as if drawn by something.

Crowds of people. Various races, nationalities, and appearances from around the world. As they walked irregularly, a small path momentarily formed.

Through the gap between people, I saw a male student. The very person I wanted to see most right now.

"Ah...!"

I let out a small gasp and clutched my chest. I felt my discomfort melting away.

I fixed my hair, adjusting my bangs. I wanted to show him that I was fine despite losing. Though it was difficult, I wanted to smile when we met.

With a hint of a smile on my face, I ran lightly. I passed through the crowd, chasing the glimpse I had caught of him.

And finally, I arrived.

"Hi, Si-woo."

"Yeon-a."

As I greeted him happily, I jumped into his arms.

"I lost. In this huge international tournament, I lost right away in round two. I ruined the game with a stupid mistake and couldn't even draw. I didn't study openings properly, so I couldn't manage my time either."

"Really?"

"Yeah."

"So, are you having a hard time?"

"Yeah..."

"That's unfortunate, isn't it?"

"Yeah. It's disappointing. I feel like I could have won if I had played just a little better."

Si-woo roughly tousled my hair, messing it up. After I had just fixed my bangs, they became a mess in an instant.

I looked at him with a sullen face.

"It's okay. Who wins all the time? If you always won, you'd be a machine, not a human. Losing once but coming back to win next time—that's what makes us human."

"You're right, aren't you?"

"Yeah. It's fine. I'm glad you look better than I expected. I was worried about how to help if you were struggling... I bought gelato."

"I am struggling! Really struggling!"

"Oh? Then do you want this?"

"Yes!"

I wondered what he was holding, and it turned out to be an ice box. Si-woo took out a gelato topped with lots of toppings from the ice box and gave it to me.

Now I truly felt fine. I just need to win all the remaining games.

Ch.222 - Defeat and Overcoming (2)
I've carefully analyzed the text and will translate it following the glossary and style guidelines.

Chapter 222

After wandering around with Si-woo for quite a while to heal my mental state, I returned to our team's lodging. I thought everyone would be worried since I came back so late... but surprisingly, nothing happened.

"I came back late and nobody worried about me? That's a bit disappointing..."

"Your boyfriend already called. Said you were fine."

"Oh."

I almost felt really upset there. Seems like Si-woo thoughtfully called ahead. That was something I should have done, but he handled it well.

Later, I'll gift him the right to buy me ice cream as a thank you.

"Did you check who our next opponent is?"

"No..."

"Well, it doesn't really matter if you check or not. A substitute player will take the first board in the next match. Our opponents' average rating is 2000. Much lower than ours. They don't have a single Grandmaster, just two International Masters."

"Are they from somewhere in Africa?"

"No, not Africa. Southeast Asia. They're from Laos, and they don't seem to play much chess there. Their average rating is low, and they probably got this far by luck."

Laos... I only know it's a country in Southeast Asia. Thailand, Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia are usually grouped together.

I don't know much about their chess skills. I've met one Vietnamese player at a world competition, but never anyone from the other three countries.

*They must not play much chess there. An average of 2000 is nothing.*

Even without me, we should easily win 4-0. Even South Korea from twenty years ago could have beaten that level. We're much better now, and we have four Grandmasters, so victory is certain.

I feel much more at ease now. Since way back, I've always had a tendency to go on losing streaks after one defeat, so I'm reluctant to compete after a loss.

"How are you feeling?"

"I'm fine. Much better now."

"Really? That's good. Remember that time during the simul? You tied but still ended up trembling, with a pale face and vomiting. That's why I ran to the bathroom as soon as I heard you lost. I thought you might be crying alone in there."

I was actually on the verge of crying there. If I'd stayed longer, Ra-hee would have caught me and probably teased me.

This person would never offer me warm comfort. She would have teased me and irritated me to erase my sad memories.

"So you were worried about me. Thanks for that."

"I just... wondered if I put too much pressure on you and that's why you lost. You seemed too defeatist, so I wanted to boost your confidence somehow. Was that unnecessary?"

"Not at all. Without that, I would have lost sooner. Thanks to you, I fought until the end before losing."

"That's good then."

We sat in silence for a moment. The atmosphere felt strange, which probably meant we lost the match.

*Would it be weird to ask now? After coming back so late, not knowing the match result might seem strange.*

I saw that we were at 1.5-1.5. I knew everything depended on Won-gwang's game, but I didn't check after that.

I didn't check the board position either while I was out. When my mind was in turmoil, looking at that would only make me regret more.

*Should I have checked before coming back to the lodging...*

I looked at Ra-hee and asked:

"By the way, how did the second round match go? Did we win?"

"You didn't even check the match result?"

"Well, watching the results was making my heart ache... thinking that if I had won, we would have already won the match, so I couldn't bear to look anymore."

"Then it can't be helped... We tied. In the second round. Won-gwang managed to draw well. He was in a losing position but held on. He's really reliable."

"Ah! A tie. That's a relief. Really."

Ra-hee nodded.

"It is a relief. With just one draw, it's too early to give up on victory, right? If we finish with 10 wins and 1 draw, first place is almost guaranteed."

I'm glad it wasn't a loss. One draw can definitely be overcome.

"How did Scotland do?"

"Scotland? Probably 2 wins. We've only finished 2 rounds, and you're already checking rankings? There must be dozens of teams with 2 wins right now."

"Still, it's good to check early. It's helpful to see how the chess powerhouses are doing and assess their strength."

Scotland has the highest average rating in this Chess Olympiad. That's because they have one insanely high-rated old man.

Excluding Scotland, the current chess powerhouses are the United States, China, Russia, Germany, Ukraine, France, Spain, and India. There are other strong chess nations too, but I can't remember them all.

Compared to twenty years ago, European countries seem to have weakened overall. Countries like Hungary, Serbia, and Poland have lost some strength.

The same goes for former Soviet countries in Eastern Europe and Central Asia. Twenty years ago, all former Soviet countries were chess powerhouses.

*Back then, there were actually people who learned chess in the Soviet Union.*

Saying this makes me sound like an old person. But it's the truth.

The Soviet Union dissolved in 1991, so people who were born there and learned chess would have been born in the early to mid-80s. That's just a bit older than the Champion.

During my past life's active period, there really were people who were born and learned chess in the Soviet Union. Anyway, I'm definitely not an old person.

*While I'm thinking about it, maybe I should watch matches of countries that used to be strong.*

There's no point in studying chess right now. After losing due to a mistake, my mental state is too fragile to recover easily. I need at least a day of rest.

Rather than studying chess and risking not recovering, it's better to focus on recovery first.

"Unnie, good luck with tomorrow's match. Aren't you the best player in our country right now? I think it would have been great if you had been our first board!"

"Don't exaggerate. I could play comfortably because you were holding your own on the first board. I've played in the women's league too, so I know."

"Ah... but isn't women's chess in our country pretty strong too?"

"That's what makes it more pressuring. When I win, our country often wins. If my wins and losses didn't affect the outcome, there would have been less pressure."

"No... even in matches where the outcome doesn't depend on your result, there would still be pressure."

If our country loses regardless of my result, I become the loser's pride. There's a difference between losing 4-0 and losing 3-1.

*Thinking about those times makes me feel...*

Chess-ignorant viewers who came to watch the live broadcast just because they heard I was good at chess would tear me apart whenever I drew, making my performance even worse.

They'd ask why I couldn't win every game when I was ranked second in the world, turning everything upside down and making my performance drop further.

*These thoughts keep coming up... I really shouldn't play chess tomorrow.*

I need healing. The primary suturing is done, but the wound needs time to heal and grow new flesh.

...
..
.

While the other four players went to the venue to play chess, I stayed behind at the lodging, watching the chess tournament alone.

Though I know intellectually that I need to rest today, my body doesn't seem to accept it. I wanted to quickly repair the pain of defeat with victory.

*My blood is boiling, really boiling.*

I browsed through the matches on the official site. Scotland, the Champion's country, was matched against a decent opponent.

Israel is quite good at chess, but with their first board's defeat almost certain, it would be difficult for them to turn things around. The other boards also generally favor Scotland in terms of rating.

The United States was matched with Slovenia. Slovenia brought three Grandmasters and one International Master. This looks like an easy win for the US.

China was set to face Germany, which seems difficult to predict. A draw is most likely. Both are quite strong chess nations.

India... was matched against France. France's first board was the person who handed me my defeat. That was expected. What was more surprising was India's first board.

A familiar face and name. Not just familiar—I felt like I had played chess with this person before.

*It's not just a feeling... that's definitely him.*

I jumped up from my seat.

While I was the best among the U20 players and other minors were somewhat overshadowed, there were quite a few minor Grandmasters back then.

Some earned their Grandmaster title at an even younger age than me, and some played at a high enough level to face me.

Though 21 years have passed, they would only be in their late 30s to early 40s now. It's natural that some players haven't retired.

*I haven't seen him in international tournaments... maybe he's focusing on tournaments within India. India has a huge population after all.*

I couldn't miss this match. The person who defeated me, and someone I had a connection with in the past. Both countries are chess powerhouses, and it wouldn't be surprising if either won.

I calmed my trembling heart and began watching the match.

Ch.223 - Defeat and Overcoming (3)
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The Frenchman who taught me the bitter taste of defeat. And the Indian who used to play alongside me in the old days.

The Frenchman has the higher rating. He also holds a slight edge in their head-to-head record. But the sample size is too small to make a definitive judgment.

*Since he was active with me 20 years ago... he's probably starting to decline now.*

If I remember correctly, that Indian friend was famous for his sharp h-pawn advances. His specialty was pushing the side pawn at critical moments to launch kingside attacks.

His most famous game featured a long journey of h-pawn advance-King h2-Rook h1-King g1 to execute a kingside attack.

In a position where nothing looked promising, he invested four moves to reposition his pieces, which allowed him to successfully complete his kingside attack.

That single game made him a star in Indian chess. He was already a strong player, but after that victory, his career truly took off.

I believe he even briefly held the #1 rating in India.

His record against me was 10 wins, 11 draws, and 1 loss. Whenever we met, I simply won. His mental game was weak, and he couldn't turn around losing positions.

It was almost like a natural counter. His defensive skills weren't enough to stop my attacks, and his calculation wasn't strong enough for counterattacks. His opening play was decent, but I was even better in the endgame.

I was, after all, firmly established as world #2. I wouldn't lose to someone with less experience than me.

*But it's been 20 years now, so things might be different. His mental game should have improved, and he's gained experience.*

It's concerning that he hasn't appeared in many recent international tournaments, but I still believe he'll perform well. I was much better, but he was a strong player in his own right.

The game begins. Maxime Lagrange has White. The man who defeated me now plays with the White pieces. Without hesitation, he pushes his e-pawn two squares.

According to official game data, he's used e4 in 1,100 out of 1,500 games. Excluding his early career, he's started with e4 in over 90 percent of his games.

His opponent pushes the pawn in front of his king two squares, entering an open game. The natural progression leads them into a Ruy Lopez.

That French player is famous for using only three openings: the Ruy Lopez, the Sicilian Najdorf, and the Grünfeld Defense.

The Indian player must have known this, yet he accepted the Ruy Lopez. That means he wants a direct confrontation, just like me.

The game enters the Berlin Defense variation of the Ruy Lopez. It's the most defensive opening Black can use against the Ruy Lopez.

It's famous for its forced draw lines and has a notably high draw percentage.

Maxime pushes his d-pawn one square, entering the Anti-Berlin line. He doesn't want to follow the Berlin Defense line that increases the chances of a draw.

*The Anti-Berlin was easy to predict. With the higher rating, he wouldn't want to settle for a draw.*

Watching the game passively was painful. I knew I needed to rest today, but in this situation, I couldn't.

A competitor's blood was boiling in me. I was told today's opponent would be easy enough for our team to win without me, but I still wanted to play chess. Maybe I should have asked to be put in the lineup.

I want to quickly make up for yesterday's defeat. I want to claim victory after a fierce battle and become a true winner.

The wound of defeat has already healed. I'm in my growth period, so wounds heal quickly.

I brought a chess board and set up the current position. The Berlin Defense is an opening I've faced countless times.

I was quite good at handling the Ruy Lopez. When entering open games, I almost always went into the Ruy Lopez.

Opponents who feared me often tried to stop me with the Berlin, and I broke through every time, proving my greatness.

*I probably have the highest win rate against the Berlin Defense. It's fair to say the Berlin is completely in my hands.*

Actually, my win rate was even higher when opponents went for the Marshall Attack with its forced sequences. Of course, I could always enter the Anti-Marshall and avoid it altogether.

Anyway, I had considerable confidence against the Ruy Lopez Berlin Defense. I lost when playing against the Najdorf, but if I had faced the Berlin Defense, I would have won.

There's no evidence for that, of course. I'm just saying the probability of winning would have been higher...

*Really... I should have won. It was such a close margin.*

I shook my head to clear these strange thoughts and checked the position again. My old acquaintance, the Indian friend, was smoothly repositioning his pieces.

Even back then, he was known for his excellent piece repositioning. His style was to read the position well, redeploy his pieces accordingly, and then attack.

His rook maneuver to the h-file before attacking was a product of that repositioning skill.

Maxime was using plenty of time for his moves. He was spending time lavishly on each move, even though the position didn't seem particularly critical.

*Seeing how he's using his time... is he planning to attack? Is he choosing to attack as a way to punish the repositioning?*

Repositioning inevitably involves retreating. If you want to move a knight two squares to the side, you can retreat it first and then advance it again.

Since advancing directly is often impossible, the safer approach is to retreat and then redeploy to the desired position on the next move.

The opponent seems to be planning to attack precisely when pieces retreat. It sounds easy in theory, but it's definitely not.

Repositioning is done to create a better position when attacking isn't possible. If conditions call for repositioning, attacking is often already impossible.

*I don't see a move here. What's available? Wouldn't pushing a pawn just lose a pawn and nothing else?*

I couldn't see any good attack, and the engine wasn't recommending any aggressive moves either. Why was someone who had defeated me spending time at such a moment?

He's been thinking for 18 minutes on this move already.

There seemed to be a simple move available that would smoothly resolve the situation.

The move Maxime finally made was... difficult to understand. His opponent comfortably completed his repositioning.

The subsequent position was very frustrating. The defensive nature of the Berlin Defense continued.

The center looked like it wouldn't open for quite some time, and it was unclear when the situation would resolve. With less time on his clock, Maxime was at a disadvantage.

In this stifling position, Black offered a draw. Not verbally, but by inducing a repetition. The same position had occurred twice.

If White accepted the draw, repeating once more would create a threefold repetition for an agreed draw.

But White didn't accept the draw. The two repetitions seemed intended to gain additional time by reaching the move threshold for time increment.

*I don't really understand what's happening...*

I couldn't grasp what the two players were thinking. That's not good. Not understanding the game means it's at a higher level than mine.

With a furrowed brow, I examined the position again. Still, I couldn't understand it. I simply couldn't comprehend what strategy was behind their moves.

Given how much time they were spending, it must be a critical position.

*Maybe it's because their styles are different from mine. Such positions don't arise when I play chess. I would attack first, forcibly open up the position, and shake things up my way.*

If my style is grabbing the opponent by the collar and dragging them along, this game was like two people dancing. They seemed to be adjusting to each other.

Like dancing while quickly moving their feet, trying to step on the opponent's foot while avoiding getting stepped on. It was hard to understand because their style was so different from mine.

*He wasn't like this 20 years ago. Has his chess style changed? This game is quite difficult to understand. It's abstruse and complex.*

It's different from my aggression. It's also different from the Champion's cautious and defensive chess. There's a unique quality that's hard to explain.

Maxime's unique chess style that defeated me, the Indian player's brilliant piece deployment that's quite different from 20 years ago.

It was high-level in a way that felt different from my games. I couldn't understand the progression of this game.

*Am I still... weak? If I were the Champion, I would easily understand and overcome such games.*

My body went limp. Until just now, I felt like I was at the peak of ignorance. I thought I was really good at chess and could easily win everything.

I felt a bit disappointed to realize I still had things to learn. After all I've given to chess.

*It's okay. Feeling deficient means I can still grow. Having realized it is enough.*

I sighed deeply and sat in front of the board again. Still, I learn quickly. If there's something I don't know, I can always call someone and ask.

With a more relaxed mind, I began to study.

Well, whatever. I have plenty of time.
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The third round ended with a clean 4-0 victory for South Korea. It was expected. The opponents probably knew they would lose 4-0 as well.

Afterward, I went to the coach and confessed that I had completely recovered mentally and was burning with desire to play chess. The coach accepted my opinion and put me in for the fourth round.

In the fourth round, our opponent was Israel. Israel is a decent chess nation, but weaker than us.

They had two Grandmasters, one Woman Grandmaster, and one International Master. It was interesting that they had a Woman Grandmaster, but otherwise nothing special.

Unlike Ra-hee unnie, this player had the "Woman Grandmaster" title. Women have separate titles that only women can earn: WGM, WIM, WFM, and WCM.

WGM is treated the same as GM, but the rating requirements are lower, making it easier to obtain than GM.

In other words, this player was a notch below Ra-hee unnie. Anyway, we won that match 3.5-0.5. It was a bit disappointing that the fourth board ended in a draw.

From the beginning, they seemed to have a strategy to draw, playing the Petroff Defense and exchanging all pieces, making it impossible for our fourth board player to break through.

Perhaps judging that safely drawing was better than risking a loss by pushing too hard, or maybe just wanting to finish quickly and rest, they created a threefold repetition draw as soon as the position allowed.

The fifth and sixth rounds were comfortable 3-1 victories. Two wins and two draws with no losses was satisfactory.

And in the seventh round, I got another rest. With abundant resources, we could boldly use our fifth player.

All five of us had Grandmaster-level skills, so even with the fifth player replacing me, we could win many matches.

That should have been the case, but in the seventh round, we secured a tight 2.5-1.5 victory due to the substitute player's loss. The Korean chess community was filled with criticism of the coach and players.

I secretly joined in, spamming comments like "If it had been Buyeo Yeon, we would have won, right?"

The suspicious person using an Italian IP to praise Buyeo Yeon quickly attracted attention, and I slipped away just as my identity was about to be revealed.

Then came the eighth round. Once again, I faced a formidable opponent.

Korea's opponent was the United States, and America's first board was a Black Grandmaster currently ranked second in the world.

A Jamaican-American, I had watched him play chess against the Champion during a Chess World Cup before. It was fascinating to see someone who looked like they belonged in basketball or football playing chess.

DeShawn Jackson. Even his name carried Black soul. The man who would look amazing as a rapper was an opponent not to be underestimated.

If the current Champion suffered an unfortunate accident or developed dementia and suddenly couldn't play chess, this man would take over the Champion's position.

The gap between him and the third-ranked player isn't that large, and he occasionally drops in ranking, but by the end of tournaments, he always reclaims second place.

"Phew..."

He's no easy opponent. His rating is higher than that French player who handed me a painful defeat. He also has a favorable head-to-head record.

"This round is going to be really difficult... How did we end up facing the United States?"

"I know."

"Among our four players, only Won-gwang ahjussi has a higher rating than his opponent. Isn't that surprising?"

"It is. What's even more surprising is that this isn't even their best lineup."

America's second-ranked Grandmaster, also famous as a chess streamer, wasn't participating in this Olympiad. If he had played too, our country's chances of winning would have been close to zero.

America's third and fourth-ranked players had retired after the previous Olympiad. This means the American players we're facing aren't even their best possible combination.

Yet we're still at a disadvantage. Most people think we'll lose 0.5-3.5. With some luck, we might lose 1.5-2.5, but the chances of drawing or winning are quite low.

If Ra-hee unnie's unpredictable chess luckily reaches its potential for a victory, and Won-gwang ahjussi secures a draw with steady play, that would give us 1.5 points.

Perhaps because of my loss against the French player, not many people believed I would win.

*Since I've just entered the world stage, it's natural that people don't know my true ability yet. I might actually be more comfortable playing against this American than that French player.*

DeShawn's playing style is the epitome of boldness and masculinity. Simply describing it as "aggressive" doesn't capture the feeling.

To use a gaming analogy, isn't there a difference between a rogue being aggressive and a barbarian being aggressive? DeShawn fits the latter.

He doesn't play sneaky gambits with little pokes; he boldly pushes pawns, exposes weaknesses, and attacks.

Very similar to my style.

*This will be a battle of masculinity.*

I don't lack masculinity either. Although I'm in a woman's body now, I was famous for my manly and bold actions.

No one ever told me that, but that's how I lived my life thinking.

I've performed truly masculine acts like "eating three ice creams in winter" and "catching a summer cold from eating ice cream with the air conditioner on."

Looking at the muscular body of America's first board, it was clear he wouldn't catch a mere summer cold.

I had decisively won in masculinity. It seemed I could easily win in chess too.

With a smile of joy, I put on the long skirt I had bought at a nearby clothing store on the day of the seventh round match and went to meet Si-woo. I had already completed my opening preparation before going out.

This time, I wouldn't make the same mistake of playing poorly due to lack of time.

"Si-woo. I think I'm really going to win this match. If you see anyone betting on our game nearby, put about 100 euros on my victory!"

"Really?"

"Yes. My opponent is famous for bold and masculine chess. Since I'd naturally win in a contest of masculinity, this is practically my victory already."

"Ah... is that so?"

Si-woo had become someone who would first agree with whatever I said. He had realized that no matter how he responded, I would insist stubbornly.

*In the past, he would have challenged my masculinity and questioned my victory once more.*

I would have used every nonsensical argument at my disposal to stubbornly insist. Si-woo lifted me up and infused me with strength to help me win.

...
..
.

Round 8. If we win this round, we'll be one step closer to the gold medal.

Since the United States is also a very strong chess nation and a title contender, winning this match is crucial.

"Let's do a team cheer before we go in."

I gathered everyone before entering the playing hall. Looking at their eyes, everyone was full of confidence. No one was already conceding defeat.

*I'll trust our team and secure one win. If we believe, we can win. I believe in my skills and our team.*

These are the most reliable people. Teammates I can trust to have my back—something I never experienced in my past life.

We put our hands together in the center and shouted the traditional cheer: "Aja, aja, fighting!"

After the cheer, we entered the playing hall and took our seats. My opponent had already arrived and was sitting with his eyes closed, centering himself.

Up close, his physique was truly impressive. Like a buffalo. A black, muscular bull. Large and intimidating.

*Don't, don't be intimidated. We're not competing in martial arts; we're playing chess. Chess, the gentleman's game. In chess, I might be stronger.*

His shaved head added to his imposing presence. He looked like he could fold the chessboard in half and tear it apart with his hands.

*Oh, today I feel like playing chess politely. He wouldn't glare at me because the coffee smell bothers him, right?*

Even with his eyes closed, he looked intimidating. Like a sleeping black dragon. In fantasy novels, black dragons are always fierce and man-eating bad dragons...

As I was trembling with fear, my opponent slowly opened his eyes and looked at me.

His eyes were bright and innocent like a baby deer's.

Comparing just the eyes, they looked even prettier and more pure than mine. I was so mentally shocked that my opening repertoire almost wavered.

*What, what is this...?*

With his eyes closed, he had looked like a ferocious beast, but with his eyes open, he looked like a druid who loved flowers and nature.

With such a large build, yet eyes prettier than mine. I never imagined I would lose in appearance this way.

Hiding my confusion as best I could, I extended my hand and greeted him fluently in English.

"Hello."

His voice was surprisingly deep. "Cave vocal cords" would be the perfect description.

*But why are only his eyes like that...!*

My mental state was shaken before chess even began. My mind was dizzy, disturbed by the man's innocent, bright eyes.
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The strongest team in Korean chess history. A dream team that would have brought tears of joy to that person from twenty years ago.

Korea, which had always heard phrases like "fought well despite losing" or "applause for the Korean team that never gave up," could finally dream of "victory" for the first time.

Buyeo Yeon, a player with unfathomable skill, was holding strong in the ambiguous first board position, and the lineup behind her was equally reliable.

Starting with Jin Ra-hee, the young Grandmaster who had made a name for herself early in women's chess, followed by Jeong Won-kwang who had been the backbone of Korean chess, and two more players supporting them.

They were a team strong enough to predict victory against any opponent.

Although they had settled for a disappointing draw against France... they won all subsequent rounds, announcing to the world that Korea was a formidable team.

Now Korea faced its second chance to prove itself—a match against the United States, which had produced outstanding chess masters including Paul Morphy and Bobby Fischer.

The match between DeShawn Jackson, currently ranked second in standard chess ratings, and Korea's young genius Buyeo Yeon was particularly intriguing, and the Korea-US match itself drew everyone's attention.

Although she had lost to Maxime Lagrange... people whose brains were pickled in Korean victories still believed in Yeon.

Their logic was that she had been slightly ahead before making a mistake, so she could win if she maintained her mental composure.

They believed Yeon had grown from her loss in the France match and had rested on day seven to recover her strength. For those full of national pride, this was a "100 percent certain" win.

"The 8th round of the Korean Chess Olympiad is now beginning."

"Our players must be under considerable pressure. The US is one of the top chess powers. But I believe our players will do well!"

"Now, everyone! Let's cheer for our country's players with all our hearts!"

"For each player, with all our support! Buyeo Yeon, one, two, three!"

Cheers for Buyeo Yeon fill the small bar. With a board game cafe nearby, it was where chess club members gathered for drinks after their activities.

When news spread that the Korean Chess Olympiad team was facing a formidable opponent, everyone gathered at the bar to watch the live broadcast and cheer for Korea.

"Now... our Buyeo Yeon will be playing White in this match. Buyeo Yeon with White is famous! Her engine correlation is substantial, and her opening understanding is excellent!"

"That's right. We can trust Buyeo Yeon with White!"

People paused their drinking to stare intently at the broadcast. The first move as White. The entire course of the game could change completely depending on what that first move would be.

"She'll obviously play e4 again... hmm."

"No way. She usually plays e4, but she's not a player who can't use other openings. She might suddenly pull out d4 now!"

"Knowing how to play something and playing it well are different, aren't they? I think she'll go with e4 again..."

"Let's just trust her. She'll do well with whatever she plays. Whether it's e4 or d4, it doesn't matter. As long as she wins."

"She's about to make her move! Now, what will she play..."

Yeon's small, white hand appears on camera. Those delicate hands, worthy of being called "jade-like," flow smoothly across the camera.

Past the pawn in front of the King, past the pawn in front of the Queen, past the pawn in front of the Queen's Bishop.

"Huh?"

The hand flowing like water stops at the pawn in front of the Queen's Knight. Thinking it might be a mistake, he looks again, but it's clear that the small white hand is holding the pawn in front of the Knight.

"The Nimzowitsch-Larsen Attack! Buyeo Yeon has pulled out the Nimzo-Larsen against DeShawn of the United States in round 8!"

"Was Buyeo Yeon a player who also used the Nimzo-Larsen Attack? This is surprising. Perhaps she prepared this specifically for this round!"

The appearance of the unpopular Nimzo-Larsen opening surprised everyone, but public opinion was unexpectedly positive.

That game against France that everyone was trying not to mention. In that game, she had clearly been at a disadvantage in the opening.

It was obvious that despite knowing Maxime was good at the Najdorf, she had entered the Najdorf for a direct confrontation but was countered and pushed back.

With the Nimzo-Larsen, she wouldn't suffer such a disadvantage. Her opponent surely wouldn't have predicted Yeon's Nimzo-Larsen, so at least she wouldn't lose time in the opening.

Though it was an unpopular opening without great reviews, some praised it for precisely those reasons.

"Is it okay to give up the center against DeShawn?"

"Don't doubt. Just believe. Take a drink and believe."

"I do believe, but... she hasn't shown this before. Is it really the Nimzo-Larsen?"

"Hey! You still don't trust her. Down it in one!"

The man downed his beer and resumed watching the match. His friend seemed to have blind faith in Yeon's skills, but he couldn't believe quite that much.

The undefeated Buyeo Yeon of official matches had already disappeared during the France match. While she had overwhelming talent in Korea and unbeatable skills there, she hadn't yet proven herself at the highest level.

*If she had just played well as usual starting with e4, she might have at least drawn... the Nimzo-Larsen? Is she really trying to win?*

Yeon moved quickly, conserving time, developing her Queen's Bishop to b2 to control the long diagonal, and slowly developing her King's side pieces.

The center counter came with a timely c-pawn advance. She couldn't completely destroy Black's center, but she succeeded in significantly reducing its influence.

"That's our Yeon! Look at that graph. White is ahead by 0.4 points. Do you still not believe?"

"What do you mean by 'ahead by 0.4 points'... For White, not Black, that's just maintaining the starting position."

"That's what's important. Ah! I can't talk with a non-believer. Haven't you realized Yeon's tactical skills and middlegame abilities yet?"

"She needs to prove it this time. I support our country's player too, and I hope Buyeo Yeon does well. But it's true she hasn't shown much yet. If you think rationally, without blind faith..."

"You still don't believe... Your vision is so narrow."

He looked at his friend who was viewing Yeon with fanatic eyes. Originally, his friend had been a rational chess player, but after Yeon's overwhelming performance in the Chess Olympiad qualifiers, he had become a zealot.

"I believe, I believe!"

"You're quite drunk."

"No, I'm not drunk. If you have eyes, look properly without prejudice. Can't you see this?"

"What?"

"Can't you really see how Yeon makes better moves every time I cheer for her?"

"Are you not drunk but crazy? Buyeo Yeon is in Italy right now."

"What does that matter? The speed at which hearts travel is faster than light. Don't you know light circles the Earth 7.5 times in a second?"

"What does that have to do with—"

Just as he was about to stop his friend's nonsense, a small cheer came from the broadcast.

"Wow! That's a big move from Buyeo Yeon!"

"She really played well. This isn't just a good move. It's truly excellent, a perfect move!"

Even for someone with a broad view of the board, it's difficult to check each piece in the corners for calculation.

Including pieces outside the main battlefield in calculations would double the time needed to make a move. But Yeon found it. In the midst of fierce battle, she found a hidden rook and made a good move.

It was a simple move, advancing the rook two squares forward, but after that move, everything worked out well.

"Well, still don't believe?"

The two drinking men didn't actually know how good that move was. Deep calculation was impossible in their half-drunk state.

But no matter how drunk they were, they could still see the graph. After that one move, the white graph crushed the black graph.

The number +1.4 was clearly visible. Because of that one move she found, an equal position had turned advantageous.

"Ah, no! I believed from the beginning! Of course I believed!"

"Right. Just believe sincerely. Believe. Victory belongs to believers. You're not thinking 'what if she makes a mistake and loses,' are you?"

"Even if such thoughts arise, I must resist them!"

"That's it. Exactly."

Yeon was perfect until the end. Without showing a single weakness, she slowly pressured her opponent and achieved a comfortable victory in the endgame.

This wasn't just a simple win. Not a precarious victory, but one where she calmly dominated her opponent. Against the world's second-highest rated player, someone even a champion wouldn't easily face.

"This... perhaps Buyeo Yeon could challenge the Champion."

"Could challenge? Are you joking? With Buyeo Yeon's skills, she might not just challenge but win! We might be looking at the first Korean Chess Champion."

Yeon raised her fist toward the camera. The zealots in the bar also raised their fists toward her.

The response was subdued since Korea's overall victory wasn't yet confirmed, but everyone was boiling with excitement over Yeon's win.
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After Yeon's unexpected victory, good news continued to arrive from the other boards.

The victory on board 2 guaranteed "at least a draw," and the draw on board 3 confirmed the overall win.

Even with victory already secured, board 4 managed to draw as well.

Final score: 3-1.

Korea had defeated the United States without a single loss.

The United States, one of the world's top chess powers, stumbled badly with this defeat and drifted away from medal contention. Meanwhile, Korea was now within reach of the gold medal.

Though one draw was slightly disappointing, it was acceptable. After all, achieving a perfect score in the Chess Olympiad was nearly impossible.

With so many teams fielding four Grandmasters, winning every match was difficult. Everyone agreed that one draw was perfectly fine.

If they won all remaining rounds—9, 10, and 11—they would secure the gold medal. Both the Korean team members and their fans were elated.

The chess community was equally fired up. Yeon, who had defeated the world's second-ranked player, was treated like a deity in the community.

Someone with a suspicious Italian IP address was particularly enthusiastic about promoting Buyeo Yeon's greatness, and this time no one dismissed the IP as a troublemaker.

This suspicious Italian IP demonstrated remarkable chess knowledge, analyzing all of Yeon's games at a professional level for everyone to see. Just as people began to grow suspicious, they left a meaningful message: "It's late now, so I'm going to bed."

At that time, it was 6 PM in Korea and 1 AM in Italy.

The suspicious Italian IP continued to appear occasionally afterward.

They would invariably show up on posts analyzing Yeon's mistakes, providing uncannily accurate insights into her psychology.

The IP was finally blocked after posting: "H-honestly, I think Buyeo Yeon plays much better than the Champion!"

Someone with an orange moderator badge blocked the Italian IP, commenting, "What are you saying, Yeon-a?"

While Yeon was a hero and god of Korean chess, the Champion was the king among gods. Having been the Champion since birth, they were untouchable.

If Yeon was currently the ace pitcher with a 1-point ERA responsible for Korean chess, the Champion and the Challenger from 20 years ago were already retired numbers. No matter how amazing, the Champion remained an inviolable wall.

After being blocked, Yeon was greatly embarrassed that her identity had been exposed and managed to get three gelatos from Si-woo.

Though Yeon could no longer participate in community activities due to the foreign IP block, she received good news: a condition for lifting the block!

The orange and blue moderators said they would unblock her foreign IP if she won in round 9.

For Yeon, this condition was perfect. She needed to win anyway. Korea's opponent in round 9 was India.

The birthplace of chess's ancestor, Chaturanga, and a country with talented players drawn from its enormous population.

India's board 1 player was someone Yeon knew from her past life. She planned to overwhelm this connection from her previous life, proving her growth while contributing to Korea's victory.

Yeon believed she absolutely had to win and gladly accepted the condition.

...
..
.

In round 9, playing with the black pieces, Yeon took deep breaths to calm herself. There was so much riding on today's victory.

First, Korea's gold medal was at stake. A win against a strong opponent would move them one step closer to first place while pushing back a competitor.

Her pride was also on the line. Twenty-one years ago, this was an opponent she would always beat. Sometimes they would draw if she wasn't in good condition, but she usually won.

Though much time had passed, those memories remained clear. Winning had been a given. If she lost now, it would hurt far more than her defeat against the French player.

Finally, she needed this for her new hobby. Somehow, the orange moderator had seen through her identity.

As punishment for being discovered, she received a foreign IP ban. Because of this, Yeon could only watch helplessly as malicious groups insulted her.

To fight alone against those who undermined her skills and to spread word of her greatness, she needed the IP ban lifted.

Unfortunately, Yeon didn't know how to bypass IP restrictions using a VPN.

"Hoo, haa, hoo, haa, hoo, ha!"

After finishing her deep breathing, Yeon lightly slapped her cheeks twice. The sound helped clear her mind before she shook hands with her opponent.

A familiar face. In the now-aged player's face, she could see overlapping images of the young Indian prodigy she had met 21 years ago.

This player rarely participated in international tournaments, focusing mainly on domestic competitions. Perhaps this Chess Olympiad would be their last appearance.

Looking at her aged former acquaintance, Yeon steeled herself. For old time's sake, she planned to gift them the most beautiful defeat.

The game began. Yeon's opponent, the Indian player, moved the pawn in front of the queen forward two squares. Without hesitation, Yeon developed her kingside knight.

*He used to mainly play e4 in the old days. Well, I expected him to play d4 now.*

Though slightly disappointed to face a Queen's Pawn Opening, it didn't matter much. Yeon was confident she could win regardless of the opening.

She had defeated this opponent countless times in the past. Whether they pushed the king's pawn, the queen's pawn, played the English, or the Réti, it made no difference.

The game proceeded into a King's Indian Defense. This was once Yeon's main opening. Though she later switched to the Queen's Gambit Declined late in her career, she had used this opening effectively for a long time.

She was confident in both openings; it was just a matter of which was easier. Yeon thought it would be better to close the center and fight on the sides in this game.

She aimed for a checkmate victory with the King's Indian Defense.

After the painful time management issues in the French match, Yeon began preparing her openings much more thoroughly. She studied the differences between the openings she learned in the past and those used now.

Unlike middlegames and endgames, openings didn't require special time investment.

Yeon roughly understood her old acquaintance's mindset and could predict which opening they would play. Though considerable time had passed, a person's nature doesn't change.

*No more defeats. I'll use all my old knowledge to win. My honor depends on this victory.*

Yeon thought about the community where slander against her was likely blooming even now. She needed to go there and provide an objective perspective.

*Those who still can't believe I'm stronger than the Champion... someone who realizes it first needs to tell them.*

Yeon already had a perfect plan in mind. Win this match to get unblocked, win round 10, then defeat the Champion in round 11.

She would show everyone her perfection and finally become the one true god of the chess world.

Yeon burned with fighting spirit. For this plan, she absolutely had to win.

In fact, it wasn't even determined whether she would face the Champion in round 10 or 11, but in her mind, everything was already planned out.

*Knight goes in, push the pawn, if bishop retreats then knight outpost. Attack with the queen, if rook evades then push pawn to gain territory. The opponent's weakness is the advanced c-pawn, so target that...*

Yeon's mind was spinning faster than ever. Countless possibilities flashed through her head. Her condition was quite good today, and she had clear reasons why she needed to win.

She had no intention of letting her opponent even breathe. She pressed the attack until they were suffocating.

Her specialty was maintaining attacks while creating weaknesses, but today she attacked without creating any weaknesses at all.

A German commentator watching this match remarked:

After experiencing despair in her match against Maxime and being tempered in her match against DeShawn, Yeon had finally blossomed.

Young players tend to show particularly step-like growth. After walking in place for a while, they suddenly grow rapidly without realizing it, and their rating explosively increases.

A young prospect entering such explosive growth shows remarkable potential that even a Champion would find difficult to stop.

Throughout this round 9 match, Yeon never gave her opponent room to breathe. She applied pressure from beginning to end without a single mistake.

She was perfect, and a Grandmaster was too weak to stop her.

To stop her, a title higher than Grandmaster was needed.

Grandmaster is the highest title recognized by the chess federation. There was only one title higher.

That was World Chess Champion.
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Round 10, Korea's opponent was Serbia. Serbia was a very strong country 20 years ago, but they've lost some of their edge now.

They brought four solid Grandmasters and achieved good results, but beating our country was beyond their capabilities.

Chess is a mind sport, so mental strength is extremely important. Momentum definitely exists in this game. Teams on a winning streak carry tremendous momentum, often riding that wave to victory.

Our country already had a high chance of winning, and now we had momentum on our side too. In a situation where losing was nearly impossible, our country proudly secured a 4-0 victory.

I thought we might win 3-1 or struggle to a 2.5-1.5 victory, but I never expected a 4-0 win... we completely dominated them.

My victory seemed to have a positive influence on the Korean team. Perhaps inspired by my growth, the other players all showed incredible performances.

And finally, the end of the Chess Olympiad was approaching.

I'd been in Italy so long that I could barely remember the taste of Korean food. By now, the hotel breakfast had become familiar, and the luxurious taste of gelato felt ordinary.

Despite our long stay, all trips must come to an end. After finishing the final round, it would be time to return to Korea proudly embracing our gold medals.

Round 11. South Korea's opponent was Scotland.

The pairing was so dramatic it could be called a fateful encounter. Scotland currently maintained an insane record of 10 wins, followed by teams with 8 wins, 1 draw, 1 loss and 8 wins, 2 draws.

For us to win the Chess Olympiad, we absolutely had to defeat Scotland. A draw wouldn't be enough. We had to win, period.

Because of my mistake in that earlier game, Korea stood at 9 wins and 1 draw. If we won Round 11 to reach 10 wins and 1 draw, we would definitely take first place.

*The ratings for boards 2, 3, and 4 are all lower than our opponents. But we have momentum now. If we don't get intimidated, we can turn this around.*

Twenty years was long enough to elevate Scotland from a chess minnow to a world-class power.

Before I died, the Champion was already the Champion, and even back then, Scotland had many children playing chess who idolized him.

Twenty years was enough time for the talented children among them to grow into adults and dominate the world stage.

*Well... but the same applies to South Korea too.*

However, our side only had the world number two, a level below the Champion, so we couldn't exert quite the same influence. That's bitter.

We gathered in the Audio-Visual Room to prepare for tomorrow's match. While the coach and manager were preparing materials for the game, I came forward, took the microphone, and spoke.

"Everyone! Let's do this! We can easily beat Scotland, right? A 100-point rating difference is something we can overcome!"

Though I'm the youngest, I'm South Korea's board one and leader. It's my job to inspire everyone and set the mood!

I clenched my fist, stood at the podium, and addressed everyone.

"Our strategy is simple! Just win everything! I'll take down the Champion on board one! The rest of you will be inspired by that! Use that energy to win!"

It was my first time speaking in front of everyone like this, so I felt a bit embarrassed. Forcing myself to raise my energy and shout felt awkward.

Ra-hee covered her mouth and smiled with her eyes. Maybe I would have felt less embarrassed if I'd spoken more naturally.

"E-everyone! We can do this, right? I'll definitely secure one win... can the rest of you bring in one win each like me?"

"Yes~ We can do it!"

Won-gwang laughed heartily and responded playfully.

"This is the Chess Olympiad gold medal. Not just any medal, but gold. I can almost see the golden glow right before our eyes. Really, if we just win this last one...!"

I spoke so hastily that I momentarily lost my breath. Suddenly stopping after rapid-fire speech created a surprisingly dramatic effect.

I took a slow, deep breath and continued.

"We can be world number one. Let's make teams gasp for breath when they face South Korea in Round 1."

"Woohoo!"

Won-gwang waved his hands, cheering playfully.

"Y-you're all serious, right? It's not just me getting carried away?"

"Don't worry. Everyone's focused on winning. You just need to win your game. Can you do that?"

"Of course. I've already beaten him once. Together, we did."

"That's right. That's the mindset. You acted all proper and backed out when playing that French player, but now it seems you've gained confidence."

"The Champion is no big deal. And the me now is completely different from who I was then! I've grown!"

Though I was up there talking confidently, I was actually the most nervous person in the room. So nervous I could barely breathe if I didn't force myself to raise the mood like this.

My past life self. Me in my prime. Analyzing games from that era, every move sparkled and shone brilliantly.

The person who defeated that version of me is the Champion from 21 years ago.

That person who stubbornly built his skills, ignoring the aging curve, is my opponent. I can only find confidence after talking myself up for a long time.

*With our momentum, and having beaten the world number two, we really can win. We really must win.*

"It doesn't matter if I lose" and "It's okay if I lose" feel different. It's okay if I lose, but it does matter. I want to win.

Without any other logical reason, I just want to win. The desire for victory drives me. I really want to beat that old Scottish country bumpkin.

Not just winning small battles, but winning the big war. I've won individual games here and there.

Completely crushing and winning in a major tournament. That's what I want.

I came down from the podium and returned to my seat. Ra-hee patted my back encouragingly.

It feels awkward when someone usually playful acts serious. I gave an embarrassed smile and lowered my head. Maybe it was a bit out of place.

"Well, our South Korean team leader. Thank you for your speech, Buyeo Yeon. Now, captain, may we begin the explanation?"

"Yes..."

"With the captain's permission, let's continue. Now, our country's final round. The opponent is Scotland."

The coach began his explanation. Today, he started from board four in reverse order. Board four had a rating difference of 180, with us on the lower end, of course.

The enormous rating gap was breathtaking. They say even a 100-point difference is difficult, but this was 180.

With such a large gap, the difference in skill would be visible. The coach asked the board four player to aim for a draw if possible.

A draw would be great, but... everyone knew even that would be difficult. The rating difference was too large.

Board three had a rating difference of 70. Normally this would be significant too, but after seeing the 180 difference first, it seemed relatively small.

Looking at this rating difference, our coach said:

"We can overcome a 70-point difference, right? Let's try to win. You can do it."

If someone had the skill to overcome a 70-point rating difference, wouldn't there be no rating difference in the first place? Everyone thought this, but no one poured cold water on the idea.

Board two was somewhat manageable. A 20-point rating difference. This falls well within the margin of error. Rating isn't an indicator that reflects current skill in real-time.

A 20-point rating difference can easily fluctuate depending on condition and mood that day.

Looking at this rating difference, our coach said:

"This is as good as won already! You can do it, right? You have to deliver this one!"

According to the coach's plan, we already had 2 wins and 1 draw confirmed. That's 2.5 points. A plan where our country wins regardless of my game result.

Before turning to the next page of materials, the coach looked at me. His gaze was complex. He didn't want to burden me, but he was sad about the fact that he had to.

"According to the coach's scenario, we'll win 3.5 to 0.5!"

I clenched my fist and spoke confidently. The coach's expression brightened. It seemed he had been secretly hoping I would say something like this.

*I have to win. Of course I have to win!*

It's burdensome, confusing, nerve-wracking, and difficult. But I want to win, I need to win, and I will definitely win.

A feeling difficult to express in words. If I were some alien life form communicating through neural bundles, could I properly convey my emotions?

Even then it would be difficult. After one death, receiving another chance and taking on this challenge—no one could sympathize with that feeling.

Something only I can relate to.

Something only I can understand and do.

I closed my eyes tight and steadied my heart.

And the final day of the Chess Olympiad approached.

The festival is ending. Time to go home now. To return home with a smile. Let's drink to victory.

Ch.228 - Champion (2)
I've carefully analyzed the text and will translate it following the glossary and style guidelines.

## Chapter 228

Round 11, a refreshing morning. After showering, my body felt invigorated with a pleasant fragrance. I ate a moderate breakfast to avoid feeling too full and headed to the tournament venue.

Today I deliberately left early. I wanted to arrive first and collect my thoughts while waiting.

In the final round, I faced my strongest opponent. And worse, I had to play Black. It would have been challenging enough with White, but playing Black made it even harder.

Starting a move behind, Black gets dragged along by White's opening. The Champion also had an annoyingly wide selection of openings, giving me many possibilities to prepare for.

He could simply advance the pawn in front of his King to invite a Sicilian, or move the pawn in front of his Queen for a positional battle. The English Opening or Réti Opening were also possibilities.

Since he'd seen me play the Nimzo-Larsen Attack, he might even pull that out in the final round to shake my mental state.

The possibilities were endless. Despite frantically studying openings with help from my coach, manager, and teammates, I still felt underprepared.

Playing second was a fatal problem for me.

While I was deep in thought, the Champion was probably scratching his belly thinking, "I'll surprise you with a Sicilian Alapin line you've never seen before~"

*How could they make me play Black in the final round? This must be the organizers trying to hold back a promising player. This needs to be made public.*

For a moment, I imagined "dinosaur-izing" instead of "publicizing" and swallowing the Champion whole.

Transforming into a Tyrannosaurus Rex and grabbing the Champion with my short arms, he'd say, "I'll give you the Champion title and the prize money! Just spare my life!"

"Hehe."

The amusing thought completely relieved my tension. I absentmindedly refined my opening repertoire while imagining 108 different scenarios for defeating the Champion.

After drinking a cup of coffee to calm my mind, I saw him walking from a distance.

It was quite amusing to see him approaching with people trailing behind him as if to show off, "I'm a celebrity." I smiled casually and waved.

Buyeo Yeon is the only person with a winning record against the Champion in official matches. They were all exhibition matches, but official is official, and winning is winning.

I had no reason to feel intimidated.

"You're early."

"Well, I always move early. But you're even earlier, old man. There were times when you used to arrive right on time."

"As I've gotten older, I can't sleep in anymore. I'm not tired, and with nothing particular to do, I came early for some conversation."

Surprisingly, the Champion didn't try to play mind games with me. In the past, he would have tried to shake my mental state with subtle jabs. Unexpected.

*Maybe he thinks words aren't necessary. Or perhaps he's saving it for after the tournament. Either way, it doesn't matter. I'll respond calmly from the winner's position.*

We stared at each other without saying a word. Anyone watching might have thought we were having a staring contest, so intensely did we glare at each other.

The silent battle of wills continued until the game began. As soon as the match started, we both turned our attention to the board as if on cue.

*I'm not the only one taking this match seriously.*

I watched intently as the Champion's wrinkled hand moved. He advanced the pawn in front of his King two squares.

King's Pawn Opening. He's probably trying to invite my Sicilian to decide the match.

Instead of entering the Sicilian Defense, I went for an Open Game. It has a higher draw probability than the Sicilian, but it's a solid opening for Black.

Afterward, the Champion developed his Bishop to c4 on his third move.

The Italian Game. Perhaps conscious that I often use the Ruy Lopez, he opted for the Italian Game instead.

*That's fine. Actually, this works well. The Italian Game sometimes progresses similarly to the closed Ruy Lopez, and Black can easily achieve equality.*

I brought out my Knight first, entering the Two Knights Defense. The Champion isn't the type to play volatile moves in this kind of match.

He'll probably go for the quiet Giuoco Pianissimo and aim for a positional battle.

My prediction was spot on. It wasn't hard to predict. The Champion isn't the type to force side lines unnecessarily.

*A positional battle, huh? I can handle this. The Giuoco Pianissimo is quite favorable for Black. While White plays passive moves like c3 and d3, Black has already achieved equality.*

In the next moves, both Black and White castled kingside. I pushed my d-pawn one square for a more secure center, and the Champion placed his Rook on e1 to solidify the center.

A stifling situation. It seems difficult for Black to take initiative.

Being passive isn't my style. Even if I have to be dragged along, I should resist at least once before giving in.

I boldly pushed my a-pawn two squares. The safest move would have been to push the h-pawn one square to prevent White's Bishop from g5. But that would be too passive.

I can't be passive against the Champion. I need to make the situation my own.

This created an escape square for my dark-squared Bishop and laid the groundwork for a queenside attack. It's not immediately useful, but later I can advance to a4 to create threats.

"Phew..."

My hands were drenched in sweat. It's only the seventh move. Less than 10 minutes have passed, and we've just been following opening theory.

Even though I'm just applying memorized formulas, every muscle in my body is tense, consuming energy.

I closed my eyes briefly to calm myself. It wasn't easy. It was quite difficult to relax in front of my greatest rival. I spent about 2 minutes just to rest.

This is a moment where strategic judgment matters more than tactics. I need to set clear goals and make each move meaningful.

I need vibrant moves, not meaningless piece movements.

Queen to b8, this move will make the current situation favorable. Then I'll develop my Queen to a7, placing my Bishop and Queen on the same diagonal as the opponent's King.

He can easily defend by moving his Rook to e2... but I can gain tactical advantages in the long run.

*White will complete his piece development with Knight f1 to Knight g3 and focus on the kingside. The f3 Knight will later move to h4 and establish an outpost on f5.*

This is a common progression in the Italian Game. Kingside piece concentration following Re1, Nbd2, Nf1, Ng3. We haven't deviated from theory yet.

I created the Bishop-Queen diagonal as planned, and he brought his Rook to e2. White moved his Knight to g3 as I predicted, and meanwhile, I advanced my a-pawn and threatened his Bishop on b5.

In this closed position, Knights are stronger than Bishops, but... the Champion's Bishop pair is dangerous. It's best to eliminate the Bishop pair when possible.

The Bishop has nowhere to escape. The Champion accepted the Knight-Bishop exchange without hesitation. The doubled pawns on the c-file aren't particularly weak.

They might even help when advancing d5 later. Strategic play in the Italian Game is quite different from open positions.

Creating doubled pawns can be strategically valid.

*Whew, this is intense.*

The Champion's fifteenth move deviated from theory. Opening theory ends here. From now on, it's completely a battle of tactics and strategy.

Italian Game - Giuoco Pianissimo. An opening named "Pianissimo" because of its very quiet progression.

The opening certainly lived up to its name. Every move was quiet. Rather than loudly proclaiming intentions, they whispered them quietly.

Like a seasoned politician's speech, hiding intentions while expressing one's will.

Because it's quiet, skill becomes more prominent. If an ordinary Grandmaster were sitting here, they would have shown their limitations long ago.

"Quiet" moves that are difficult for ordinary people to understand even with commentary. There are no flashy tactics or sacrifices, only lukewarm strategies blooming.

This game wasn't like food doused with seasoning, but rather food with subtle flavoring. Small changes in taste would determine whether it was gourmet or inedible.

*This is the path I chose. Instead of entering the Sicilian Defense for a tactical battle, I entered the Open Game to compete with strategic moves.*

Once your mental state wavers, the game is over. That's the mindset I need. A strategic game is about who can pack more intentions into a single move.

Attack while defending, redevelop while attacking. Place pieces in threatening positions to steal tempo and subdue the opponent.

In a situation that feels suffocating just thinking about it, I must grit my teeth and find the best moves, gaining advantages that amount to mere decimal points.

My opponent is a specialist in this field, the Champion.

I closed my eyes and visualized the board again. Letting the opponent display their strengths before subduing them would be the "true victory."

I can do it.

I looked at the board again.

(Current situation: Black and White are almost equal)
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## Chapter 229

As the game moved away from opening theory, the time spent on each move increased dramatically.

I spent enough time on a single move that we could have played an entire blitz game. I boldly used about 10 minutes calculating for a single move, searching for the best option.

Strategy helps when you don't know what to do. I analyzed what I wanted to do and what I could do in real-time, visualizing the best strategy in my mind.

The sixteenth move. White's position had no weaknesses. But that didn't mean I could do nothing.

Passively waiting for your opponent's mistake when the situation isn't favorable is foolish. If the situation isn't good, you need to find a move to make it better.

Beginners win by capitalizing on their opponent's mistakes, intermediates win through tactical gains, and masters win through strategic judgments that create small advantages.

I am a Grandmaster, among the elite. To defeat the Champion, I can't rely on the stupid method of waiting for mistakes.

I moved my King to h7. This move was the best I could find at the moment.



King to h7, a move that seemed meaningless at first glance. But it was the best move I could find right now.

The plan was to strengthen the f5 square with the Knight g8-Knight e7 maneuver, and later push the f-pawn to attempt a kingside attack.

Even defensively, it was useful. The Knight currently on f6 was quite unstable. All its potential squares were covered by my opponent, leaving it with nowhere to go.

The Knight d7-Knight c5 movement was possible, but it would block the c-pawn, creating discomfort. Redeploying the Knight this way was the best option.

*Good. I found it pretty well. Moving the King isn't a simple idea. This is probably the best move.*

Games where you need to spend a lot of time on each move are exhausting. Every time my turn comes, I feel suffocated and have to spend a long time wondering if this move is good.

But my opponent feels that pain too. It's not just me suffering; they suffer too. While they're thinking, I can rest.

To use an analogy, it's like taking one hard hit. Rather than taking ten light hits, you take one strong hit and then rest comfortably.

*I wish they'd make a mistake soon. Instead of playing this uncomfortable game, I'd like them to make a clean mistake, exchange Queens, and play comfortably.*

So far, only one piece has been exchanged. A Knight for a Bishop. Before and after that, no exchanges have occurred.

Even pawns haven't been exchanged. Both Black and White still have 8 pawns each. Despite my last move being the sixteenth, the game is progressing this frustratingly.

The Champion seemed to be focusing on the center. They pushed the c3 pawn one square, deployed the Bishop to c3, and strongly reinforced the d4 square.

I couldn't just helplessly allow a center counter. I reconnected my Queen with my Bishop to firmly hold d4.



*This should be sufficient defense.*

It would be difficult to bring in more attacking resources. The Champion's center counter had a quite clear intention: to make my King move look like a mistake.

When I used a move for redeployment, they quickly attacked to force a tempo loss. It's a traditional approach. I've used it often myself.

*It's sharp... but you're not known for being a sharp player.*

I moved quickly to pressure the Champion. This kind of bluffing doesn't work on me. My King move was perfect.

I won't be fooled by pretending an attack is possible to shake me. The move I found was optimal, and this attack is an impossible fake.

I boldly moved my Knight to g8. I went ahead with the Knight redeployment as originally planned.

If I had been someone who fell for the Champion's bluffing, I would have thought my King move was a mistake and hastily adjusted my defense.

Now, I don't fall for such plays.

I am right.

My move is correct.



The Champion's face momentarily stiffened when they saw my bold Knight maneuver. Someone who usually maintains an expressionless poker face while playing chess showed a reaction to my move.

*I told you it wouldn't work. Did you think that would be enough for a center counter?*

My calculation was already complete. I trust my calculation. There's no better novelty, and that attack is just ineffective bluffing.

It might look like a strong attack at first glance, but I know it won't work.



*So the situation has changed to be slightly favorable for me.*

Although my Bishop seemed trapped on b6, it was easy to free it. I could either induce an exchange with Bishop a5 or push the pawn to c6 and move it.

I felt like I gained an advantage by organizing my pawn structure quite nicely while the Champion was attempting the d4 attack.

The situation afterward became quite comfortable. By firmly holding the center, my territory expanded, and the a-pawn I had advanced early on the queenside was also reassuring.

The Champion seemed to be trying to redeploy their Knight for a kingside attack, but it didn't feel particularly threatening.

That attack was manageable too. If I don't get fooled and just do what I need to while accumulating advantages, I can win.

I calmly composed myself and calculated. Far away, the word "victory" seemed to shine faintly.

It was still a very small light, and the shape was so shabby it was almost embarrassing to call it a word, but still, victory was shining brilliantly in the distance.

*A minor who defeated the Champion in an official tournament. If I can just achieve that, money and fame will follow me.*

I calculated slowly without letting go of the tension. I know very well that my current advantage is very small.

It could be shattered by even a tiny mistake.

Carefully, like someone performing a balancing act, with dedication.

Again, I take one more move.



The twenty-fourth move, the Champion's Rook move was quite sharp. To be honest, I didn't expect it. I was relieved thinking I had properly blocked the kingside, but they pushed such an attack on the queenside.

It seemed to show that "the Champion is still the Champion." I was momentarily flustered by the light movement of Rook b1.

*b4 break... I didn't expect them to attack with pawns from this side. For now, I have no choice but to allow the pawn break. I should redeploy my Knight even now.*

The priority was to redeploy the g8 Knight to e7 to turn it into a useful piece. Allowing the pawn break was painful, but manageable.



The Champion's b-pawn advanced two squares. This was the advance that would cause the first pawn exchange in this game.

I had two options: capturing with the c-pawn or with the a-pawn. It was difficult to easily determine which was better.

*Let's think simply. Doing what I want to do is the answer. My instinct already knows what's best.*

Capturing with the c-pawn would allow resolving the doubled pawns. But when the Rook later comes to b4, it would be difficult to protect the a-pawn.

Capturing with the a-pawn would leave doubled pawns on the c-file, but such weaknesses would disappear.

Moreover, I could perform en passant. En passant. A rule that beginners might not even know exists. When online chess ratings are low, en passant is almost treated like a bug.

En passant might occur once in a hundred games. Some chess users prefer en passant over checkmate.

*I have to do en passant.*

Although it seemed like a crucial situation that required more thought, I chose to just do en passant. It smelled like the right answer here.

The situation afterward became more intense. Although no pieces were exchanged, both sides had clear objectives.

White planned to place two Rooks on the open b-file for a strong attack. Black aimed to bring the Queen to the kingside to threaten the opponent.

Both sides targeting each other in situations where they could.

*There's still plenty of time. The Champion has a bit more time than me, but not enough to worry about.*

My head feels hot. Maybe because my opponent is the Champion, but my brain seems to be working better than usual.

Can I really win?

Will the word "victory" shining in the distance gradually come closer and embrace me?

The situation is still equal. The chance of victory remains for both. But I keep assuming hopeful scenarios.

I feel like I can win. That thought keeps coming to me.

*Korea, Chess Olympiad champion. The main figure of that victory is Buyeo Yeon. The hope of Korean chess and the most likely candidate for the next World Champion...*

Thump, thump. The sound of my heartbeat buzzes in my ears.

I took a deep breath and exhaled. I composed my mind to focus on chess even if the world collapsed.

Wrinkled hands hovering over the board. The sound of pressing the chess clock. My turn again.

My mind moving like machinery. Ideas emerging one by one. Me analyzing the situation.

Various scenarios appear in my head, and I analyze and interpret the results of each scenario.

I implement the move that emerged on the board.

A white, small hand. Delicate fingers that exude femininity.

The pretty hand reached for the head of a black pawn, and the hand holding the head moved it forward one square.

It was a very small movement that signaled the beginning of the battle.
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The battle opened with my f-pawn advance, leading to an exchange on f5. After pawns and knights were traded, the position opened up.

Comparing the remaining minor pieces, I had two bishops while the Champion had a knight and bishop.

We both controlled the center similarly, though my central position looked more solid.

White's a-pawn was passed, but it didn't pose a promotion threat yet. It's difficult to threaten with a pawn that hasn't advanced at all.

The position was nearly equal. It was a smooth game with no major mistakes. If it continued this way, it would naturally end in a draw.

If my opponent had been an ordinary Grandmaster rather than the Champion, I would have offered a draw at an appropriate moment.

*If there had been a weakness, I could have broken through. But without seeing any weakness, it's hard to make progress.*

Forcing an attack by pushing pawns in front of my king wouldn't be easy either. If I tried something reckless while the opponent's Queen was active, I'd likely lose.

Soon, a repeatable position emerged. The Champion seemed to recognize this before I did, apparently realizing the position was equal.

The position had already repeated twice. According to chess rules, if the same position occurs three times, it's a draw. One more repetition and the game would end.

The Champion was essentially offering a draw.

We had just passed move 40, receiving ample additional time. I had plenty of time to think.

*Should I accept this? Playing Black against the Champion and achieving a draw would be quite an accomplishment. Should I just be satisfied with that and move on?*

Twenty-one years ago, I would never have settled for this. I would have forced a fight even if it meant losing, and then regretted my stubbornness afterward.

And now, being able to think more rationally than back then...

What decision should I make?

Even engines can't provide an answer in this situation. Chess engines only find the best move in each position. They don't tell you whether to fight for a win or be content with a draw.

Also, I couldn't ask Si-woo for the answer. Si-woo isn't a chess expert. He probably wouldn't even recognize that this position is equal.

My most reliable friend has always given me the right answers. But now I can't ask Si-woo, and even if I did, I wouldn't get the answer I need.

Could I find the answer by asking the Champion? If I asked my guardian and mentor from my past life, possibly even my father, who often gave me good answers...

Would I find the answer then?

*...No.*

I can't find the answer that way.

This isn't something the Champion can decide for me. Only one person can answer this question.

*Me.*

This is a question only I can answer.

Whether to be satisfied and move on, or to be unsatisfied and bet on a small possibility.
A life of fighting to the end versus a life of moderate satisfaction.
I have to choose one of these paths.

This isn't simply about winning or losing a chess game.

This single game might determine my entire life.

Drawing against the Champion with solid play would be a remarkable achievement. I would be treated as a hero in Korea and recognized worldwide as a "promising player."

But after drawing one game like that, would I ever be able to beat the Champion?

He's reached a semi-divine level in chess. I probably couldn't fight the Champion under more favorable conditions than this.

The person before me is much stronger than the one from twenty-one years ago. This "equal position" I've created might be an opportunity that never comes again.

*If I choose to draw today, I'll never be able to beat the Champion.*

If I avoid fighting in a 5-5 situation, how could I possibly fight in a 4-6 situation? If I avoid the battle today, I'll avoid it in the future too.

I would just leave a brief line in chess history as "a Korean Grandmaster" and then fade away.

That's not necessarily bad. Being Korea's representative Grandmaster would open many doors. I could make money doing anything within Korea.

I could give expensive private lessons or open a small academy to teach chess. I could work as a chess instructor even after retirement, and eventually become the coach or manager of the Korean national team.

I could live a happy life that way.

I would earn enough money for Si-woo and me to live comfortably, leading an enviable life. If I just let go of one layer of ambition, such a happy life awaits.

*But, but.*

Would that really be enough?

Could I truly be satisfied with that? Is it okay to waste my second chance like that?

Am I really not envious of leaving a mark in chess history as "the strongest Champion ever, without dispute"?

Expensive private lessons, chess academy? I could earn several years' salary with just one Championship.

Working after retirement? Why? I could earn a lifetime's worth of money during my time as Champion.

Isn't it appealing to put a few hundred million won in reliable Apple stocks and withdraw whenever I feel like it?

Can I honestly say I wouldn't envy a life where people recognize me everywhere, ask for autographs, and tremble with excitement at the chance to play chess with me?

I have a greedy personality. I know this better than anyone.

Could I forgive myself for backing down without even trying something I might be capable of?

It might not be a comfortably happy life. It might be a life where I lie in bed every night imagining this moment and regretting, "I should have fought for the win back then."

I might have smart children who take after me, and project my ambitions onto them, pressuring them to play chess.

Isn't that common? Parents who gave up their dreams force those dreams onto talented children, ultimately ruining both lives.

*Yes. I already know the answer. I'm not the type who can give up.*

Challenger, you are beautiful!

The opposite of success isn't failure, but not challenging at all.

I can't miss this opportunity. Even if defeat awaits at the end of this challenge, I will remain a challenger.

I declined the draw offer and avoided the repetition.

The Champion looked at me. I looked back at him.

The face of the Champion from twenty-one years ago in my past life overlapped with his current face.

The Champion from that time had far fewer wrinkles and looked much more energetic. I could see his face from our final battle.

-Are you really making that choice?
-Yes. I'm going to fight. I'll fight you and seize victory.
-Are you sure you won't regret it?
-I don't know. But I'm certain I'll regret backing down here.

We communicated by looking into each other's eyes. Having exchanged moves and shared our hearts, we understood each other without words.

*Let's fight. That's what's right for us. And as always, let's talk after the game ends.*

The Champion looked at me with a gentle smile. If we hadn't been playing chess, he might have patted my head.

Creepily.

I moved my King to h7, refusing the repetition. The Champion pushed his g-pawn to expand his kingside territory, and I used my e-pawn to reopen the battle.

Using the d-pawn seemed like a poor decision. If my opponent captured my pawn, it would resolve my doubled pawns, but if not, I'd have no follow-up.

Advancing the d-pawn twice to d4 would make the two pawns on the c-file too weak.

Better to use the e-pawn to target the opponent's d-pawn. By exchanging as many pawns as possible to create an open position, I could utilize my bishop pair.

*Since my two c-pawns might become weak, I need to weaken the opponent's c-pawn. This move is best for that.*

After pawns were exchanged, I managed to isolate the opponent's c-pawn. But the position didn't improve significantly.

My King's position was too unstable. The opponent's Knight was in a good position to threaten checkmate, and his Queen threatened me from an excellent position.

On the forty-fourth move, the Champion played a very sharp trap.

At first glance, it seems like I could capture the c4 pawn. But taking that pawn would be disastrous. I must remember that my King is exposed.

If I take the c4 pawn, the Champion would check with Queen to b1. I can't block with a piece, and if my King escapes to g8, his Queen comes to g6 causing major damage.

What if I escape to h8? Then the Black dark-squared Bishop would begin a maneuver from d2 to c3.

The Champion is absolutely not someone to be taken lightly.

The person I've challenged has dominated the chess world for decades.

If I declined the draw with a shallow mindset, just "wanting to challenge," only defeat would follow.

I can't underestimate him. He's the absolute ruler of the chess world. Only by giving my absolute best could I even hope for a chance of winning.

*Focus. Don't think this is easy. Don't be arrogant. Never.*

I won't console myself with the notion that the challenge itself has meaning. If I've challenged, I must win.

Absolutely.

Win and become king.

That was my only thought.
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The situation wasn't heavily tilted toward either side, but a decisive outcome seemed inevitable. The position was razor-sharp.

Neither the black king nor the white king had guaranteed safety. In chess, the most fundamental principle is the king's safety, yet here both kings were exposed.

*The result will definitely be decisive. From the moment I declined the draw, a conclusive outcome became certain.*

If the queens had been exchanged, there might have been a possibility of a draw, but the queens were still active on the board. The only way this wouldn't end decisively would be if the advantaged side made a mistake resulting in a draw.

My heart pounded rapidly. I had challenged the Champion to a decisive battle in a position that wasn't clearly advantageous.

I had chosen to avoid the safety of a draw and opted for a decisive outcome, despite having lost at every crucial moment until now.

*I could be a competitive player, but I'd make a terrible gambler. Risking everything in such a dangerous position.*

I smiled slightly as I waited for the Champion's move. Having come this far, I needed to see it through. I had to extract some advantage and press forward.

My weaknesses were my exposed king, doubled pawns on the c-file, and the inadequately protected d-pawn. Everything seemed fragile—if one piece fell, everything might collapse.

The Champion's weaknesses were the isolated c-pawn and a-pawn. He also lacked the bishop pair, and his king wasn't secure either.

The once solid, impenetrable position had already crumbled. A wave of acid rain had swept through, devastating everything.

One way or another, there would be a decisive result.

As we watched each other cautiously, the Champion was the first to make a decisive move.

Apparently judging that he couldn't protect his weak c-pawn, he boldly sacrificed it while threatening my d-pawn. Was he planning to give up one pawn to take three?

*For someone who usually plays such boring moves... suddenly becoming aggressive.*

From the opening until now, I had been the one creating the situations. I attacked to open up the position, and the Champion responded as the position developed.

I hadn't expected him to counter so aggressively. I was just about to mobilize my bishop pair for an attack.

The way to punish a gambit is to accept it.

I quickly calculated, confirmed there were no additional threats to my king, and captured the white c-pawn.

My bishop gained activity. The position looked quite good. Now I could use this to put pressure on his king...

"Huh."

I expected him to develop his knight to g3, forcing my queen to move once. But to immediately offer an exchange sacrifice like this?

All my planned attacks were wiped clean. This was no time for attacking. An exchange sacrifice in this position meant many things.

First, it signaled that the Champion was no longer playing defensively. The side offering an exchange sacrifice must gain proportional compensation, or they'll simply wither away.

Second, it meant that now I had to defend. An exchange sacrifice on the board was a declaration of "going all the way." I needed to defend against the Champion's attack.

Third, it indicated a change in the Champion's mindset. Someone who typically maintained rock-solid play was now offering an exchange sacrifice against me.

It wasn't even a sacrifice for immediate gain. He was simply making the position more complex to force a decisive result.

Such a move is typically played only when victory is absolutely necessary. It's not a move for someone who normally plays safe chess and switches to drawing mode when things look unfavorable.

*Has something stirred within him? Good, let's battle. I actually prefer this kind of fight.*

Defense means attacking from your opponent's perspective. Finding where your opponent will attack and blocking it first—that's defense.

I tapped my head lightly with my fist as I calculated. I had plenty of time. I could defend.

And I could win.

...
..
.

The Champion lifted his heavy eyelids to look at the female student sitting across from him. Her eyes sparkled with fighting spirit directed at him.

Those gem-like eyes and her desperate desire for victory momentarily shook his heart.

She had thrown a spark of passion into the Champion, who had always maintained a poker face while playing chess.

About 40 years ago, when he first participated in international tournaments. When the Champion was just one among many Grandmasters.

Back then, he was similar to Yeon in many ways.

He was filled with competitive spirit, pouring his soul into every game and giving his all. After each loss, he felt like his insides were being torn apart as he cooled down his anger alone.

It was such an old memory that he could barely recall it now.

Unlike Yeon, he had learned to control his emotions by himself, so he had rarely experienced crying over defeats.

*I had forgotten those memories from that time... but they suddenly came back.*

He had realized over 30 years ago that becoming too immersed in chess could actually be poisonous.
It had been over 20 years since he started playing chess out of a sense of duty after losing a boy who had been both a precious colleague and like a son to him.

He had learned to win by playing chess steadily without obsessing over victory or defeat, and if necessary, he had also learned how to secure draws by disturbing his opponent's mindset.

Yet he had wavered for a moment.

Old memories, so distant he couldn't even remember exactly when he had last cried, suddenly surfaced, and as if entranced, he sacrificed a piece and played like he used to.

*A mistake. That wasn't the move I intended to play.*

He had been captivated by Yeon's passion. He had psychologically lost to a girl who threw herself into a battle she might lose, dreaming of victory.

The Champion clenched his aged fist and began calculating.

There were many possible moves, but none that guaranteed victory.

Being too good at chess had become a disadvantage. When he made an unintended move, he couldn't recover.

For every attacking move he found, a defensive counter immediately came to mind. Every attack he could make led to a losing sequence that played out in his head.

If he could throw caution to the wind like Yeon and aim for his opponent's mistakes, his chances of winning would increase.

By increasing variables and creating more attacking opportunities, he could eventually win if his opponent made a mistake.

However, that was impossible for the Champion.

*If I attack with the rook... she can block with the bishop. All other moves are traps. This seems to be the best option.*

After finding a good move, he unconsciously looked into Yeon's eyes. They were the eyes of someone completely immersed in chess.

*She won't miss it. There must be a better move. A move I haven't found yet. The possibilities in chess are nearly infinite. Surely, there must be a way for me to win.*

The man who had dominated chess for decades had one problem: he couldn't be satisfied with moves he couldn't control.

Even when deliberately making concessions to his opponent, he would only play moves after reading all possible sequences and ensuring at least a draw was possible.

With the desire to open new horizons in chess, he had systematically played perfect moves, creating patterns.

There are many people in the world. Eventually, a genius would emerge who would surpass him, and that genius would also practice by studying someone's game records.

The Champion had created and used patterns that could be applied in any situation for that future genius. Patterns that ordinary people would never notice, but a genius greater than himself would surely discover.

If that genius discovered these patterns and became the next Champion...

And if they dedicated their glory to him by creating new methods of chess...

He would enjoy infinite glory and become a god in the chess world.

The first Champion, Wilhelm Steinitz, created positional chess. And while subsequent Champions were all powerful, none opened new paths.

After engines appeared and established the best moves, everyone said there were no more new paths to discover.

He had spent decades systematically playing moves and accumulating victories to shatter that belief. He built solid walls with patterns and explored "the true way to play chess."

But those solid walls were fragile enough to collapse with a single mistake.

*No. I can't lose like this. Losing is fine. I don't always win. But even my defeats must be under my control.*

His once perfect composure was gradually crumbling.

*My defeats... they too should be for future generations. They should help open new doors to chess by studying the patterns in my moves. I cannot accept this kind of defeat.*

The Champion's time was ticking away. Distracting thoughts interfered with his calculations at a moment when he needed to attack quickly.

Seeing Yeon's gaze had momentarily transported him back to his youth. It hadn't just affected one move but his entire mental state.

*I need to at least draw. Yes, one mistake is unavoidable. If I block and endure as much as possible, I can draw. She lacks finishing power at crucial moments. She'll surely make a mistake.*

After a long time, he played the move he had first discovered.

*Blocking with the bishop is the only move here. That child will probably find it... but she sometimes wavers...*

Yeon's delicate hand danced over the board. The move she found was different from the "only move" the Champion had mentioned.

"......!!"

A better move.

One he hadn't found, hadn't even considered.

He stared at that brilliant move and leaned back against his chair, dazed.

*It's over.*

The feeling of his heart sinking. The genuine feeling of defeat he hadn't experienced in a long time. Unlike the past decades when even his defeats were under control.

"......Congratulations on your victory. I'll see you at the Championship next time."

Though he felt like he might collapse from mental anguish, he forced himself to concede.

"Congratulations."

Regardless of his foolish mistake, he couldn't spoil his daughter's happiness. Suppressing his gut-wrenching pain, he forced a smile.

He gently stroked her head, acknowledging Yeon who had been perfect until the end.

She was no longer a player he could face while holding back.
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"Congratulations."

A wrinkled hand approached me and gently stroked my head. For a moment, I couldn't understand why he was suddenly congratulating me while patting my head.

*Is this some new mind game? Is he bragging that he found a move to turn this into a draw?*

I thought I had just made a really good move. It was a fantastic move that improved my position in many ways. I had taken a big step toward victory, and I finally felt like I could win.

*There couldn't have been a better move. That was the best move, and there's nothing better. Is there really a way to counter this?*

I felt a pressure in my chest. Stress from this unexpected situation attacked me.

It was truly unexpected. The Champion speaking to me, stroking my head, and waiting with his hand extended as if for a handshake.

It took me a while to realize that his gesture meant "resignation."

Despite having victory on my mind for so long... when the moment of victory actually arrived, I couldn't believe it was real.

I looked up at the Champion's face. His expression was quite uneasy, as if he was gritting his teeth while forcing a smile.

It's the face of someone who failed to maintain composure after losing at chess.

The Champion had truly resigned. To me.

"Have you finally realized the situation?"

"Ah...!"

I won.

My entire body, which had been weighed down by stress, was instantly liberated with a burst of relief. It was an exhilarating feeling that compensated for all my hard work.

Goosebumps spread across my body. The greatest pleasure a human brain can produce rushed through me.

The feeling of achievement was certainly amazing. All the stress I had experienced until now vanished completely thanks to this moment of joy.

"Ha, hu, hoo, hehehe...."

I laughed with a silly expression on my face while leaning back against the chair. I was so happy, so fantastically happy beyond words, that I kept making strange movements.

A perfect victory against the Champion.

The Chess Olympiad is a single-game match, so there's no chance for a rematch. It won't be reversed with a loss-win-win pattern; it will remain in history as my victory.

*I won! I, I won!*

I clenched my fists, stomped my feet, and cheered. Then suddenly I realized I hadn't shaken hands with the Champion.

I guess I'm not used to winning games like this. If victory were more familiar to me, I could have enjoyed it more calmly.

I grabbed the Champion's aged hand and shook it. Despite probably feeling devastated inside, he remained composed. Truly, remarkable people are remarkable.

"You played well too. You were so strong that I didn't even realize I had won until the end."

"Yes... you're certainly enjoying the winner's privilege to the fullest."

"It can't be helped. You played too well, didn't you? Bad luck for you. To think you'd end up facing me. Hmph."

Trash talking after winning. I tease him first since there won't be a next time. If I were mentally more mature, I wouldn't act like this.

But... I'm a second-year high school girl.

Legally a minor, still practically a child, so I can be a bit immature, right?

"Would you like me to teach you chess? You've 'never' beaten me in a match. Your best result was just a draw in an exhibition game, right?"

"Child, your chess skills have improved greatly, but you haven't learned humility. If you aim higher, you'll need to be humble."

"Preaching about humility after losing... that's quite interesting. Show me next time when you win. If that's even possible. Hmph."

The most arrogant person I know brings up humility. He's more arrogant and confident than anyone.

He just backs up that confidence with skill. That person is quite far from humility himself.

*Before becoming Champion, he used to provoke older masters by getting under their skin...*

I can't help but laugh. If I lose to him later, he'll spend all day needling me. If I don't want that, I'll just have to win again.

Rationally speaking, it's not good for me to provoke the Champion. There's no guarantee I'll win next time, and if I lose by mistake, I'll be devastated.

*But the Champion won't have a chance to win for at least a few more months.*

How often would I, an 18-year-old high school girl without even a Master title, let alone Grandmaster, meet the Champion?

If I slack off just a little, there might not be a revenge match within this year. Forget rational thinking—this is an opportunity to tease him one-sidedly for months.

After losing to me in the 2v2 match, the Champion arrogantly said he would "get revenge in an official match." It was impossible not to tease him.

"That's not how you play chess. Why didn't you go with the Ruy Lopez instead of the Italian Game? Didn't you mess up by choosing the Italian Game?"

"There was no problem with my opening choice. It was perfect until I precisely deviated to a sideline on the 15th move."

"Ah... it was a sideline? Was that still part of the opening?"

I actually knew this but pretended not to. It's more annoying to lose to someone who doesn't know openings than to someone who does.

The match was already decided; this was just overtime fun.

I fully enjoyed the winner's privilege. Only the winner can tease the loser.

The Champion took it quite well. Like someone receiving a move in professional wrestling, he acknowledged my provocations with a laugh and no objections.

I continued enjoying the winner's privilege until the referee came to record the match result. The Champion took it well, which was great.

*Has he mellowed with age? Back then, he seemed more like an uncle than a father... now he really looks like a father or grandfather.*

In the past, he felt like a man in his early-to-mid 30s playing with young cousins while subtly engaging in power struggles. He would react when I provoked him.

While he wouldn't get angry, if I crossed the line, he would mercilessly beat me next time. Compared to then, he seems much more stable now.

Has he gained composure with age? He definitely seems better now than back then.

The referee recorded our match result and collected our notation sheets. The Champion offered me a final handshake.

"Remember today's experience and continue to improve. Remember that today's victory doesn't guarantee the next victory."

"Of course. I've never underestimated you."

"I don't know where we'll meet next. Probably... the Chess World Cup is most likely. I won't tell you to come up. As you said, you're in the higher position now."

"Then, you come up."

"I will. At next year's Chess World Cup, defeat me there and earn a spot in the Candidates Tournament. I believe you know what comes after that without me telling you."

I nodded and waved goodbye.

My body suddenly felt drained. I had been excited with the joy of victory for quite some time. Now that the victory high was fading, I felt completely exhausted.

*The Chess World Cup, huh. Yes, I'll definitely qualify this time.*

The Chess World Cup is one of the biggest chess tournaments with 206 participants. Just participating earns you a decent amount of money, and the prize for winning is quite substantial.

The selection criteria for the 206 participants are diverse. The Chess Champion can participate naturally, as can those who placed in the top four in the previous World Cup.

There's also one spot each for the Women's World Champion and the Junior Champion. Then 80 spots are distributed according to continental quotas, and the top 13 people who don't meet the above conditions also qualify.

And... one person from each of the top 100 countries in the Chess Olympiad is selected.

Looking at the Chess World Cup roster, you can see quite a few people who aren't Grandmasters, because many qualify through these conditions.

*That's what I'm aiming for too. I beat the Champion as the first board representative of Korea in the Chess Olympiad. The chance of me not being selected is zero.*

I trudged out of the venue. If the joy of victory hadn't been supporting my body, I would have collapsed right there.

I was extremely happy and pleased, but separately from that, I was very tired. Thinking hard with my brain at full capacity had drained my energy.

*Ah, I'm exhausted...*

I kept my head down and walked around the corners to quietly slip out of the venue. I didn't want to be caught by people for interviews.

After quietly escaping, I slumped down on a nearby chair. Come to think of it, I sat like this in the past too.

Before I died. Back then, I sat just like this, trembling and regretting.

The situation is similar now. Suspiciously few people around, and my body feels weak.

"Haah...."

I rubbed my eyes and raised my fist high into the sky.

The biggest difference from then is that now I've won. I showed myself without a trace of regret.

I lowered my fist, placed my hands on my knees, and stood up abruptly. For a moment, my vision spun as if I had orthostatic hypotension.

...And this time, there was someone to catch me.

"Yeon-a! Are you okay?"

"Wow... how can you arrive at such perfect timing? It's amazing."

I nestled into Si-woo's arms and nuzzled his face. I lifted my head slightly and closed my eyes.

Ah... my heart was racing this time too.

"I love you."

Those words I couldn't say out of embarrassment—today I gathered the courage to speak them.

"I love you too."

Our lips met. I felt his hands gently and tenderly embracing me.

Today, I officially confessed to Si-woo.

Honestly... I think it's amazing that I've held back until now.
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The match between South Korea and Scotland in the 11th round was truly a masterpiece.

On the 4th board, a player desperately clung to their opponent's trouser leg to force a draw.
On the 3rd board, a player sacrificed a pawn at the beginning and attacked vigorously, but when things didn't look promising, exchanged all pieces and secured a rook-pawn endgame draw.
On the 2nd board, a player who was losing from start to finish managed to achieve a draw with a decisive rook-knight sacrifice followed by perpetual check.

Though all results were draws, the processes were nothing short of excellent. Each player approached their match with their own strategy and fought admirably against stronger opponents.

All spectating players gave them a standing ovation. They had perfectly executed the principle that a draw can also be a strategy.

The Scottish Grandmasters were definitely stronger than the Korean Grandmasters. They had higher ratings, better skills, and more experience.

But they lacked the sense of responsibility that the Korean Masters had.

They thought, "If I draw, someone else will win for us." Winning would be nice, but drawing wasn't a big deal.

They believed that if they drew, other boards would secure wins, and above all, with the Champion holding the 1st board, there was no way they could lose.

The Champion was a Grandmaster with a high draw ratio, but he always won important matches. It was "natural" for him to defeat an opponent he had already lost to once in an exhibition match.

He had maintained the world's number one position for decades. He might draw in less important games, but he was someone who could definitely win matches like this.

They all approached the game with a casual attitude.

This contrasted with the Korean players who were determined to "win at all costs."

Though they believed in Yeon, they also knew victory would be difficult. They thought they absolutely needed to secure at least one win to achieve a draw overall.

They played their best with every move, and although they only managed draws, these were valuable draws earned through their utmost efforts.

No one criticized those who dreamed of victory but settled for draws against higher-rated opponents.

And the person who truly made their draws shine was a 17-year-old female student.

[Korean Team Lifts Chess Olympiad Trophy]
["Korea Now a Chess Powerhouse"... Chess Academy Investment Bears Fruit]
['Hero of Korean Victory' Buyeo Yeon Issues Challenge to the Champion]
[Buyeo Yeon Declines Korean Chess Federation's NM (National Master) Title... "World Champion is the Only Title I Need"]
[Chess Olympiad Trophy: What is the Hamilton-Russell Championship Cup?]
[(Exclusive) This is Buyeo Yeon's 'Secret to Chess Excellence']
['Chess World Cup Qualification Secured' Buyeo Yeon, Will Korea Have a Chess Champion?]

The news was filled with stories about her. Any headline containing "Buyeo Yeon" guaranteed views.

Mind Sports News didn't have a single article that didn't mention her and the Korean team, and even news on other topics was filled with her story.

Social news covered the surname "Buyeo," telling stories about Baekje royalty playing traditional board games, and gained views by covering the history of the Chess Olympiad trophy.

Even nutrition and health news covered Yeon's love for ice cream. That day's cooking news introduced "How to Make Italian Gelato, Buyeo Yeon's Favorite."

Yeon was truly a hero.

The news of South Korea's victory heated up the entire peninsula. Before the Olympiad began, Korea's victory existed only in "if scenarios."

Scenarios where the Champion suddenly developed dementia, the US withdrew due to economic depression, India forfeited due to rampaging cattle, and Chinese players were quarantined due to an epidemic.

That's what it would have taken for Korea to win, or so it seemed.

No one had imagined them defeating powerhouse nations one by one and finally lifting the trophy.

Even those unfamiliar with chess knew about the Champion. He was already Champion when people now in their early 30s were born. Even the young genius who sparked a chess boom in Korea 20 years ago couldn't defeat him.

He had maintained the top position longer than any other sports star. Even those who didn't know chess knew that the Champion was so good that he had no rivals.

And now, a Korean high school girl had defeated that Champion.

The other players all trusted her and secured draws, while she proudly defeated the Champion to lift the trophy.

Apparently, before the final round, the young player encouraged everyone, saying, "We can definitely win!"

The unbelievable had actually happened.

Yeon became the sole deity of the Korean chess world.

The Champion? He was pulled down from his godly position after losing to Yeon.

When Yeon declined the Korean Chess Association's "National Master" title, saying, "World Champion is the only title I need," it was decisive.

Yeon was the only person who could shake the current Champion's reign. In Korean chess, she was already the only god.

[The god of chess gave Scotland a Champion. But to Korea, the god descended directly.]

That was a comment that perfectly summarized the community's sentiment.

...
..
.

Good things are abundant. I couldn't say anything because I was blocked, but after winning the championship match, I regained my right to post.

I couldn't write much. My schedule was quite busy. I lifted the Chess Olympiad trophy, and there were separate award ceremonies for each board.

Not only did we win the Chess Olympiad, but I also won the gold medal for the 1st board. The Champion got silver. It was further proof that I had defeated him.

The only disappointing thing was that no one thought our country would win, so our flight schedule was very tight. Originally, we were just supposed to perform decently and return home.

It was busy but bearable. Everyone told me how amazing I was, which gave me strength.

Before boarding the plane, I downloaded all the top posts from the community. I planned to read them on the flight.

"Hehehe! Si-woo, look at this. They're calling me a Goddess!"

"Who gave them permission to call you that? You're my Goddess..."

"Hmph, hmph, that's right. I'm Si-woo's Goddess!"

This is my new hobby. Boasting about my achievements in the community. I saved posts that analyzed my games and praised me.

There wasn't a single negative comment. The moderators had already become my fans. That post with the orange badge was still in my gallery folder.

[From now on, I withdraw my support for Buyeo Yeon.]

[From today, I'm moving beyond support to complete unity. Any attack on Buyeo Yeon will be considered an attack on me.]

It was a sentence that clearly showed how much they idolized me. I was so proud that I bragged to Si-woo about it for a long time.

"Yeon-a, can you stop with the community?"

"Stop? Why?"

"Right now they're praising you because you're doing extremely well... but if you make just one mistake, they'll turn against you. I think you'll get hurt."

"Okay! I'll stop then."

I immediately deleted the community app.

"Can I keep the photos I've saved?"

"That's fine."

If the person responsible for the other half of my life says "don't do it," I shouldn't do it. It's not hard to quit, and there's no need to be stubborn about something like this.

I snuggled into Si-woo's arms.

"Darling..."

My heartbeat grew louder. After radically changing the boundaries of friendship, the boundaries of romance had also changed significantly.

When we were friends, we already kissed, so now that we're lovers, we're practically married. That's how I should think about it, right?

"Darling..."

I kept my lips in an "o" shape. Our lips overlapped. Our heartbeats resonated, pounding together.

"I did well, didn't I?"

"You did. You were the most amazing person in the world. You were cool and excellent. There's no one in the world more awesome than my wife."

"There is, right here."

I poked Si-woo's chest as I spoke. Both our cheeks flushed hot. I'd heard that long-term couples become comfortable with each other and act like friends, but we hadn't become comfortable at all.

*Is it because we've only just started dating...?*

Anyway, being able to feel the same excitement as at the beginning is definitely a good thing.

"When we enter the airport, let's hold hands tightly and link arms. So that anyone who sees us knows we're dating, without any doubt."

"Should we?"

"Yes. If anyone asks, I'll say we're dating, and that we've promised each other a future together."

"Sounds good. Then, since you should look good in photos, do you want to get some sleep now? You look pretty tired."

"Yeah. Honestly, I am a bit tired."

I rested my head on Si-woo's shoulder and closed my eyes. I must have been very tired, as I quickly fell asleep.

If I hadn't committed to the match, I probably wouldn't have slept properly. Being able to sleep comfortably is the winner's right.

Drunk on happiness, I gently began my journey to dreamland.
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Coming out of the airport like celebrities, with journalists lined up in front, security guards blocking their approach, and the stars smiling and waving at the cameras.

That was my image of popular stars. People trembling with excitement just hoping to make eye contact, then shaking with surprise when it actually happens.

Didn't some people faint from emotion when Michael Jackson appeared on stage with magnificent music and made eye contact with them?

Of course, that would be too much for me, but I could still become a su-per star respected by everyone.

I thought that's what would happen when I became Korea's first chess world Champion.

"Player Buyeo Yeon, look this way please!"
"Daily Sports News here! Could we get an interview?"
"Player Buyeo Yeon! How did you overcome the pressure of leading the Korean team?"
"Step back, please step back!"

I never imagined I'd receive this much attention so early.

I linked arms firmly with Si-woo and smiled. Looking up with warm eyes, I saw Si-woo's very bewildered face.

"Hmm, what do you think?"

"...It's amazing. Really. I didn't expect this much. You seem more popular than most celebrities. Actually, celebrities more popular than you could probably be counted on one hand."

"That's only natural. Because it's me."

It's a bit embarrassing to say it myself, but I'm someone people can comfortably admire without reservation. I have no moral flaws and my personality isn't bad.

Most problems with young stars come from their relationships, but the people around me can be counted on both hands. I'm not the type to bully others or speak harshly, so there's nothing controversial about me.

The only potential controversy might be that I got the first board position for Korea without even having a Grandmaster title. But even that was a position I earned fair and square with my skills.

Plus, I defeated the Champion and led Korea to victory.

For sports stars, regardless of the discipline, "being good is enough." Right now, I'm better than anyone else, and that's why I can receive everyone's love.

In my past life, I didn't quite manage that and had quite a few anti-fans. I spoke carelessly, and while my skills were certainly top-tier, I fell short against the Champion.

*Now I'm basically the same person from back then but with the flaws removed and strengths maximized. I speak kindly, and I've proven myself by beating the Champion.*

This "Buyeo Yeon high" will continue for at least a week. I don't think it will last longer than that. What's certain is that for at least a week, I'll be Korea's number one su-per star.

"Si-woo, you're not worried, are you? Because so many people are following and admiring me?"

"I'd like to say no... but I am a little anxious. Our Yeon, though she looks strong, is actually very fragile. I worry that others might hurt my wonderful wife."

How can someone speak so sweetly and adorably?

I gazed at Si-woo, my lips quivering. If there weren't cameras in front of us, I'd shower those admirable lips with praise right away.

While it felt good to be loved by people as a star, the love of the masses meant little to me. What mattered to me was the love of "one person."

I didn't strive for fame; I worked hard to become a confident and impressive person for Si-woo.

Apart from feeling good about receiving people's love, without Si-woo, I would have continued to feel empty.

Your existence, which gives meaning to my life, has completed me.

I tickled Si-woo's palm with my fingertips. His hand was large and firm, yet soft—truly a hand that resembled its owner.

"People seem to really like our Yeon. Want to go do the interview? You enjoy interviews."

"Yes! Let's go together."

"Me too? I'm just... someone who tagged along."

"No. You're the person who helped me most with my victory."

The person who helped with mind control in a mind sport. To ignore his contribution would be to ignore my achievement.

"Husband and wife are one...."

I whispered softly as I pulled Si-woo's hand. We stood together in front of everyone. Si-woo was a bit shy but stood proudly beside me.

"Hello, I'm Buyeo Yeon. It seems like everyone has a lot of questions for me. Is that right?"

The popping camera flashes answered for them. I was glad I brought Si-woo along. If only I had appeared in the photos without him, people would have mistaken him for my bodyguard.

"Everyone, please raise your hand if you have a question."

The journalists raised their hands in a flurry. I recalled the people Ra-hee had told me about. It was a while ago, but I remembered roughly.

*I don't need to deal with people who use bad language. Just talk to mind sports specialists, people who look to the future and nurture players.*

After checking faces and cameras, I picked one person Ra-hee had emphasized. Someone who had written good articles about chess prospects for a long time.

"Hello. I'm Kim Gyeong-yeol from Mind Sports Korea."

"Yes, hello."

"In round 11 against Scotland, was your opening against the Champion prepared in advance?"

I quite liked the question. As expected from a chess specialist. An ordinary journalist would have asked about boring things like my mindset or future plans.

I nodded with a bright smile.

Chess questions are always welcome. It's my specialty, and what I can answer most confidently.

"First, I'd like to dedicate my victory in the final round to our coach, manager, my roommate Ra-hee, and my boyfriend Si-woo. The final round victory was thanks to them."

I bowed my head slightly, showing humility. After achieving success, there's no need to show confidence.

"The opening was created thanks to everyone's efforts. The Champion is known for using all openings well, so we literally had to prepare for every possible opening."

"Does that mean the line with Queen to b8 in the Italian Game was prepared in advance?"

"Of course. Besides that, we had responses for Queen's Pawn Opening, English, and Réti. It was all thanks to everyone's hard work."

The journalist didn't ask further questions and politely stepped back. If he had asked "can you share your prepared openings," it would have been an uncomfortable situation.

Opening preparation is fundamentally confidential, so people generally prefer not to ask. Fortunately, he stopped questioning at the right time.

I continued with the interviews afterward. It was tiring but fulfilling. It was definitely easier to only take questions from people Ra-hee had selected.

I finished the interviews with a smile until the end.

"Phew, I'm tired. Let's go home and rest now..."

"Sure. Which home are we going to?"

"Your home. I should... talk to your parents. They probably already know, but I should still tell them properly. It's better to tell them in advance than have them find out from the news."

Si-woo nodded with a smile.

"Since I worked hard doing interviews."

I stretched my arms toward Si-woo. He laughed and crouched down in front of me. I hopped on his back, completing a comfortable ride.

"This is nice. I'm happy."

"Me too."

"I must be happier. I defeated the Champion, became Korea's hero! And I held up the championship trophy."

"I don't think so. I must be happier. I got confessed to by such a woman."

It was impossible to win an argument against Si-woo.

My face flushed hot. How can he speak so beautifully? Really, it would be trouble if Si-woo's parents weren't home.

"I love you."

"I love you too."

I hugged Si-woo tightly. My heart felt at ease. I don't know who was happier, but we were both very happy.

When I close my eyes, I can see that moment. The moment when the Champion tried to force a draw with a threefold repetition. The moment when, after much deliberation, I refused the draw offer.

If I hadn't made that choice then, I wouldn't have experienced this great happiness.

I would have watched the Champion lift the trophy after a draw, and I would have continued to regret it while being comforted in Si-woo's arms.

In that atmosphere, there's no way I could have confessed. We would have remained friends, and in today's interview, Si-woo would have been photographed standing behind me like an attendant.

*My happiness that I earned. All of it is my achievement, gained after taking on challenges.*

I can't help but smile.

The most caring person in the world, who is carrying me on his back, is my lover. That fact makes me so happy I'm speechless.

Soon after, we arrived at Si-woo's house. Both his parents were home.

They were both sitting at the dining table. I held my trembling heart and approached the people who would become my in-laws.

And as I took a deep breath to speak...

"Mom, Dad. I'm going to marry Yeon."

Si-woo spoke first.

The two of them laughed heartily, as if they had been expecting those words, and I was welcomed as a new family member.

I cried for a long time because I was so happy, so incredibly happy.
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The plane that departed from Leonardo da Vinci International Airport arrived at Heathrow Airport in London. As much as he wanted to fly directly to Scotland, it wasn't possible.

'Even Homer sometimes nods.'

A saying that even Homer, the great literary figure of ancient Greece, sometimes dozes off.

On any other day, the Champion would have sneered at such a phrase as "the excuse of a loser," but today it struck him deeply.

He was a great sage of the game of chess. Even if you brought all the champions in history together, none would achieve better results than him.

Maintaining the number one position in a field for decades is an achievement that cannot be taken lightly. He was Great Britain's great chess warrior.

He was a superhuman recognized not only in Scotland but throughout Europe and the English-speaking world. Anyone who had heard of chess would naturally know of the Champion.

He had inserted himself into every chess-related business, and his influence was so great that the entire chess industry would falter without him.

His Commander of the Order of the British Empire, fourth class, could only begin to demonstrate his influence.

'My influence was too great. Who knew that Scotland's entire chess community would shake just because I faltered....'

The Champion closed his eyes and recalled that day's match. It had been like a drama. A team that trusted their leader, and a leader who repaid that trust.

It was a victory that couldn't have been achieved if even one person had wavered. He couldn't deny the Korean team's achievement. It was a magnificent victory.

'And our team was just a supporting act in that magnificent victory.'

Blaming your allies is like spitting while lying down. When you criticize your teammates after failing yourself, the ugliness is doubled.

If the other two had won while he lost, they would have won the game overall. Scotland could have lifted the championship trophy.

He wanted to say that but couldn't bring himself to. The problem would have been solved if he had won. If he behaved disgracefully by blaming his teammates, what little honor he had left would disappear.

'I must endure. All these trials happened because of my mistake. There are two ways to prevent this: prove myself by winning again or wait until it all blows over.'

Unfortunately, both required the resource of time. No matter what action he took, the mockery would continue for days.

No matter how deeply he calculated, there was no answer other than "endure."

The Champion slowly disembarked from the plane and stood before the people. He could see numerous hyenas waiting to tear him apart.

There wasn't a single friendly journalist. Right now, everyone agreed he deserved to be torn apart.

At best, a journalist from Scotland might write a somewhat neutral article... but in the current situation, even stating the facts would result in a negative article.

"She was a strong player. Someday she will surpass me and take the Champion's place."

The Champion swallowed his shame of defeat and acknowledged Yeon. Nothing is more painful than acknowledging your opponent after losing.

Saying the opponent won because they played well is the same as admitting you lost because you lacked skill. The man who had reigned as king in chess his entire life lowered his pride and acknowledged Yeon.

The rest of the interview was excruciating. Directly admitting his mistakes and acknowledging his opponent—for a chess player with strong pride, it was more shameful than being stripped naked.

'From now on, I will never lose again. Never.'

The Champion gritted his teeth and swallowed his anger. Not suppressing or holding it back, but acknowledging his anger and swallowing it.

To use today's fury as nourishment for better games in the future.

He decided to abandon the "formula for victory" he had built over his lifetime and play chess with his whole heart. He hadn't continued his winning streak because he felt sorry about touching that child's achievement from 20 years ago.

That child's proudest achievement was a 23-game winning streak. In top-tier chess, where draws are common, such a streak is no easy feat.

The Champion's longest winning streak was 17 games. He had set aside his ambition at the right moment and settled for draws, which is why that was his maximum.

He hadn't even approached 20 consecutive wins because he didn't want to tarnish the achievement that child had worked so hard for.

'It was foolish to care about such things. Too many impurities have mixed into my chess, my pure chess.'

The Champion didn't appear in any official matches for three months after that defeat.

And three months later, the Champion participated in a chess league held in France and achieved a perfect victory.

In a 12-round Swiss system tournament, he scored a perfect 12.0 points. Proving to everyone that "the Champion is indeed the Champion," he announced his return with piercing eyes.

After his perfect victory, he declared in an interview, "I will finish this championship before the 8th round."

According to championship rules, the first person to score 6.5 points wins. Saying he would finish before the 8th round meant he planned to end the game with either 7 wins or 6 wins and 1 draw.

The Champion wasn't humble, but he wasn't one to boast either.

His confidence once again heated up the chess world. Rumors spread that he had completely awakened after losing to a high school girl from Korea.

"There are no more impurities in my chess. I have returned to pure chess itself."

That's what the Champion said in the interview.

Chess was not a means but an end. To him, chess was everything and life itself.

...
..
.

"'I will finish this championship before the 8th round.' The Champion's confident declaration... this is interesting. Hehe, he must have been really angry about losing to me."

I was quite surprised that the Champion didn't participate in any chess tournaments for three months. I even wondered if he had developed dementia from the shock of defeat.

Fortunately, it wasn't retirement. It was almost the opposite. Not retirement but secluded training.

He must have been obsessively studying chess for three months, as his moves became much more aggressive and precise. Similar to mine but stronger.

Sharp and fierce as if ready to slice at the molecular level. He breaks through in one breath and cuts the opponent's throat, not even allowing them to dream of a draw.

If he used to employ a "minimum draw" strategy before, now he seemed to use a "victory or death" strategy.

His engine correlation rate dropped slightly. But his win rate increased significantly, and his rating was gradually rising.

He was showing indirectly that "I am the Champion" with a growth rate so fast it was hard to find rivals.

"Si-woo, should I just say screw it and retire?"

"Um... I always respect your decisions, but is that possible? You still have a lot of time left on your contracts."

"That's true. Maybe I should have just lived freely without signing contracts. But it seemed too good to pass up."

"I understand you want to mock the Champion, but let's hold back for now. You can mock him again after you win."

After that victory, my stock rose dramatically, and I became someone supported by various companies. Looking at the list of companies briefly, first there's the ice cream company.

All I have to do is occasionally upload pictures of myself eating ice cream on social media and leave taste reviews. I also filmed an advertisement for them.

I received sponsorships more as an influencer than a chess player. I got paid well and received lots of ice cream. It was my most welcome sponsorship.

Besides that, there are watches, formal wear, and chairs. I get paid when I wear the watch, wear the formal clothes, and sit with the chair brand visible during chess tournaments.

If I retire from chess right now, I would have to return all that money. Not only return it but also pay penalties, so retirement is practically impossible.

But I also receive bonuses whenever I achieve good results. Thanks to Si-woo's parents' help, I was able to secure good contracts.

"You're right. I can mock him again after winning! Honestly, not taking those contracts would have been foolish."

I get paid every time I participate in tournaments, get paid more when I do well, and sometimes receive payment in kind.

They don't just give me clothes but also clothes for Si-woo. We received watches as a couple, and they said they would make rings for us later if we wanted.

It was a very good contract for me. And I needed a lot of money anyway.

"Hmm, thanks to that contract money, we were able to start planning our house."

Si-woo's parents had found a good location, and fortunately, a large sum of money came to me at that timing. We immediately purchased the land to build our house.

Although we haven't even broken ground yet, someday our house will be built there.

'Our house, created through our efforts without any help from my in-laws...!'

I tapped the floor with my foot while looking at Si-woo. This is my land, and someday our house will be built on it.

The location is good, gets plenty of light, and the transportation isn't bad. The design has been entrusted to a good firm that Si-woo's father knows, and the initial draft will be ready in a few weeks.

'Newlywed home....'

Just thinking about the word makes my heart flutter dizzily. Although it's still a few years away, I'm already intoxicated with happiness.

"Let's head back now. I need to study chess."

"Yes. I need to work. I have to work hard at chess to feed my Si-woo and build our house!"

Chess was no longer my life. Life exists outside the chess board. The narrow world of 64 squares is just a game.

It's a game to be enjoyed comfortably, a profession and job to earn money.

There's no need to be overly immersed and stake everything on it. It's just a game, after all.

Chess is not the end but merely a means. It's enough to be a tool for my happiness.
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Unlike before when I casually participated in tournaments whenever I was bored, now I'm officially a "chess player" bound by contract.

Meeting the contract conditions isn't difficult, but if I don't stay consistently active, I might struggle at the end of the year.

Of course, for someone like me who lives with future plans, it's actually a comfortable arrangement. I regularly entered tournaments, lifted victory trophies, and accumulated rating points.

I even performed well in major international competitions, proving my worth. I also participated in one online tournament, but wasn't feeling my best that day and finished third.

The Champion wasn't there, but many formidable Grandmasters participated. I'm not very familiar with the online environment, so mistakes can happen.

During summer vacation, I stayed mostly in Europe. I traveled to various tournaments, achieved good results, and steadily increased my rating.

With all that traveling, you'd think I might have run into the Champion, but I never did. Whether coincidence or intentional, our schedules never aligned.

I don't think it's coincidence. He's quite petty, so he might actually avoid me until the Chess World Cup.

Anyway, I traveled the world demonstrating my potential as the "next Champion," quickly exceeding my contract conditions and collecting substantial incentives.

We also received the design for our newlywed home and spent time discussing it. We finally decided on a two-story house with a spacious garden.

It's a large house with many rooms and three bathrooms. It'll be expensive, but... I'm earning quite well these days, so it's not a problem.

Even accounting for inflation, I earn more now than in my past life. Perhaps because I'm now a very attractive woman, I receive many clothing and accessory endorsement offers.

Back then, I was short with an ordinary appearance, so nothing looked particularly good on me. Completely opposite from now, when I look like a fashion model just wearing a white t-shirt.

My biggest recent incentive came from obtaining the "International Master" title. I could have gotten the Master title much earlier, having already met the rating requirements and qualifications.

But I didn't see much benefit in receiving it then. So I continued competing without the Master title, and recently satisfied the International Master conditions to receive the title.

All that remains are the Grandmaster and Chess World Champion titles. Since becoming World Champion will take time, I should get the Grandmaster title first.

In the past, Grandmaster title conditions were more lenient than now. If you placed well in association-recognized tournaments, they would award you the Grandmaster title.

But now it's much stricter. To ensure Grandmasters are truly grand, the conditions are tougher and fewer people receive the title.

The critical factor is that far fewer tournaments are recognized by the association. Only certain tournaments with Candidates Tournament tickets award the Grandmaster title.

The rating requirement has also increased to reflect inflation, requiring a performance rating above 2600 with over half the participants being Grandmasters.

The tournament must include Grandmasters from at least five countries and run for at least 20 rounds. You also can't lose more than half your games.

You need to satisfy these conditions four times to receive the Grandmaster title. Alternatively, you can achieve exceptional results in association-recognized tournaments.

Since I've secured qualification for the Chess World Cup, I could wait, compete there, win or place second, and receive the Grandmaster title.

But that somehow seemed inelegant.

If you can do something, and it's the right thing to do, you should handle it promptly. Having Grandmaster-level skills without the title is deceptive.

Getting the Grandmaster title would earn me substantial bonuses and raise my profile again.

Unlike other master titles, the Grandmaster title is essential. It really bothers me not seeing "GM" before my name.

"I need to quickly enter tournaments, meet the conditions, and get that Grandmaster title."

This year's goal is obtaining the Grandmaster title. I already have more than enough skill, but meeting the conditions is challenging.

I came to Singapore without Si-woo.

Strictly speaking, I'm not alone—the company sponsoring me provided an interpreter who also serves as a bodyguard.

"Unnie, could you help me find the tournament venue?"

She gives off a dependable, impressive career woman vibe, and I rely on her a lot. She's a kind person who comforts and accommodates me well while I'm abroad.

I also appreciate that she's highly competent, speaking eight languages. Following my interpreter's guidance, I headed to the tournament venue.

The spacious venue was filled with people of various nationalities. Most were Southeast Asian, with some East Asian and Middle Eastern people visible.

Europeans were rarely seen, as they had little reason to travel this far.

I calmly followed directions to my seat. Many more people recognize me now. Some look at me warily and subtly avoid me.

A few approached for autographs. In the past, I would nervously wander around before finally sitting down to play chess.

It wasn't that long ago, but it feels like a distant memory.

I sat comfortably and played chess. My opponents fell into several categories:

First, those who quickly concede and focus on the next game. These people accurately assess both my skill and their own. They're easy to defeat.

Second, those who try their best to exchange pieces hoping for a draw. They bring out the Petrov Defense seeking a draw, focusing on piece exchanges until they eventually collapse.

Third, those foolish enough to try beating me. No explanation needed. They're the most misguided group. At this level, beating me is impossible.

I collected victories as expected and harvested rating points. I easily won today's tournament with 14 wins and 4 draws.

Those four draws were... unavoidable. When a Grandmaster is determined to secure a draw, trying to force a win can backfire.

I usually try to play for a win, but sometimes it's not possible against certain opponents. With a bit more skill, I could have avoided those draws.

Feeling I still have room to improve, I lifted the championship trophy.

After summer vacation ended, I continued participating in major tournaments during the second semester and winter break. I finally received my Grandmaster title in November.

It was quite late. If I had competed more actively, I could have earned it by fall, but I'm someone with many responsibilities beyond chess.

News of my Grandmaster title spread worldwide instantly.

The story was about how the girl who once defeated the Champion had finally earned her Grandmaster title. Though unremarkable in itself, my name carried weight.

Now that I had the Grandmaster title, all that remained was becoming "Chess World Champion." Many people speculated about a potential match between the Champion and me.

Around that time, news of the Champion's winning streak emerged.

"A record broken after 22 years... The magnificent 23-win streak has been surpassed today..."

That was the record my past self was most proud of. Even Bobby Fischer's maximum was 20 consecutive wins, and the Champion had never achieved a longer streak than mine.

During my peak, I dominated tournaments and created an astonishing 23-win streak. It was my remarkable achievement that I could proudly present before the Champion.

*That record's been broken... it's a bit disappointing.*

The Champion reportedly achieved 24 consecutive wins with a perfect victory at the London Chess Tournament. He won 24 games in a row without a single draw.

I never expected someone with such a high draw rate to achieve such a streak. His style must have changed significantly.

*The surprising thing is that 24 wins might not be the end. This isn't over—he might win several more. Perhaps even reach 30 consecutive wins.*

I'm not too disappointed about my record being broken. Records are meant to be broken eventually.

What bothers me more is the Champion's transformation. He broke my record and maintained his winning streak. This couldn't be mere luck.

His style and mindset must have changed.

*The moves don't look that different on the surface... yet somehow he wins every match.*

I calmly analyzed the Champion's games. Like before, he's solid and strong, but now he pierces through opponents at crucial moments to secure victory.

His style seems to have changed quite uniquely. He must have been influenced by my games.

*Well, I'll see how he's changed when we meet. We agreed to meet at the Chess World Cup.*

I waited patiently without rushing. Though I felt disappointed that my Grandmaster achievement was overshadowed... I could always get my revenge later.

Ch.237 - Champion's Chess Class (1)
Chapter 237

The news of the Champion's winning streak being broken came just as I entered my third year. I was secretly checking my phone during morning hours after returning from winter break when I saw the news.

Since the Champion's streak ended right as I advanced to my third year, couldn't I technically take credit for breaking it?

That strange thought briefly crossed my mind.

The Champion had recorded an overwhelming 32 consecutive wins, utterly demolishing the previous record. He had won two tournaments with perfect scores, and in the third, his victory truck tragically overturned.

The interesting part was that his winning streak didn't end with a "draw" but with a "defeat."

After crushing everyone with insane skill, his streak ended with an ugly loss. How amusing.

*Consecutive wins are usually followed by consecutive losses. Now he'll probably keep sliding downhill until he finds his proper place.*

In stock market terms, this is the perfect time to short. Anyone buying now would be a bagholder who bought at the peak like Newton. Once it starts dropping, it has to hit bottom.

I was curious about who had finally defeated the Champion who had been soaring skyward. It was him. The same person who had handed me defeat.

France's representative chess Grandmaster, Maxime Lagrange. He had used the Sicilian Najdorf to bring the Champion to his knees.

It was so absurd I couldn't help but laugh.

People who had been debating whether I could beat the Champion were suddenly going wild saying, "Actually, isn't Maxime the strongest?"

I had defeated the Champion, but I lost to Maxime. And now the Champion had also lost to Maxime, ending his streak.

Looking at just those facts, Maxime Lagrange was essentially the strongest!

If you considered their overall record, the Champion dominated, but looking at recent results, Maxime was clearly the strongest.

*"Do you know how chess skill rankings work? Maxime Lagrange is first, Buyeo Yeon is second, and the Champion is merely third."*

It sounds ridiculous, but right now, that was the truth.

"Wow, he might become the toughest opponent in the next Candidates Tournament."

"Is it confirmed that you're going to the Candidates?"

"It's confirmed all the way to the Championship. Why, don't you believe me?"

"No, I believe you. Of course I do."

Si-woo hugged me tightly and gently bit my ear.

I pressed my lips together to avoid making strange noises. I turned around slightly and whispered quietly.

"My ears... I told you they're sensitive..."

"They're so soft."

"Ugh, really..."

Si-woo brazenly nibbled on my ear. We were sitting in a corner seat so we weren't too noticeable, but it was still embarrassing to be doing this in the classroom.

Before we started dating, I was more aggressive, but after we became a couple, Si-woo seemed to have become the more forward one.

I shook my head to free my ear and continued searching.

"It says he's also participating in the Chess World Cup. I wonder if our rematch will happen."

"It will. Someone who beat our Yeon wouldn't drop out midway, right?"

"Chess has a lot of variables..."

The Chess World Cup follows traditional tournament rules. The biggest characteristic of tournament rules is elimination.

In the Swiss system, you can recover from losing once or twice, but tournaments don't allow that. There's no loser's bracket—if you lose, it's over.

If a lower-rated player manages to hold on and drag the game into a long battle, increasing variables, even skilled players can be eliminated. I was once eliminated in the round of 16 because of that.

"Oh, come to think of it, those variables apply to me too. Lose once and it's over. I'll need to keep my mental game strong..."

"Can I kiss your neck?"

Si-woo's sudden question came out of nowhere, with absolutely no context. I had been deep in thought about chess, but his words wiped my mind blank.

I turned around quickly and glared at him. But he was looking at me with such warm, affectionate eyes that... I couldn't complain anymore.

I gently brushed my hair aside, revealing my pale neck.

"M-my neck is sensitive... so be careful..."

Soft lips touched my slender neck. I felt a gentle, pillowy sensation.

His slightly parted lips drew in my neck.

"Heeek!"

To exaggerate a bit, it felt like my soul was being sucked out. It was a tingling sensation, but not an unpleasant one—it made my heart race and feel good.

His lips gently pulled at my neck before separating with a crisp smacking sound.

Smooch!

That peculiar sound filled the quiet classroom, instantly drawing the attention of other students.

I hurriedly put my head down, pretending to sleep. But I was so hasty that I banged my head on the desk, drawing attention once again.

"Are you okay?"

"No... I don't think I am."

What nonsense is this? Sitting in the corner of the classroom doing silly things and attracting all possible attention.

*Ugh, seriously.*

He didn't seem this forward before we started dating, but ever since I confessed, he's been acting however he pleases.

*This can't be helped. I'll have to take responsibility and look after him for life. Who else would put up with him if not me?*

I quickly regained my composure and sat up. Being shameless is one of my strengths. Come to think of it, we even kissed in front of everyone during the school trip.

Compared to that, this was nothing.

"You hit your head pretty hard... are you really okay?"

"I used a breakfall technique. I'm fine. But more importantly, I told you my neck is sensitive... that was too much."

"Sorry. But you don't have any spots that aren't sensitive, do you? Isn't that basically a meaningless statement?"

Hearing that, I realized he was right.

"Let's say it's the price of cold, hard knowledge. An exceptional brain means exceptional bodily control, which means being able to feel each and every cell."

"Oh... that sounds plausible. I'll do it where there aren't people around next time."

Not "I'll be more careful next time," but "I'll do it where there aren't people around." I sighed and slapped his thigh.

His thigh was so firm that it hurt my hand more than it hurt him.

"Anyway, what I wanted to say is this: the Chess World Cup has many variables because one loss means elimination, and there's no alternative. If I drop out of the Chess World Cup, I can't get a ticket to the Candidates Tournament."

"Is it impossible to enter other tournaments?"

"Pretty much. It would be nice if I could get invited, but inviting me would be a very risky move. I don't even know how the association people think of me."

"Then you'll just have to win the World Cup."

"That does seem like the only answer, doesn't it?"

"You can do it. Absolutely."

Someone who believes in me more than I believe in myself. It always makes my heart flutter because I know he's not just saying empty words—he truly means it.

That's why I deliberately mumble my plans in front of Si-woo. When I'm worried, he instills confidence in me.

He doesn't pressure me too much, and when I'm really struggling, he helps me catch my breath. He truly is the perfect partner.

*Yes, I can do it. Absolutely.*

I mumbled because I wanted to hear those words. I needed someone who would tell me I could do it unconditionally, without mathematical analysis.

Now I just need to lift the championship trophy to not betray that expectation.

The Chess World Cup starts on July 29th this year. That's about four months away. Since it overlaps with summer vacation, the schedule should be quite convenient.

Until then, my job is to stay focused and stick to the basics. I need to concentrate on my strengths, reduce my weaknesses, and continue to develop.

I started studying openings again.

Ever since I heard that Maxime Lagrange had defeated the Champion, openings had been my biggest concern. One of the reasons I made a mistake in that match was because of openings.

I hadn't properly prepared my openings, which put me under time pressure, and rushing my moves ultimately led to mistakes.

Nine-tenths of my opening knowledge is stuck 20 years in the past. I've been studying openings bit by bit while analyzing games, but I felt that wasn't enough.

Books and video media are best for studying openings. However, I've already surpassed that level.

Even books targeting advanced players are below my level. Most video content doesn't suit me either.

I needed the traditional method that top-tier Grandmasters use to learn and practice openings.

A chess team, commonly known as seconds—people who prepare openings for tournaments. I needed to refine and create openings with them.

What made the Soviet Union a chess powerhouse? Their solid network and information.

I needed opening knowledge that couldn't be obtained from books and videos. And unfortunately, that wasn't something I could get from players in our country.

So I flew to Scotland with Si-woo.

Among the people I know, the one who knows the most about openings. Someone skilled enough to teach me chess and who understands my personality.

There's only one such person, isn't there?

The Chess World Cup—a tournament to earn a ticket to the Candidates Tournament.

I arrived in Scotland to learn openings from the Champion.
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I went to find the one person who could teach me openings. It seemed like the natural thing to do.

Having skipped twenty years, I knew nothing about the openings that emerged during that time, and there was only one person who could understand and teach me.

From any perspective, seeking out the Champion was the right conclusion. The only problem was... I came without giving advance notice.

I just impulsively used my field trip allowance to travel to Scotland. Since our school is a special institution, we get quite generous field trip allowances—we can use more than a month per year.

The principal really likes me and accommodates me in many ways. Normally, my request should have been rejected since this wasn't for a competition or anything particularly meaningful, but thanks to the principal, my field trip application was approved.

If this person refuses to see me and turns me away... well, then it's just a vacation. That wouldn't be so bad either.

*Surely he won't turn me away, given our history and the fact that I've come all this way.*

Forgiveness is easier than permission. If I had called from Korea asking, "Can I come learn openings?" he would have hung up without properly listening.

But if I fly all the way to Scotland unannounced and plead, "I've come all this way to learn openings!" he'll probably agree.

If he doesn't, I'll keep asking until he does, and if that still doesn't work, I can just travel around with Si-woo.

"Is your roaming set up?"

"Yeah. I think I can make the call now. I have the number... I'll call first and then we'll go find him."

I planned to delay getting to the main point as much as possible. At minimum, I needed to get his home address so I could lie down and throw a tantrum if necessary.

I cleared my throat and called the old man. Ring... ring... ring... After three rings, the call connected.

To show off to Si-woo, I spoke in the most fluent and refined British accent I could manage.

"Hello, absolute ruler of the chess world. My name is Yeon, visiting briefly from Korea."

Despite my polite greeting, there was no response. I sighed and spoke again.

"It's me, mister."

[Ah, now that's a familiar voice. I was startled, thinking my number had been leaked.]

"Anyway, I'm visiting Scotland and need some help."

[Barging in without warning—you're definitely the person I remember. Not a voice phishing scam after all. How surprising.]

"Stop saying weird things and help me. I didn't even exchange much money, so I don't have much. I came all this way trusting only you."

With this person, being completely shameless works best. Rather than pretending to persuade him logically with false pride, appealing to his emotions while whining works better.

I'm glad I spoke in English. If Si-woo had understood, it would have been a major blow to my cool image.

[It would be impolite to turn away a visitor. Fine, I don't know what you're plotting, but wait there. Give me the airport address and entrance, and I'll send my secretary.]

"Yes, thank you. I knew I could count on you."

I gave Si-woo a thumbs-up. He's my precious partner who accompanied me on this unplanned trip.

"Looks like it went well."

"I knew it would. Hmph."

Si-woo praised me and gently patted my head.

"Aren't you disappointed? If this request hadn't worked, we could have just traveled together. Spending money freely."

Of course, my claim about not exchanging much money was a lie. When traveling abroad, you need to bring plenty of money. I brought enough to stay in hotels for a whole month.

I restrained myself from excessive spending, but it was still a considerable sum. Anyone looking at us would think we were wealthy kids on vacation.

"What's there to be disappointed about? This is a trip planned by my capable wife. How dare I feel disappointed? I should fulfill all the wishes of my queen."

"Y-you don't need to flatter me that much! Spouses should be equal."

"I can praise you because I know you'll say things like that. Always confident and cool in interviews, but more modest than anyone when you're with me, my goddess."

There were too many people at the airport, so all I could do was hold his hand tightly. I fidgeted with my hands while waiting for the old man to arrive.

Since he's the type who likes to show off, he'll probably bring the most expensive car from his garage. If a limousine suddenly appears, we can assume the Champion is in it.

A few minutes later, a luxury foreign car that made me involuntarily think "that looks really expensive" glided toward us.

If someone parked that in a Korean parking lot, no one would dare park next to it. One accidental door ding could cost someone their house deposit.

The window smoothly lowered.

Inside was a familiar face—an elderly Western nouveau riche.

"Wow, this looks really expensive. When did you get it?"

"A month ago. Get in. Too many eyes watching."

The door opened automatically with a smooth motion. Even the way the doors opened on expensive cars looked expensive. I felt like I should dust off my shoes before entering, so I tapped my feet and carefully got in.

Si-woo looked around the car with wide eyes.

"Do you like cars?"

"I don't dislike them. This is, um, that new electric model, right? I've heard about it."

"I don't know much about cars. But this does look nice. The leather is sturdy, the air circulation seems good, and it's quiet."

The driving was, of course, autonomous. The old man's secretary was sitting at the wheel, but wasn't doing anything special.

"Are you done examining the car?"

"Does the car have a mini-fridge or something? I heard modern cars have those."

"...There is a refrigerator for wine."

"What about ice cream?"

The old man looked at me with a very uncomfortable expression.

"The first thing you ask about in this car is the refrigerator and ice cream?"

"Well... as long as it runs well, is clean, and can store ice cream, that's enough. Should I ask if the air conditioning works well instead?"

"No, forget it. Fine. My mistake. For you, a truck or limousine would have been better."

"I was expecting a limousine. You can sing inside those, right? I saw it in movies. Drinking in the car, turning on the disco ball, singing songs. I guess this car can't do that. Hmm, not good value for money."

The old man flinched noticeably. The phrase "value for money" seemed to really get to him.

I stayed quiet, feeling that if I teased him any more, I might actually get kicked out of the car. But honestly, what's the point of a luxury car without an ice cream refrigerator?

As long as the air conditioner doesn't smell weird, the car runs well, and it's sturdy—isn't that enough?

"Get to the point. You didn't just come here for vacation. It's not even vacation time—it's the beginning of the semester. What do you want to do, coming all the way here?"

"I'll tell you after we unpack. It's not something to discuss here."

"I'm worried."

"It's nothing strange. If you refuse, Si-woo and I will just travel around. I know Scotland well anyway."

"Didn't you say you had no money? For travel?"

"That's why I called my money bag."

"Get out."

"I'm joking! Of course I brought money."

By the time we finished our pointless conversation, we had arrived at the old man's house. It was like a huge mansion. The garden had strange statues and fountains, and many trees.

*He really looks rich.*

He is actually rich, but he really looks rich too. Not just having money, but spending it like a rich person.

The house was very large and grand. I was even more surprised by the fact that there was a separate room for receiving guests.

"It's really big. I bought some land and prepared a house to build on it, but this is muuuch bigger."

"Of course."

"But only men live here. I'm going to live cozily with my husband and increase our household members."

The old man seems to be taking a lot from me today. The Champion, who declared himself married to chess and committed to staying single, actually just couldn't find a partner.

He probably could have dated anyone if he wanted to, but there were too many women approaching him just for his money, so he never maintained a relationship.

After I died, he dedicated his life entirely to chess, so he really doesn't have a woman.

My comment about only men living here seemed to hit a serious nerve. He couldn't have looked more depressed if his king and queen were simultaneously attacked.

"Um, sorry. I have two things I wanted to say today. Which would you like to hear first?"

"Either one."

"First... as you probably guessed from our conversation, we've decided to get married. We're planning to keep the wedding small, but I'd like you to officiate."

"Me? Officiate?"

"I'm not sure if it's possible, but you could also escort the bride down the aisle. It would be fun to escort me and then go to the front to officiate."

The old man looked at me with a genuinely moved expression. I didn't expect him to be so happy about it.

Sensing an opportunity, I quickly pressed on.

"And second, I'm giving you the chance to accept me as your disciple! I think I'm a bit lacking in openings, so I came to learn from you!"

"You've finally lost your mind."

Unfortunately, my attempt to rush things failed. The Champion flatly rejected the opportunity to take me as his disciple.

Ch.239 - Champion's Chess Class (3)
"Why not! It's not like teaching me will wear it out! Just tell me!"

Plan number 1—creating an atmosphere where I could naturally get permission by being pushy—had failed. I immediately switched to plan number 2.

Plan number 2 was to appeal to emotions and insist unconditionally. In technical terms: throwing a tantrum.

"People call our relationship a rivalry. You're the only person in the world who's winning against me. Why would I help you improve?"

"Come on, I just got lucky that one time. If we played chess right now with Championship rules, who do you think would win?"

"I would."

"See! You know it too! So please teach me some openings. It's more fun when things are balanced. What's the fun in just winning all the time?"

"Winning is what makes it fun."

"If winning is all that matters, why not go play with kindergarteners? You could remove your queen and rook and still win. It's fun when you win against someone at your level."

"With your current skill, I'd say you're quite close to my level. When I win, it's because of the experience gap. After fighting through twelve rounds, I'll win in that final moment when your concentration slips."

"No way! For the 'living god of chess' and 'eternal Champion,' you're being too modest! If we played right now, I'd definitely lose!"

The Champion wasn't trying to convince me with logic. He realized it wouldn't work.

I hadn't come to be persuaded but to make a request, and my approach was to simply insist. The way to win in this situation was to make us both feel good.

I needed to flatter the Champion to put him in a good mood, then use that opening to get him to accept me as his student.

But he was using the same strategy against me. He countered by complimenting me, saying "you're perfect without my teaching."

A perfect counter-play.

Unlike the Champion who stood firm like a stone statue, I was starting to feel better. Being told repeatedly that I could do well without his teaching... it was starting to sound true.

"Ugh, whatever! Just teach me already. I'm getting dizzy."

I clutched my head, staggered over to a nearby guest sofa, and flopped down. Noticing Si-woo standing awkwardly, I got up again, pulled him over, and sat him down beside me.

Then I lay down using Si-woo's leg as a pillow and continued.

"Yeon doesn't know these things! I was told chess should be learned from someone good! Waah, teach me chess."

"Go enjoy your trip. I won't kick you out."

"Whyyyyy!"

"It's absurd that you're even asking why. Did you really think this would work?"

"You think I came here expecting it wouldn't? The 'manly man' I knew would have laughed heartily, confidently set up a chess board, and started teaching."

I turned my head slightly and added in a small voice:

"Cheapskate."

"Did you think I wouldn't hear that? I may be getting older, but my hearing hasn't deteriorated. Perhaps it's because I've spent my life playing chess in quiet places, but my hearing is as good as any young person's."

"Cheapskate! You're so stingy that's why you never got married!"

"You seem to want to be thrown out."

"Throw me out or not! Si-woo, let's go. Let's just travel by ourselves. You can just stay there alone playing chess forever!"

Plan number 2 had apparently failed. I immediately launched into plan number 3. Plan number 3: give up on learning openings and just enjoy traveling since we're already here.

It's disappointing not to get quality opening knowledge, but I understand he could refuse.

In chess, information is everything. It's not strange at all that he'd be displeased when I demanded opening knowledge so forcefully.

Perhaps opening knowledge is even more important than a crab burger recipe.

*If he doesn't want to, there's nothing I can do. I just wanted to talk about chess together like old times. Too bad.*

When grandmasters of high caliber share opening knowledge and discuss moves, they both improve.

On the surface, I came to learn, but it would have helped the Champion too.

Teaching and learning together. I thought we'd grow together by discussing chess, but it didn't work out that way.

*Even if we grew together, I'd benefit more. If the Champion improved by 3, I'd improve by 5 or 6. From a rival-checking perspective, his decision makes sense.*

Though I threw a tantrum, rationally speaking, his judgment was correct.

I cleanly put the matter out of my mind and left with Si-woo.

...
..
.

The Champion stood quietly, watching Yeon's retreating back. In the past, he would have simply brushed off the rejection and gone back to normal.

But as Yeon had said, he had grown old, and he had no family by his side.

A man who had devoted himself solely to chess because he had no one to trust and depend on. The only person he could call family was Yeon.

Yeon understood this, which is why she had asked him to officiate her wedding. She had even said she would allow him to escort her down the aisle—a role typically performed by the father.

The elderly man, whose emotions had become more sensitive lately, felt guilty as he watched Yeon walk away.

*Was I too harsh? It wasn't really something I needed to refuse so strongly.*

Though she said she came to learn, there wasn't actually much he could teach her. Yeon was, after all, a former world #2 and current Grandmaster.

He knew well how Yeon studied chess. She consistently analyzed top-tier matches and learned from them.

She must have built up quite good opening knowledge through her analysis process.

Of course, she wouldn't be as good as him, known as the "God of Openings" for his deep knowledge of various openings, but she wasn't far behind either.

Though she came to learn, most of their time would likely be spent exchanging ideas rather than teaching.

He was slightly annoyed that her first request upon arriving in Scotland was "teach me openings," but upon reflection, it wasn't such a bad proposition for him either.

One of the Champion's strengths was psychological warfare. He would often unsettle opponents with non-chess matters before a match to gain small advantages.

He would also prepare counters by predicting which openings his opponents might use based on information about them.

That was precisely why Yeon from her past life could never beat him in the opening stage.

Back then, Yeon was a "very simple" person whose life experience was limited to chess, and with some intuition and sense, he could predict what she was thinking and which opening she would play.

Conversing with Yeon again—now a much more experienced and colorful person—and getting to know her character would certainly give him many advantages.

*I regret it. This isn't good. I should think before acting, not regret after the fact.*

The Champion looked outside. Yeon had already walked far away. She was hanging on her boyfriend's arm, hopping and laughing.

He was glad to see his daughter happy, but honestly, he wasn't entirely comfortable.

His daughter was completely smitten with some guy who came from who-knows-where. He didn't want to use the word jealousy, but that's what it was.

Though it happened almost 30 years ago, he still remembered it vividly. A small Korean boy who flew abroad to play chess.

How long had he worked to win that boy's favor? He took him out on days off, playing with him until he finally opened up.

Communication was difficult, and it took three years just to open up and have proper conversations.

*It took me three years just to have a conversation, but they got engaged and built a house in three years.*

Try as he might not to get angry, he couldn't help it. His precious daughter, whom he had raised with care, was completely infatuated with some unknown boy who wasn't even good at chess.

While he should respect his daughter's feelings, it was only natural to want to interfere.

He immediately called Yeon.

"Come back. I'll show you how much chess openings have evolved while you weren't looking."

["Why now? We already got a room... You don't have to teach me. I'll figure it out myself. I was always good on my own anyway."]

They got a room! The Champion thought there was no way Yeon would have booked two rooms. They were engaged, and there was no reason to spend extra money on two rooms.

If they had only one room, something might happen that could create a serious gap in Yeon's chess career. She might need to be careful with her body for about nine months.

"I'm sorry. I was wrong. I'll even give you some spending money, so come and let's talk."

["Can't we start tomorrow?"]

"Today. Right now. Didn't you say you wanted to ride in a limousine? I'll bring one, so tell me your location."

The Champion gestured to his secretary, ordering him to fill the limousine's refrigerator with ice cream.

"There's ice cream too."

["What, you think I'll come running for that? I was going to come even without ice cream. I just wanted to ride in a limousine once."]

The Champion sighed in relief. While he respected his daughter's love, he didn't deny his desire to interfere a little.

He planned to keep her occupied all day talking about chess.

If they were just dating, he would understand, but since engagement had been mentioned, he needed to act like a proper father-in-law.

*That's the Korean tradition, after all.*
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The Champion's car arrived, and I got in. I was surprised at how quickly he changed his mind. In the past, he was so stubborn that once he said no, he'd never change his position. But now he not only invited me, he even apologized and brought a limousine because he knew I'd expect one.

He even mentioned having ice cream in the refrigerator. While I don't love ice cream enough to change my mind just for that, I appreciated the gesture.

*It's not like I'd actually change my mind because of ice cream. What does he take me for?*

Everyone seems to overestimate ice cream's power. It's just a tasty snack, not some magic key to forgiveness. I forgive people based on their sincerity, not treats.

Anyway, I devoured four ice creams from the Champion's limousine fridge. When I reached for a fifth one, I caught Si-woo's eye, and suddenly felt guilty. He wasn't explicitly telling me to stop, but his look said enough.

*My chess belly is getting quite plump lately... I should probably stop now. Four is plenty.*

The numbers on the scale have been creeping up lately, and with Si-woo giving me that look, I decided to stop.

"You asked me to teach you openings, but I think we'll end up studying together and expanding our knowledge. That's why you came, isn't it?"

"Yes, that was part of my thinking. I'll probably benefit more... you could call it collusion between the top players."

The first and second-ranked players joining forces to improve their chess skills and widen the gap with third place. This might be problematic in business, but in chess, it's fine.

Typically, rivals keep each other at a distance and hide information, but that's not always necessary. If I recognize my shortcomings, I can ask for help to improve. My plan had succeeded.

We drove around in the Champion's limousine, showing off a bit, before heading back to his home. I unpacked in the guest quarters.

The Champion offered Si-woo and me separate rooms, even though we said we could share. The rooms were quite far apart too. He claimed it was because they had separate men's and women's quarters, but I found that hard to believe.

*I'll just sneak out to Si-woo's room at dawn anyway.*

Si-woo had warned he'd kick me out if I came to his room, but I didn't believe he would. If he did, I could just leave and travel somewhere else.

After unpacking and saying goodbye to Si-woo, who was going to play billiards with the secretary, I headed to the chess study room with the Champion. I was a bit disappointed I couldn't watch Si-woo play.

"It's been a while since I've studied openings specifically. I need to learn and improve too."

"Really? I thought you'd be locked in a room studying openings all day."

"Are there any players now who require that level of preparation to beat? None that I know of, except you."

That made me smile with satisfaction.

"That's true. If it weren't for you, I wouldn't have bothered studying openings separately either."

"These days, openings aren't as important as they used to be. Unless you're like that strange Maxime who dives deep into openings, not many people study them as much as before."

"That's surprising. I thought openings were much easier to study than middlegames or endgames. It's just memorization, after all."

"Modern chess is more about endgames than openings. With the significant development in endgame theory, many endgame positions can now be solved through memorization too."

"Oh... but I haven't noticed much development in endgames."

The Champion smiled arrogantly and said, "Of course not. Endgames have developed to imitate mine. Modern chess endgames are essentially the same as my endgames."

"Ah, I see..."

"I created and established endgame theory. The reason you haven't noticed the development is that you've only been focusing on my endgames from the beginning."

"I suppose that could be true."

"It's not 'could be true'—it is true. Don't mock me, just believe it."

"I do believe you. It's just that you seem so excited when you're bragging. Do you really not have any friends? You look so happy when you're showing off."

The Champion just stared at me with sad eyes. I must have hit a nerve.

He seems close with his secretary, but bragging about chess to him probably wouldn't get a good response.

It seems after my death, he cut ties with most people and focused solely on chess like a loner. He truly had no friends. I needed to be careful.

"Well, I don't have many friends either. You know how I am—I can't talk to strangers. I just brag all day to one person who listens carefully and praises me. He's a really good person."

"...As for endgames, they're modeled after mine. So if you want to study endgames, just study my games. Everything else is just an inferior copy."

The Champion awkwardly changed the subject. He used to be quite sociable, but now he seemed like nothing more than a nouveau riche with money.

"I've already completed my endgame studies from start to finish. According to you, if I study your games, wouldn't I just become an inferior copy too? Don't worry, I've studied well on my own."

"You're not wrong. Let's stop talking about endgames and start studying openings."

"Yes, please teach me well."

The Champion provided high-quality information about openings. Considering that I had skipped 20 years into the future, he focused on developments from that period.

I shared my knowledge too, revealing side lines I had developed on my own and analyzing them together.

"This is a trap. Not an obvious one. Even if it fails, the position remains equal... it's worth trying."

"Right? I was preparing this move for the Olympiad. Actually, the whole Korean team shared this line. We never got to use it because it's uncommon."

"Should you be sharing that so freely?"

"What's the big deal? Did someone patent it? If they won because of me, they should acknowledge that right. Besides, I came up with the move."

Sometimes the Champion showed me his secret moves. I thought someone who had played chess for decades wouldn't have any new side lines left, but he still had some tricks up his sleeve.

"Does this really work?"

"Yes. The engine analysis shows it's disadvantageous, but the subsequent moves are all fine. A human would find it difficult to find the best continuation in this position."

"That's fascinating. An opening where you exchange a rook for a bishop and reach equality."

"An active bishop is better than a rook that can't move."

The number of possibilities in chess is nearly infinite—at least from a human perspective, it's an unimaginably large number.

The potential moves in openings were endless, with many still undiscovered.

We discussed openings, finding and exploring new moves together. It felt like we were just ordinary people enjoying chess, not competitors.

We forgot we were rivals and shared information without holding anything back, revealing our innermost thoughts.

Sometimes our conversations drifted away from chess.

"Ah, love is such a strange emotion. It's like that moment in chess when you suddenly think, 'This doesn't seem right.' I don't know why, but I'm just drawn to him."

"Is that guy really that good?"

"Don't call Si-woo 'that guy.' He's truly, truly wonderful. I've never met someone with such patience. You know what my personality is like."

I shared various stories about teasing Si-woo, including how I would adjust the distance between us, seeming interested then pulling back, toying with his feelings. I didn't hide anything.

"Don't exaggerate. No man could endure that."

"It's true! Though Si-woo sometimes does things to me too..."

It felt like talking with a close friend—someone I could sit comfortably with, laughing and chatting.

"Don't live like that. Make sure you treat him well after you're married. He's too good for you."

"Hey, why are you changing sides so quickly? Am I really that inadequate?"

"That guy seems perfect too. He's handsome, tall, and well-built. He could easily find another good woman besides you. Hold onto him tight. He's the best man you could catch."

"Of course. I know there's no one better than him."

We continued chatting comfortably. We talked about chess occasionally, shared old stories, and just had fun.

I think we spent more time talking than actually studying openings.

"This is fun, just talking like this. Next time, after my house is built and I've taken the Champion title, I'll invite you over."

"Your house will be built eventually, but becoming Champion is impossible."

Friends and rivals, rivals and friends.

We looked at each other, both waiting for the Championship.
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The next morning, the chess opening study felt like an orientation, getting to know each other. I enjoyed seeing how much the old man had changed over the years.

When evening came, the secretary knocked on the door. We headed to the dining room together, chatting along the way.

"You know, you've really changed a lot," I said.

"You think I've changed? Compared to you, I've barely changed at all."

"Well... that's true. Let's consider me an exception. People who've changed as much as I have are rare worldwide. If I'm world-class, you're at least the most changed person in the neighborhood."

"They say mountains and rivers change in ten years. In twenty years, they change twice."

He seemed to acknowledge he'd changed quite a bit. The person I remembered wasn't completely gone, but there were subtle differences.

There was a certain tenderness about him now. He'd become much friendlier, more like someone with visible emotions.

People call a champion playing chess at nearly sixty a 'chess machine,' but ironically, the old man seems more human now than ever.

Back then, he was a meticulous chess machine who wouldn't bleed a drop if pricked with a needle... but now, if pricked, he'd probably tremble and cry, "I trusted you!" while shaking.

Either way, he'd feel pain if pricked with a needle.

"Your shoelace is untied," I said.

"Hmm?"

"Nice to meet you too."

We were wearing indoor shoes. I smiled at him as he bowed his head slightly.

"Fool."

"You still want to play such childish pranks at your age? Mentally, you should be well past twenty by now."

"Since when does age matter for jokes? If the mood feels right, I go for it. Worrying about age makes you sound like a real grandpa!"

"Hahaha... Well, I am a grandpa, that's true."

He laughed heartily and let it go. I thought he'd grit his teeth and seek revenge, but he wasn't that childish.

*I wonder if I should tell him his fly is open. No, I'll save that for later. If I do it right away, he won't fall for it.*

I looked at him, searching for something to tease him about. He looked quite tired.

"Would you like me to help you walk?"

"No, I'm fine."

I grabbed his arm anyway and helped him walk. He didn't push my hand away. His face definitely looked more relaxed.

"It's okay. I'm tall now. Not that little kiddo anymore. You should get a walking stick. Haven't exercised in a while, have you?"

"You can't beat time."

"People might mistake you for an eighty-year-old. What kind of shut-in life have you been living to struggle with just walking?"

Despite being someone who played chess with good posture since childhood, his back was slightly hunched. Even with proper posture while playing, it seems he couldn't avoid the effects entirely.

"If it bothers you so much, develop a habit of sitting with good posture. I'm already old. I'm approaching retirement age, just an old man who sits in a rocking chair all day telling boring stories. It's okay for me to be a little weak at this age."

"Still... you should live a long time."

"I'll outlive you. You'd be shocked if you knew how much money I spend on health management."

"Yes, yes, live long and prosper."

We arrived at the dining room shortly after. The house was so large that it took quite a while to get there. Though the old man's slow pace was probably the bigger factor.

In the dining room was a "very handsome young man" in a suit with slicked-back hair. His name is Si-woo, and his partner's name is Yeon.

The moment my eyes met Si-woo's, I shook off the old man's arm and dashed over. I might have heard something like "what a terrible girl" from behind me, but that must have been my imagination.

After gaining momentum with a light run, I jumped and pounced on Si-woo. Having caught me many times before, he easily received me.

"Hi! Long time no see!"

"Yeah. Good to see you, Yeon-a."

I clung to him immediately, fully expressing the joy of our reunion. I thought I heard some old Scottish man muttering something behind us.

"Where did you get the clothes?"

"The secretary lent them to me. He said it would be good to come dressed like this. Does it suit me?"

Does it suit him? How could I possibly express that in words? It would take three days and nights of talking to convey the emotion of this moment.

Too reluctant to express it verbally, I grabbed Si-woo's necktie and pulled him toward me. Looking at Si-woo approaching me, I pressed my lips against his.

As deeply as possible.

"Mmm, whew... Did you put something on your lips? It tastes strange."

"It's makeup that makes lips look more vibrant. They said it would be good to take care of them."

"Then I should try some too."

He transferred some of the makeup from his lips to mine. A direct contact method of product delivery.

My lips feel a bit shinier now.

"Hehehe."

"If you don't stop that and sit down, I'll exclude dessert ice cream."

"That's not fair! Interfering with a soon-to-be-married couple is a crime!"

"Breaking and entering is a bigger crime. The person I invited to my home is a future chess Grandmaster and a Master acknowledged by the Champion. I never permitted a girl like you."

I sat down with my lips pouting. But suddenly Si-woo came over, gently held my cheeks, and kissed my lips.

"Eep!"

"You looked cute with your lips pouted."

Unfortunately, the love of a soon-to-be-married couple couldn't be stopped by anyone. The old man grumbled behind us in a thick voice laced with Scottish dialect.

Roughly translated to Korean, it would be something like "showing off."

The secretary watched with a pleased expression while only the homeowner disliked it. How sad that you don't understand the beauty of love.

"If you don't observe proper table manners, there will be no dessert ice cream. I'll ban all frozen treats in the house."

"Okay, I'll eat properly."

The meal came out as luxurious as a course menu at a fine restaurant. I was planning to eat only meat and skip the vegetables, but then my eyes met Si-woo's.

I had no choice but to eat the vegetables too. It was better than most restaurants. The ice cream served for dessert was perfect.

Thinking I might covet others' ice cream, they gave me four scoops of dessert ice cream.

*What do they take me for...?*

Did they think I would be satisfied with just four scoops? Sadly, after eating my four scoops, I devoured Si-woo's ice cream too.

"It's amazing how you don't gain weight eating like that."

"I do gain weight, but it doesn't show much on my face. I've gained a bit compared to before."

My appetite isn't particularly large, so I could lose weight if I wanted to. But Si-woo didn't want that.

Before we started dating, he neutrally suggested, "Wouldn't it be healthier to lose some weight?" But after we started dating, he said it would be fine if I gained a little more.

He wasn't saying it for my sake but seemed genuinely sincere. Since I'm still within the normal weight range, I've just left it as is.

After finishing dinner and having tea, we all went for an evening walk. During the walk, the old man and Si-woo chatted together.

The old man could speak Korean fluently, so they communicated well. I wanted to eavesdrop, but they told me not to, so I walked with the secretary instead.

*The atmosphere seems good. Si-woo speaks so well and politely, so it should be fine. The old man isn't a strange person either.*

After the evening walk, it was chess time. Not studying, just playing a few casual rapid chess games to exercise our minds.

We played with 15 minutes and a 10-second increment. As expected of the Champion. Five games: two draws, three losses. It's shocking that I couldn't win a single game.

Although it wasn't an official match and I didn't play my absolute best, I didn't expect to lose that badly. It's even more shocking that I lost despite not making any major mistakes.

"Whew, you're really good. I admit it."

"I'm not called the Champion for nothing. You played very well too. It was dangerous."

As it was getting late, we headed to the guest quarters. Though the men's and women's rooms were separate, since we were the only guests, I immediately ran to Si-woo's room.

"Where do you think you're going?"

But the old man caught me and sent me back to my room. I waited until the old man disappeared, then tried to sneak into Si-woo's room.

"Sleep in your own room."

Unfortunately, I was caught again. He'd always been very perceptive. He appeared at the exact right moment to catch me.

I trudged back to my room, showered, changed clothes, and then headed to Si-woo's room wearing only underwear and a bathrobe.

The old man had placed a sofa right in front of Si-woo's room and was reading a book. Our eyes met, and when he saw what I was wearing, he dropped his book with a shocked expression.

"...Please, at least wear proper clothes if you're going."

Having finally given up, he allowed us to sleep together as long as I wore proper clothes and didn't cause a disturbance.

*We've slept together many times before, why make such a fuss?*

In the end, I succeeded in sleeping in Si-woo's room. Tonight, Si-woo hugged me like a pillow. This is definitely the way to get a good night's sleep.
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I've carefully analyzed the text and will now provide the translation following all guidelines.

Chapter 242

After sleeping well and waking up, I had breakfast and went out for a light walk. The garden was quite spacious, so just walking around it was enough exercise.

"This kind of spacious mansion is pretty nice. Except for the maintenance part."

"I know. The upkeep costs must be substantial. There seem to be quite a few people working here too."

"That person may be a bit strange, but he's quite wealthy. He can probably afford it all."

Besides chess, he has his fingers in many different businesses, so he's someone who could retire right now and live comfortably for the rest of his life. The prize money is probably just a bonus for him.

*Maybe I should try some business ventures or investments when I become Champion. But I'm not really greedy for money, so I don't envy him that much.*

After looking around the old man's house, it was time for chess again. Si-woo had gone off somewhere with the secretary, having fun.

"What do you usually do at this time?"

"Chess. I don't really have other hobbies."

"Do you really just play chess? Don't you watch baseball or soccer? Isn't England the birthplace of soccer? Premier League! EPL! You know, that stuff."

"EPL stands for English Premier League. I'm Scottish, so I don't really have a home team. There is the Scottish Professional Football League, but I find it boring."

"Really? I didn't know that. Even if it's boring, isn't it fun to support your local team? Going to the stadium, buying snacks and all."

"That's something you can do when you're young. If I went there, the media would talk about it all day. I'm more famous and influential than you think."

"Yes, yes, must be nice to be influential."

"You'll understand someday."

I chatted with the old man as we headed to the chess study room. Actually, it felt more like a library than a study room.

I plopped down on a comfortable sofa and flipped through the newspaper placed in front. There wasn't much content.

"Do you read this?"

"Check when it was published."

It was from two years ago. Seems like it's just decoration.

"Sometimes it's important to maintain appearances. It felt empty with nothing there. Putting chess magazines would be too obvious."

"You could just say it's decoration instead of explaining so hard. Let's sit here today. This is more comfortable than the chair."

"Sitting somewhere too comfortable might make you drowsy."

I've always used comfortable chairs in tournaments. Sitting in the most comfortable, plush chair, feeling completely enveloped while thinking.

But some Grandmasters prefer uncomfortable chairs because they get sleepy if they're too comfortable. I don't understand those people.

"That's something you overcome with mental strength. Shouldn't your mind be comfortable when your body is? I slept really well last night, so I'm not sleepy at all. Want to test me?"

"Is that a challenge? Alright, let's see how much you've improved."

Before starting our opening study, we played five games of rapid chess like yesterday. I was able to play much better games by incorporating what I learned yesterday into my openings.

My condition was also much better than yesterday. Yesterday I was tired from the long flight. I did sleep on the plane, but it's not as comfortable as a bed.

Thanks to sleeping soundly in Si-woo's arms, my fatigue was completely gone, and after eating a hearty breakfast, my brain was working quickly.

When I'm in good condition, even the Champion has trouble stopping me. Today my condition was quite good.

The result was 2 wins, 2 draws, and 1 loss out of 5 games. Yesterday I lost, but today I won. This was possible because it was rapid chess.

15 minutes with 10-second increments seems like a lot when you're watching, but when you're actually playing and making moves, it feels extremely tight.

There are many variables, and games often end decisively. Winning the first game with the black pieces probably had a positive psychological effect.

*It's a bit disappointing that I lost the last game. I tried to use something new I learned in the opening and got punished badly. If not for that, I might have managed 3 wins and 2 draws.*

The Champion stroked his chin, reviewing the games.

"Yesterday... you must have been very tired."

"Of course I was tired. I had to fly for hours from Korea to here. I couldn't sleep well on the plane because of jet lag, and I couldn't eat properly either."

"Right. This must be closer to your true skill level."

It seems my victory shocked him quite a bit. Was he still underestimating my skills?

*After losing to me once in standard. Does he really think that was just a fluke?*

The Champion, seemingly unsatisfied with the result, suggested we play a few more games. The best move after winning would be to refuse further matches to taunt the opponent, but I didn't do that.

I politely and gentlemanly accepted his challenge. This time it was 10 minutes with 2-second increments. I thought the much shorter time would favor me, being younger.

But the result was 1 draw and 1 loss out of 2 games.

"Whew, that was intense. So overall it's a draw. I can really call you my rival now. Back then, honestly, I was too far behind to call you a 'rival'."

"...I'm not sure if I should be teaching you openings."

"It hasn't been one-sided teaching. Honestly, you must have learned something while playing just now, right?"

The Champion's eyes came alive. He was looking at me as a threatening opponent. I think I saw a similar look when I won the standard game.

"Don't think of it as teaching, think of it as learning together. Anyway... by the time I leave this house, I think we'll both have grown."

"You're right. Well, it's too late to back out now."

The Champion thought quietly to himself before nodding in agreement. It seems the opening lessons would continue.

*Whew, what a relief! I played my hardest because I thought he'd notice if I let him win! I didn't expect him to react so seriously to practice games!*

I acted like it was fine, but it actually wasn't. If the Champion suddenly got upset and refused to teach me openings, I'd be the only one losing out.

It's natural that I have an advantage in rapid chess. I'm much younger and my brain works faster. The Champion has already retired from rapid and blitz chess.

It wouldn't be strange if I had won with 3 wins and 2 draws. The Champion played better than expected, which is why I lost one game.

*If we ended up drawing in the end, I might lose in standard chess.*

I've become strong enough to proudly call myself a rival, but I'm still behind. There's no need to be overconfident about one victory.

The general consensus is that I'm still behind. The odds are about 3 to 7 against me, and last time I just got lucky with a 30% chance. I still need improvement.

...
..
.

During the 20 years I was gone, the "English Opening" and the "Réti Opening" developed the most. The traditional King's Pawn and Queen's Pawn openings are just that—traditional.

They've been studied by many people for a very long time, so any opening that seemed "useful" has already been thoroughly researched.

But the English and Réti were different. While they also have tradition, they lack the fundamental depth compared to the first two openings.

King's Pawn (e4), Queen's Pawn (d4), English (c4), and Réti (Nf3) are chess's four major openings, but the first two dominate with over 80% of usage.

As a result, much less research has been done on the others. Some Champions exclusively played e4, others had a much higher ratio of d4, but no Champion has ever obsessively focused on the English Opening.

It felt more like versatile players would use the English occasionally, or d4 users would learn it as an extra option.

The English and Réti began to be unearthed after computer analysis chess became mainstream.

When various chess engines were created and researched, evaluations of chess openings progressed significantly. The English Opening performed surprisingly well during this time.

The King's Pawn Opening was disadvantageous when it led to the Berlin Defense, and the Queen's Pawn Opening couldn't easily gain an advantage in computer battles.

But strangely, the English consistently gained popularity and was evaluated as a decent opening.

With engines giving it positive evaluations, people's interest grew, and nowadays there are occasionally Grandmasters who exclusively use the English.

As for the Réti... even the Champion couldn't explain it properly. It seems to have risen in popularity alongside the English. Honestly, the Réti is too fluid to create solid theory.

The only thing that could be called Réti's independent theory is perhaps the Réti Gambit. Even the King's Indian Attack is standardly entered after a French Defense against a King's Pawn Opening.

The Champion significantly undervalued the Réti. According to data, he used it quite often, but he said he never used it in important matches.

*This is the first time he's talked like this since the London System.*

The London System is the only major opening that someone who uses almost all openings refuses to use. The Réti isn't quite at that level, but he clearly disliked it.

Today's opening study focused on the English.

I stored each piece of knowledge in my head as we studied openings. Since the Champion might get upset, I shared all the knowledge I already had.
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The opening study with the old man continued steadily every day. Time-wise, it was over 10 hours daily.

We weren't solely studying openings—we chatted in between and played chess too. Even accounting for that, we definitely studied for a long time.

I studied like that for over two weeks, 10 hours a day. I spent well over 100 hours studying and discussing moves.

Now I feel strong enough to dominate ordinary Grandmasters in the opening phase. I wasn't particularly weak before, but adding new knowledge on top of what I already had made me nearly perfect.

The problem is that the old man's opening skills improved significantly too. As I offered advice and we discussed and researched together, it seems he benefited greatly.

As a result, it was impossible to beat him in openings even on the last day. I won a few times in speed chess, but it became difficult when we had just a bit more time.

Considering only openings, I often won in 3+2 second Blitz games, and we were evenly matched in 10+2 games. But I always lost in longer formats like 15+10 or 30+10.

Winning through openings alone was still impossible. That was the reality I discovered through many games.

"I'll have to think about how to win after I get back."

The old man also said he had nothing more to teach me. The problem was that I had learned openings without proper foundations, not that I lacked knowledge.

It was just a matter of gathering and organizing knowledge that was scattered in various places. It didn't need to take that long.

The Champion's chess classroom ends today. It's the 15th day since I first arrived in Scotland.

"I learned a lot. Thank you. It must have been an unreasonable request."

"So you knew it was unreasonable. That's good enough. I'm satisfied since I improved a lot too. It's amazing that there's still something to learn after playing chess for so long."

"That's what makes it fun."

My flight leaves this afternoon. The old man said he'd drive me to the airport after lunch.

Before that, we were sitting and having one last conversation. Leisurely, with a cup of coffee.

It felt strange not having a chess board between us. There was always a board set up when we sat like this.

"Next time we meet will be at the Chess World Cup."

"Yes... we'll have a better match then. Don't lose in some strange place before that."

"Of course not. You're the one who shouldn't lose. You might die under mysterious circumstances."

"That won't happen. There's a difference in level."

The old man chuckled as he sipped his tea.

"I'm bored. Want to play one game of chess before I leave? Standard time control."

I stared at him as I spoke. We had played many casual Rapid and Blitz games, but never a long Standard game.

Standard is a matter of "pride." Many people consider Rapid and Blitz to be speed chess, closer to tricks than true chess.

Rapid is somewhat respected, but Blitz is frowned upon, and at the Bullet level, some say "it's not even chess."

There are many variables and mistakes. Techniques for playing quickly and pressuring opponents might be more important than actual chess skill.

While chess ability is still proportional, it's less reliable than Standard. Even the Champion maintained his "Champion" title after retiring from Rapid and Blitz chess.

If he had only played Rapid and Blitz without Standard chess, maintaining the title would have been impossible.

Rapid and Blitz were merely played "when Standard couldn't determine a winner."

Losing wouldn't hurt our pride much. Standard was the real thing anyway.

Since we both thought that way, we only played Rapid and Blitz. Even if I lost in Rapid, I could console myself by thinking "the real match would be different."

With many variables, we could maintain a fairly equal score, and playing quickly meant less mental strain.

"Since it's our last day, let's play one Standard game. Seriously. Like in a real match."

Because it's the last day. Today's result would determine the winner, and even if one of us became sad, it wouldn't affect our schedules.

A day when we could wound each other's pride without consequences. The timing was perfect, and the environment was suitable for Standard chess.

The old man looked at me without answering. No, not the old man—the Champion. Right now, he was the Champion who had received a challenge.

While the Champion was considering, I brought the chess board and clock. I set the time to 1 hour and 30 minutes with no increment.

With increment, I might miss my flight, so I adjusted it to finish within 3 hours at most.

"Is this okay?"

The Champion smirked and extended his hand to me. I smiled gently and shook it.

When two competitors meet, they can't help but compete. I was curious about how much I'd improved and how the Champion would play.

Although unofficial, we would treat it like a real match.

"You take White. I had White in our last game."

"Sounds good."

I had beaten the Champion with Black at the Olympiad. Since that was a single game, he was suggesting we play an extension now.

I set up the pieces on the board and placed the clock beside it.

"It's now 9:43. Let's start the clock at exactly 9:50."

"Perfect."

We had 7 minutes to get into a competitive mindset. We agreed to play seriously.

There would be no excuse like "it was an unofficial game." We had to play as if it were official.

We didn't speak for those 7 minutes. I was considering which opening to use while getting into the right mindset, and the Champion was probably doing something similar.

"The safest choice is e4. But it's so common that it's easy to counter. d4 would be difficult, and I haven't fully internalized the English yet. Réti? Why bother?"

That left the Nimzo-Larsen. An opening I occasionally used as a joker card. A hypermodern opening that advances the b-pawn on the first move, with quite a good win rate.

But... I had a feeling that would be countered too.

I stroked my chin as I continued to ponder. What advice would Si-woo give me?

—Yeon-a, what kind of chess do you want to play?

What kind of chess do I want to play? Fun chess, of course. That's why I avoid stifling games and play with clean exchanges.

—Then... when you're unsure, why not try imagining "what would be fun?"

My conversation with Si-woo replayed in my head. At the same time, the opening I should use came to mind. This was the only opening I should use now.

Click!

At 9:50, the chess clock started moving. I immediately grabbed the round head of the pawn in front of my King and pushed it forward.

The first move should indeed be advancing the King's pawn. Traditional openings are good openings.

The Champion also advanced his King's pawn, accepting an open game. I immediately developed my King's Knight, and the Champion developed his Queen's Knight.

This is a common progression in chess. A basic development used by everyone from beginners to experts. From here, the position would become either the "Italian Game" or "Ruy Lopez" depending on where the Bishop develops.

But I chose neither.

"3. d4!"

The Scotch Game. Playing the Scotch Game in Scotland. That's what would be truly fun. Coming to Scotland and beating the Scottish Champion with the Scotch Game.

That's exactly what I wanted to do.

The Champion seemed a bit surprised by my move. He probably didn't expect me to bring out the Scotch Game.

After thinking for about a minute with his arms crossed, he accepted the standard Scotch Game continuation.

Pawn takes pawn, Knight recaptures, Knight development.

From here, White has two options: exchange Knights or develop the Knight.

In truth, neither is a particularly good choice at the master level. Exchanging Knights allows Black to easily equalize, and developing the Knight creates too little imbalance.

There's a reason the Scotch Game doesn't appear often.

"But it's not garbage that can't be used. It's good for quickly opening up the position."

The game proceeded into the Mieses Variation of the Scotch Game.

White's pawn is advanced but very unstable.

There are many possible moves, and progressions that don't usually appear come up frequently. Even a bold queenside castling isn't impossible.

"Saying it lacks stability means Black can easily equalize. It's difficult for White to maintain the advantage."

But conversely, it means I could win big if I play well.

Beating the Champion through openings after learning and studying them—wouldn't that be the true meaning of the student surpassing the master?

Thinking about it again, it was a good opening choice.
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The Scotch Game in Scotland. I thought it was quite an amusing choice, so I boldly played this opening.

Despite the lighthearted opening selection, the actual game was incredibly intense. That's what happens when you agree to play standard chess with complete seriousness.

Although this match won't be recorded in the association's official records, it will remain in both our memories for a lifetime. It also has the symbolic significance of being the first game I've played after learning the opening.

Throughout my chess career, whenever I use an opening taught by the Champion, I might remember today's game.

*I have to win. Of course I have to win.*

I smiled softly as I calculated my moves. Winning today means I'll feel good every time I use the Champion's opening knowledge.

Not a single negative thought crossed my mind. I already had a winning record against my opponent, and I firmly believed victory was within reach.

I took a slow, deep breath to release my tension. Thanks to our agreement to play like an official match, the atmosphere was filled with the same tension as a tournament game.

*Heart burning hot, mind freezing cold. Always dream of ideals, but the moves you place on the board must be the frozen reality.*

Opening, middlegame, endgame. All are in the palm of my hand. Every move is coldly assembled in my mind to produce the optimal result.

With a burning heart inside me, I calculated each move carefully. We were between the opening and middlegame—piece development was complete, but opening theory could still be applied.

Around move 10 to 15. This is when the benefits of studying openings become most apparent.

Opening study is understanding based on memorization. You don't simply memorize moves; you understand the meaning behind each one.

How should you handle the Queen positioned on e2 in the Scotch Game?
How do you protect the pawn that advanced to e5?
How should the attack proceed?

Issues that can't be solved by mere memorization are resolved with the help of theory. I apply what I've learned from watching master games played with the Scotch Game and draw it on the board.

The Queen on e2 develops to e4. The pawn advanced to e5 is protected by advancing f2-f4. The attack proceeds on the kingside.

The attacking advantage gained by advancing the f-pawn. Simultaneously, the weakened King's safety due to the thin center and open diagonals.

I carry both advantages and disadvantages forward.

Nobody wants a draw in this final match before leaving Scotland.

Including the Chess Olympiad games, it's either 2-0 for me, or 1-1 with a rematch promised for the future.

It has to be one or the other. There's no middle ground. On my best stage, in an environment where I can move freely, I take the Champion's approach.

That's my best strategy.

The center is almost completely open. At this point, not castling would be tantamount to surrendering, so I barely managed to castle kingside.

The Champion had his King in a relatively safe position but couldn't avoid castling. Only after I checked with my Bishop as an in-between move and threatened to create tactical pressure did he finally castle.

*Continuing development without kingside castling? There's a limit to how opportunistic you can be.*

When a tempo is precious, delaying castling to continue tactical battles until reaching the endgame was his purpose.

In the endgame, having your King closer to the center is advantageous. By not castling and holding out until the endgame, you could gain an advantage.

Of course, no Master would just sit and watch that happen. I was gradually creating tactical opportunities to exploit this, but he sharply castled and escaped.

*That's slightly irritating.*

Could that be a strategy too? Not castling, waiting and watching for opportunities. He might suddenly queenside castle and launch an attack if given the chance.

Since I had completed my kingside attack buildup with f2-f4, a sudden queenside castling could disrupt my plans.

Fortunately, I threatened castling beforehand and induced him to castle kingside.

*One small psychological battle like this will determine victory or defeat. Honestly, our skill levels aren't that different now. The advantage of playing White or Black, small psychological edges—these will decide the outcome.*

Suddenly an interesting thought came to mind. I don't know if it will work, but there's no harm in trying.

I boldly sacrifice a pawn as a gambit. This is a calculated move. I'm not certain if there's a clear advantage, but it's definitely a reasonable move.

It was a sacrifice to resolve pawn tension that could benefit my opponent and open paths for my attack.

According to my calculations, the best move is to accept the gambit. The way to punish a gambit is to accept it—a common saying in chess.

*But... not many people actually agree with that. Everyone has experienced accepting a gambit only to fall into an inexplicable checkmate trap.*

They say you should accept a gambit and then punish it, but how many people can actually do that? If everyone could, gambits wouldn't exist in chess.

For every person who punishes a gambit, there's another who falls victim to one. How can you be sure you won't get sick after eating that tempting pawn?

When I threw the pawn into the Champion's mouth, he began to contemplate deeply.

*The person who knows my gambit success rate best. Although I threw many unnecessary gambits early in my career due to psychological warfare, later I only used gambits when there was a clear advantage.*

The Champion is the person who has avoided my gambits the most. Many times he avoided them because not accepting was optimal, but often he avoided them regardless, due to psychological warfare.

He didn't want to enter territory where I was confident by accepting my gambit.

*You rarely accepted them in the past. But this time, it's clearly beneficial to accept. Will you resist? You can see it too. Not accepting this would be disadvantageous.*

The Champion pondered for a long time. Another Master would have accepted this gambit without hesitation, but he spent a full 20 minutes contemplating.

I gave a taste of terrible variables to someone who hates increasing variables. He knows accepting is the best move now, but doing so would mean playing into my hands.

*Plus, I'm currently ahead against the Champion. It won't be as casual as in the old days.*

After spending 24 minutes on a single move, he finally chose to accept the gambit. I looked at the Champion and gave him a gentle eye-smile.

The best thing about changing into this body is that looking in the mirror makes me happy. Seeing myself becoming prettier makes me feel good and want to become even prettier.

Sometimes I practice smiling in front of the mirror. I practice to see which smile looks the prettiest.

I'm beginning to realize that a human face can express more diverse emotions than I thought.

*The emotion I want to convey is gratitude. A smile that transparently shows gratitude for making such a move.*

I looked ahead with a radiant smile. Looking at your opponent after making a move after deep thought is something of a chess player's habit.

The Champion, known as a master of psychological warfare, unconsciously raised his head and saw my smile.

I don't know what emotions or thoughts he felt, but it certainly had an impact.

*Well, my smile is extremely pretty after all.*

I don't think it's unfair. I didn't start it; he used to do this to me often in the past. When I would make a move after thinking hard and look up, he would tilt his head as if to say, "Is that right?"

This is revenge. He probably never thought I would do something like this.

Back then, I was so awkward at expressing emotions and didn't know how to hide them that I couldn't even dream of acting like this.

Despite his composed face, the Champion's fingertips were trembling slightly.

I told him he had changed a lot. He deflected, saying I had changed more, that change is natural with time.

But he has definitely changed. Twenty years ago, he wouldn't have crumbled like this, swayed by my playfulness.

He's become more emotional, more fragile, and simultaneously more gentle and soft. Not realizing this, he plays like he used to... how could he possibly beat me?

"Uh, hmm..."

The Champion let out a long sigh and clenched his fist. His ears turned red, and his forehead—noticeably wider compared to twenty years ago—flushed red as well.

Though we were sitting with just a table between us, I could almost hear his rapid breathing.

Being able to read moves deeply is like being able to see far into the future. This usually acts as an advantage, but after witnessing your own death, it becomes a curse.

Could you live normally after seeing a future where you die in ten days?

The Champion saw a future where he would be utterly destroyed ten moves later. It was a path I had carefully paved for him. If he thought I couldn't see that path, it wouldn't be bad to follow it himself.

Not a bad farewell gift to my teacher.

The Champion chose to walk that path himself. I guided him without the slightest error, and when he finally stood before the steps of the guillotine, he chose to surrender.

"...I resign."

His face, which I saw again, was terribly distorted. It seemed to ask me how this could happen.

"It's just like the old days. It wouldn't be bad to change a little. Changing a lot... is good too, I've found."

You really held back with all your might during the Olympiad. You were being considerate so I could fully enjoy my victory.

He looked indescribably sad.

It was the face of an old man whose world had been denied.

I took my father's hand and said,

"You can do it. If it's you."

Since things turned out this way, we probably couldn't take the car to the airport. I was thinking of taking a taxi with Si-woo, but fortunately, the secretary helped us.

*He's stronger than me. The next time we meet, he'll have fixed his weaknesses and become even stronger.*
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After returning to Korea from Scotland, I continued my opening research for a while. I had learned a lot, but it wasn't something I could apply immediately.

I needed time to internalize and adapt to what I'd learned. Fortunately, with my sharp mind that doesn't easily forget what I've learned, reviewing was simple.

*Next time we'll meet at the Chess World Cup. There's still plenty of time. Having plenty of time means things could still be reversed. I won't let my guard down.*

There's not much left now. Lifting the trophy at the Chess World Cup, winning the Candidates Tournament, and then reaching the Championship—that's the end.

The conclusion of a long journey is approaching.

What once seemed impossibly distant now feels within reach. I closed my eyes and imagined the words "Chess Champion" adorning my name.

*Buyeo Yeon, World Chess Champion. World Chess Champion Buyeo Yeon. It still feels strange. Champion... it feels like a pronoun representing just one person.*

Someone who has held that position for decades. Many people probably think like I do. The title "Chess Champion" doesn't quite feel like it belongs with my name yet.

But... after a few terms, I'll have to accept it.

I look forward to the future. The Chess Champion title that once seemed so distant now feels close enough to touch.

"Phew..."

"Here, have some apple while you work."

"Thanks. But... why is the apple shaped so oddly?"

Si-woo scratches his head sheepishly and smiles.

"B-but that's what makes it more heartfelt and delicious! An apple filled with love, you could say. You can feel the affection, making it sweeter and tastier!"

"Thanks for saying that... it's my first time peeling an apple..."

"It's fine. You did much better than I would have! I'd probably peel more of my fingers than the apple. Did you hurt yourself anywhere?"

I grabbed his hands and examined them carefully. Thankfully, there were no injuries.

Si-woo isn't bad at cooking, but apparently he's not great at peeling apples. Actually, it's not that badly peeled. It just looks a bit bumpy compared to my mother's work.

"I'm fine. I just wanted to do something for you. You're working so hard... and this is all I can do."

"What do you mean 'all'! Do you know how significant your contribution is? In war terms, you're the supply line. Is only the general fighting on the front lines a hero? Supply is crucial. Though what's visible may seem small, the importance of what you do is enormous."

I hugged and patted the gloomy-looking Si-woo. My heart was racing. This might sound a bit perverted, but... I feel good at times like this.

The way he feels sorry for not being able to do more for me. When I'm working hard or studying alone, and all he can do is sit and cheer me on.

The way he gets sad about that, struggles with it, clings to me, and becomes obsessed...

*I love it so much!*

A tingling pleasure in a corner of my heart. It feels like comforting a child who's afraid there's a monster hiding under the bed.

He seriously worries about something that won't happen, but from the side, it looks cute and lovable. I took the awkwardly peeled apple to my lips.

I approached Si-woo with a gentle smile. A crisp sound—crunch.
The best way to share a piece of apple.

"My Si-woo, you look handsome even when you're lacking confidence and feeling down."

"Thank you, Yeon-a."

"I'll be the one thanking you after I get the Champion title. It's all thanks to you."

I'm here because you held me firmly when I was wavering.

I giggled at how ridiculous it was that he didn't realize this, and he approached me with pouting lips. Me, laughing playfully. You, unable to stay still when teased.

Bodies overlapping. Lips meeting.

We put what came after on hold. It seemed there would be a better time.

"I love you, darling."

Still an awkward phrase. When I say these words, I'm reminded of the innocent feelings from when our eyes first met.

Fumbling with lips and tongue to express love one word at a time.

It was a good time.

...
..
.

The days had turned into full summer by August. The Chess World Cup is great in every way except that it's held in summer.

Well, there can't be no tournaments in summer, so it can't be helped. Still, I don't particularly like playing chess on hot days.

Actually, chess venues are well air-conditioned, so saying "playing chess on hot days" is almost a lie. I was just grumbling meaninglessly as usual.

I need to be careful not to get heat exhaustion during the 26-day tournament. Getting sick from the heat could ruin the rest of my games.

The tournament venue wasn't in a particularly cool place either. Azerbaijan, a country in Central Asia. As a former Soviet country, they're quite good at chess.

Since it's next to Turkey, I had some expectations. Turkey is famous for its ice cream, isn't it?

The way they tease tourists by offering ice cream then pulling it away, finally laughing and generously giving extra. Turkish ice cream vendors are so famous they're even common in Korean amusement parks.

Since Azerbaijan is right next to Turkey, I thought the ice cream might be good. That's what I thought when I arrived.

To conclude, I was half right. They do have it here, but it's not much different from what we eat in Korea.

It lacked that "impressive coolness, thrill, and sweetness" you can only experience in the homeland. It was just ordinarily good. I liked the chewy texture, so I ended up eating it every day.

The Chess World Cup in Azerbaijan was similar to that Turkish ice cream. I sweetly gained rating points as I advanced.

In the round of 32, my opponent put up a good fight, resulting in one draw before I won, but other than that, there weren't any variables.

Now it's the round of 16, where only skilled players remain. Everyone here is famous enough that you'd recognize their names.

*But they're still no match for me. We're on different levels, that's what I'm saying.*

According to the bracket, I would only meet the Champion in the finals. The Champion isn't someone who would lose at this level.

I looked forward to meeting again in the finals. We hadn't spoken separately since arriving at the venue. There was an implicit agreement to talk only when we were the last two standing in the finals.

Round of 16 match. My opponent was an Indonesian-American Grandmaster. He was strong enough to have once won the U.S. Championship.

But his prime had already passed. Since chess is a sport of the mind rather than the body, the retirement point isn't clearly visible.

It's entirely possible for people in their 40s and 50s to be active players. The Champion himself was maintaining world number one status in his late 50s.

That doesn't mean chess is unaffected by age. It varies from person to person, but there is a point where rating slowly starts to decline.

*His moves aren't sharp. There are no creatively brilliant moves. Playing chess like this... he can't win.*

The Grandmaster sitting across from me was clearly a master in decline. I could tell just by exchanging a few moves.

It would be best for him to either refocus his mind more firmly or retire. I could vaguely see how this person should train to regain his prime.

*He has potential, which is a shame. He'd probably find it unpleasant if I gave him advice. I could really help him.*

I can see the path. More precisely, I can read it.

What my opponent is thinking when making moves. Where his weaknesses lie. I can tell without asking. It might be information he himself doesn't know. But to me, it was clear.

Back in his prime, he would have made much better moves. It was a bit disappointing to see someone capable of better not performing at their best.

First game of the round of 16. Victory by resignation at move 25.

And the second game. I felt like I could toy with my opponent.

Though he was also a Grandmaster, strong enough to reach the round of 16 in the Chess World Cup... he was a level below me.

*Why is he playing like that? There are so many better moves.*

I tilted my head and slowly applied pressure. Instead of killing quickly, I left one breathing hole to see more moves.

*Isn't this the time to think more deeply and calculate? His time management is completely off. If you're losing, you should use plenty of time to turn things around.*

It was a boring game. I had expectations because he was supposedly famous, but it was nothing special.

*I was planning to aim for a draw to conserve energy since I won the first game, but at this rate I have no choice but to win.*

I eliminated variables one by one and gifted my opponent a path to defeat. According to my analysis, he had no choice but to walk this path.

If he had the skill to avoid it, he would have done so already. I easily secured the victory and confirmed my advancement to the quarterfinals.
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The Champion's Gambit: Chapter 246

The quarterfinal match was unexpectedly challenging. Based on my opponent's rating, I thought I'd win more easily, but it was tougher than anticipated.

They were strong, but... it felt different from true strength.

When playing chess with the Champion, I'd think "Wow, they're strong!" but with my quarterfinal opponent, it was more like "Oh... they're pretty good."

I knew I was fundamentally stronger, so I could view them from above. It felt like a national soccer player visiting a high school and saying, "Not bad kicking."

They were strong, but my victory was certain.

*This Chess World Cup seems like a commercial failure. Everyone's performance is underwhelming. Even the 2nd, 3rd, and 4th ranked players didn't show up.*

I'll probably cruise easily to the finals. Perhaps the scorching Middle Eastern weather is affecting everyone's performance.

I finished my match quickly and had enough energy to watch others play, but besides the Champion's games, there weren't any worth focusing on.

I'm not sure if they're conserving energy for later matches or if the heat has diminished their skills. Everyone seems capable of playing better but makes small mistakes at crucial moments.

True masters have a different aura. The Grandmasters I saw in the quarterfinals lacked that "sharp attack unique to Grandmasters."

Perhaps they're conserving energy since many matches remain. The Chess World Cup starts with 256 players, so that makes sense.

To be precise, 50 players get first-round byes, while 156 play the first round. The 78 winners from those matches join the 50 exempted players for the round of 128.

*Looking at the ratings of players who made it to the round of 16, they all have potential to aim for the finals. Maybe they're hiding their strength now to unleash it from the semifinals.*

Thinking again, it seemed strange. There are only four semifinalists—why wouldn't they give their all in the quarterfinals?

Setting aside conserving strength, you need to win first. The heat affecting their performance seems more plausible.

I've kept cool by eating ice cream daily. "Fighting fire with fire" is a myth; heat should be countered with cold.

Thanks to this consistent habit, I've easily overcome the heat.

"After much consideration, I think I won thanks to ice cream."

"Really?"

"Yes. So I should have some today too."

The Turkish traditional ice cream vendor. When I first came, he played cheerful pranks that made everyone laugh, but now he just hands over the ice cream.

I approached him with a friendly wave, holding out money. I extended two fingers, smiling contentedly while gazing at the ice cream container.

Today marked the end of the second quarterfinal match. It's the 18th day of the tournament. Since we arrived early to adjust to the time difference... it's actually the 21st day.

I've been buying ice cream from this man for three consecutive weeks.

Like a game with attendance rewards, I came daily. Despite not sharing a common language, we've developed a sense of familiarity.

"Thank you!"

I scurried over to Si-woo with two ice creams. The handsome man in sunglasses accepted the ice cream with a relaxed smile.

"One is for you!"

"Really?"

"It's a gift! A special present because I won today."

"I'm touched... Yeon sharing ice cream, who would've thought."

"When you say it like that, it sounds like I always eat it all myself. That's only happened a few times."

"I'm still touched every time. Our kind Yeon. So grateful and lovable."

We laughed together while enjoying the refreshing ice cream. In hot weather, eating quickly before it melts is crucial.

After rapidly consuming mine until my head nearly froze, I looked at Si-woo. At that slow pace, his would melt in this heat.

Melted ice cream on hands becomes sticky and unpleasant. Being a considerate girlfriend, I couldn't watch him face certain discomfort.

I had to help Si-woo. Two people eating together is faster than one.

"I see... you didn't share with me; you just needed someone to help carry it."

"No! It was about to melt, I had no choice!"

"I've only had two bites..."

"Why are you eating so slowly?"

I grinned shamelessly. The chess tournament schedule was so generous it became boring.

Standard tournaments typically feature one game per day. Chess players alternate between black and white pieces. There are also tiebreakers for draws.

*Tomorrow is the tiebreaker. Since I've already secured victory, it's meaningless. I'll have the whole day off.*

I used to wish for a rest day after tiebreakers. Now I don't understand why.

The schedule is so comfortable and relaxed.

*It's convenient that I'll meet the Champion in the finals. There's even a rest day after the semifinals. I can practice briefly then.*

Si-woo and I traveled around leisurely. Though we came for the chess tournament, we enjoyed ourselves like ordinary tourists.

I didn't particularly study chess. Not out of baseless pride... but because I was confident it wouldn't matter.

My semifinal opponent also seemed affected by the heat. There were several crucial moments in the quarterfinals where they kept making mistakes.

They won because their opponent played worse, not because they played well. It was disappointing in many ways.

Would they suddenly improve and pressure me in the semifinals? I doubt it.

After walking around briefly with Si-woo, I returned early to rest because it was too exhausting. I've been walking quite a bit lately to build stamina, but I'm still weak against the heat.

"After this tournament, I really need to exercise..."

"That's your seventh exercise declaration this season. Is it for real this time?"

"Even if determination only lasts three days, if you do it 100 times a year, that's 300 days. Try to understand."

I thought it probably wouldn't last three days in this heat. I really should build my stamina before the Championship... but I only think about it every day.

...
..
.

Semifinals. My opponent was a young Polish Grandmaster. Young, but still four years older than me. He's said to represent Poland.

He won the U19 Championship and participated in the Candidates Tournament once. He finished 7th there, barely avoiding last place.

*Still impressive. Just qualifying for the Candidates Tournament means you're among the elite.*

Career-wise, he's a perfect chess player. He's consistently achieved good results from childhood until now.

He might not become Champion, but he'll likely remain renowned in the chess world for years to come.

In the first match, I played black. My opponent started with Queen's Pawn Opening, and I responded with Indian Defense.

The opening developed into Nimzo-Indian Defense, which progressed quite favorably for black. Surprisingly, he accepted this line even though many avoid it because "Nimzo favors black."

Using opening knowledge learned from the Champion, I successfully gained initiative in the opening. I immediately applied pressure in the middlegame and secured victory.

From opening to time management, it was a victory worthy of being called "perfect."

For the second semifinal match, I played white. Suspecting he might enter Sicilian, I advanced my b-pawn into the Nimzowitsch-Larsen Attack.

Midway, I saw two good moves and spent 15 minutes choosing one, only to realize a few moves later that the other might have been better.

Still, it wasn't bad enough to call a mistake, so I finished the opening in decent shape.

The middlegame has always been my stage. Where imagination blooms and creativity and wisdom shine.

Since a draw would give me a 1.5-0.5 victory, I played freely without worry.

I made a somewhat risky sacrifice that worked brilliantly. By move 23, my opponent had only 4 minutes left and eventually lost on time.

My semifinal victory was clean and perfect.

The Champion, unfortunately, drew both matches and went to tiebreakers. The first draw was understandable for a Champion, but the second was disappointing.

*Maybe they're preparing for potential tiebreakers against me. Being meticulous... that makes sense.*

Deliberately drawing to practice tiebreakers. I'm too nervous to do that—truly befitting a Champion.

I'm already looking forward to our match. Throughout my semifinal victory... I was a bit bored. Everyone's skills fell short of my expectations.
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The day of the tiebreak, I didn't step out of my room even once. I handled everything by ordering room service or asking Si-woo to take care of things.

I spent the whole day lounging comfortably in the cool air conditioning. I even took a nap during the day, holding him tight, but I slept too long and couldn't get much sleep at night.

Aside from being tired from not sleeping much at night, I woke up feeling fine.

"Oh, I'm sleepy. Si-woo, can you make me a coffee?"

"Should I call room service?"

"No... just instant coffee."

Ra-hee called me a "taste-ignorant" for drinking instant coffee in Italy, but I honestly agree that instant coffee is the most convenient.

Just tear open the packet, pour in hot water, stir it around, and you're done. When I have an instant coffee packet nearby, I am the barista and this is my cafe.

Azerbaijan is next to Georgia, but that Georgia has nothing to do with coffee Georgia. If anything, it's related to the American state of Georgia.

*Instant coffee is definitely the best here.*

Si-woo boiled water, tore open the instant coffee packet, and poured it in. He brought a small teaspoon, stirred it thoroughly, and handed it to me.

"Thanks."

I usually just stir with the torn packet, but he's using a teaspoon.

I sat on the bed, looking outside while drinking my coffee. It was so hot I had to just barely touch it to my lips and blow on it.

It's almost time to head to the venue.

The competition for the Chess World Cup championship trophy.

Having already won in the semifinals, my spot in the Candidates Tournament is secured. Even if I lose today, I'll have another chance later, so I should play the chess I want to play without pressure.

"Go, go, fighting!"

I said in a small voice. It's time to go to work. I put on my sponsored clothes, wore my watch, and headed to the tournament hall.

I put on my stylish sunglasses and handed the parasol to Si-woo. Arm in arm with my most reliable bodyguard and husband, I strode confidently toward the venue.

Sound the march. The general is on her way.

I moved forward with confident steps, marching bravely toward the battlefield.

"Wait for me, I shall bring back victory."

We said our goodbyes in front of the venue. Si-woo stroked my head with a worried face.

"My delicate wife... can you do well today too?"

"Of course."

"I'll be cheering for you. Good luck, Yeon-a."

He gave me a farewell hug, transferring his warmth. Despite the hot sun making my body warm, there's a special kind of warmth that can only be conveyed through a hug.

I laughed and waved my hand. Then, watching Si-woo turn around, looking at his broad back, my face gradually hardened.

I had become a general heading back to the battlefield.

I will advance gallantly forward.
I will take the enemy general's head and return.
Before this ice cream melts!

Thinking about it again, isn't ice cream already cold? Even after saying it, something about the expression didn't feel right.

*Let's just go with winning and coming back.*

With a serious face, I strode into the venue. The same people I saw in the semifinals were still there.

That's because the finals and the 3rd/4th place matches are held simultaneously. I don't know who will take third place, but I hope the less skilled player gets lucky and takes it.

There are two tickets to the Candidates Tournament at stake in the Chess World Cup. The Champion is excluded from the start, and I've secured my ticket by reaching the finals.

Both players in the 3rd/4th place match haven't received Candidates Tournament tickets, so the winner of this match will get one.

*I'd prefer if the weaker player advances, but honestly, it doesn't matter who comes up. I can beat them all!*

I clenched my fist and filled myself with confidence. My heart was pounding.

Now as before, words like "Candidates Tournament" and "Championship" create a strange trembling that stirs one's heartstrings.

To make a comparison, it's like a Mecha-Tyrannosaurus. With huge railguns on both sides and wings so it can fly too.

Just thinking about it stirs your heart, doesn't it?

For chess players, the Candidates Tournament and Championship have that kind of resonance. Something that can't be explained by simple words like money, power, or honor.

A dream.

The dream of reaching the highest position.

My heart flutters with excitement and tension. I wish that day would come soon.

I slowly walked to my seat.

"Nice to see you."

"Yes, it's been a while."

We exchanged a light handshake and sat down. I hung my coat on the chair, rested my chin on my hand, and looked around.

"You'll hurt your back. Don't sit like that."

"Eh..."

"Health is the most important thing if you want to play chess for a long time."

"Yes, I understand."

I looked at him with a slight smile.

When playing chess, I call him Champion; when chatting casually, I call him Mister; but at times like this, the title "father" suits him best.

I straightened my back and sat upright, leaning against the backrest. The sponsored chair I'm using feels good, so I like it.

I tilted the backrest and sat comfortably. With two heavy weights attached to the front, it's quite heavy when you just sit.

Si-woo really likes them and so do I... but they're quite a burden on health. They make your shoulders stiff and your body keeps bending forward.

I placed my hand under my chin and pulled it up to stretch my neck. I also stretched my arms, and showed off my flexibility by pulling my waist backward.

"Youth must be nice. Being able to move like a fresh live fish."

"I'm just stretching, why call me a live fish?"

"When I used to go fishing on a boat long ago, the biggest one I caught was flapping just like you are now."

"Are you trying to psych me out before the game? Come on, I wouldn't fall for that. Hmph, you've changed."

I brushed off the small talk and finished stretching. Shortly after, when it was time for the game to start, a man who looked like an oil tycoon approached.

With an appearance like the prototype of a Middle Eastern gentleman. He introduced himself in fluent English as the president of the Azerbaijan Chess Federation.

*They don't seem to do ceremonial first moves much these days, so this is rare.*

Just as baseball has ceremonial first pitches, chess has ceremonial first moves. Important people come and make the first move before leaving.

It's not really a meaningful action. Just taking a photo, that's about it. They make the first move and leave, but you don't have to continue with that move.

If you don't like it, you can take it back and reset the clock, or if you were planning to make that move anyway, you can just press the clock to pass the turn.

For the first game of the Chess World Cup finals, I had the white pieces, and the person who came to make the ceremonial move looked at me with oily eyes and nodded.

His face wasn't intentionally oily-looking; it was just naturally a bit that way. He gazed at me deeply and made the ceremonial move by advancing the b-pawn one square.

*Wow, this is really unusual. Making a ceremonial move other than e4 or d4.*

Ceremonial moves are really just for taking photos with important people and have no other meaning. In photos where the chess board is visible, aesthetically, moves other than e4 or d4 don't look as good.

When a pawn is advanced in the center, it looks like you're playing chess, but when a side pawn is advanced, it doesn't have the same feel.

*There's no big difference, but usually it's e4 or d4 because they're central pawns. The fact that he specifically pushed the b-pawn to show the Nimzo-Larsen... does he want to see me play that opening?*

I glanced at the Middle Eastern gentleman's oily gaze. Eyes showing excessive interest in me. It seems I'm right.

After taking a photo, shaking hands with the Champion and me, he left. I shook hands with the Champion and then looked at the board, thinking.

Should I go along with it or not? Should I try to beat the Champion with the Nimzo-Larsen?

*Instead of wasting time thinking about it, let's just do it! The Nimzo is secretly a powerful opening. It's my occasional joker pick and surprisingly good.*

I didn't take back the ceremonial move and pressed the chess clock. The Champion glanced at me. I shrugged my shoulders and smiled.

Even if I lose the first game, I can turn it around tomorrow. He's not an invincible player, and I already have a better head-to-head record against him, so there's no need to worry.

The one who should be worried now is not me but the Champion.

I pulled out my joker from the first game. The Nimzo-Larsen occupies a rather unique position among openings that White plays as the first move.

Among well-known openings, it's the most minor and has the lowest draw rate. Openings with lower draw rates than the Nimzo-Larsen are flawed openings where Black's win rate is higher than White's.

The Nimzo-Larsen is unique in that White's win rate isn't significantly lower, the draw probability is low, and there are no major theoretical flaws.

Since it's determined by the first move and subsequent transitions are not easy, it can be considered perfect.

*Since I've played the Nimzo, if it proceeds properly, there won't be a draw. The one who should be nervous is not me but the Champion.*

The Champion spent 3 minutes just making his first move. The fact that he spent so much time thinking, even though his move was predetermined, means he's feeling quite pressured.

It seems I've already gained a psychological advantage.

With a good opening start, I quickly pressed forward. The Champion prevented the center from opening, and I worked to open the center.

The bishop, occupying the long diagonal, moved brilliantly and shook the board. The Champion killed my influence with an amazing knight maneuver.

My moves were flawless, but today the Champion was as sharp as if he was in top form, and his moves felt so heavy it was as if he was making two moves in one turn.

In the end, the middlegame ended without any significant advantage.

The endgame was a rook-bishop vs. rook-knight ending, with me having the rook-bishop.

In the endgame, bishops are good when pawns are far apart, and knights are good when pawns are close together. Based on this basic theory, we exchanged what we needed to give and took what we needed to take.

All those exchanges were difficult to create imbalances. At the end, I did get a one-pawn advantage, but it was a situation where the king could block it.

Chess World Cup Game 1, I pulled out the Nimzo-Larsen to put pressure on and seek a decision, but the result was an agreed draw.

Indeed... he wasn't an opponent I could easily defeat.

*Still, it was fun. This was the first satisfying game in this tournament.*
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## Chapter 248

The Chess World Cup finals, game 2. Since I couldn't win with White in the first game, I now needed to aim for victory with Black.

Even if this game ended in a draw, the final score would be 1-1, but I didn't want to go into tiebreaks. The Chess World Cup has four different tiebreak stages.

The first tiebreak is 25 minutes with 10-second increment Rapid, the second is 10 minutes with 10-second increment Rapid, the third is 5 minutes with 3-second increment Blitz, and the final is Armageddon.

If I don't secure victory today, things could drag on like that. To avoid unnecessary variables, it's best to settle things today.

*Before, increasing variables was beneficial, but now I don't need that. I don't think my skills are inferior to the Champion's.*

I need to win with Black. Win despite giving up the first-move advantage and prevent going into tiebreaks.

Recalling yesterday's draw, I headed to the playing hall.

Thinking about it again, it was a flawless game. Not a single minor mistake—nearly perfect. Against anyone but the Champion, I would have definitely won.

*It's disappointing. I played so well, but the Champion played surprisingly well too. When both play well, a draw is the natural outcome...*

The Champion was certainly strong in the endgame. I never imagined he would resolve a rook-bishop vs. rook-knight ending that way.

In the best position, he exchanged rooks, sacrificed his knight to gain tempo and threaten promotion, then exchanged pawns while pressuring my bishop.

A bishop ultimately can't control squares of the opposite color, so pawn positions can determine whether promotion is possible.

He used that to create an unfavorable pawn structure for me and eventually forced a drawn pawn ending.

*Today I'll apply more pressure in the middlegame. Yesterday's problem was opening the center too late, which limited the variables.*

Sitting at the Chess World Cup finals venue, I pondered quietly. Starting without the first-move advantage makes it difficult to gain an opening advantage.

Opening the center and playing in an open position would be good, but I can't risk forcing it and suffering losses.

Chess is a game between two people, so mutual agreement is important. I can't just open the center because I want to.

If there were a large skill gap, I could force it, but with our similar skill levels, that's impossible.

I took a deep breath while waiting for the Champion. A few minutes later, the game start time approached. The Champion, playing White, pushed his king's pawn forward two squares without hesitation.

*Open Game or Sicilian...*

My two most frequently chosen openings. Since I'm determined to win, the Sicilian seems better, but I have a feeling he might counter it.

After brief consideration, I pushed my d-pawn one square.

Pirc Defense—though I'm not sure why it's called Pirc. It's named after a 20th-century Yugoslavian master.

It's a hypermodern opening where you concede the center and counterattack later. Its imbalanced nature results in a very low draw rate.

Statistically, it has an even lower draw rate than the Sicilian. It's less commonly played only because Black's winning percentage is lower.

*It's hard to call it good, but it's not unplayable. I did study it briefly yesterday.*

The Champion would likely go for the 150 Attack. It's called that because players with a rating of 150 could win with it—though that's in the old rating system, roughly equivalent to 1800 ELO.

With that level of skill, the 150 Attack is an easy winning line. There's no need to use sidelines when the main line works well.

*The Champion is strong with sidelines too, but when the main line is strong, he follows it.*

As I predicted, he followed the 150 Attack line. The Austrian Attack was also possible, but it's too aggressive.

The Champion, who generally prefers defensive lines, wouldn't likely choose the Austrian Attack.

*My prediction was right. It feels strange... I usually lose the opening psychological battle.*

I could vaguely see what moves the Champion wanted to play. This was thanks to the opening training and exchanges we had over the past two weeks.

It felt like I had the Champion in the palm of my hand, observing him. At the same time, I felt a bit sorry. Had I forced him to share his secrets?

*But there's no need for sympathy. He agreed because he thought it was fair. If he really thought it wasn't right, he would have refused. That's the kind of person he is.*

I successfully entered the middlegame with a small advantage from the opening. In terms of evaluation, it's about +0.2, but there seem to be many tactical opportunities.

It's an advantage difficult to measure by engine evaluation alone. The center is quite open, creating a chaotic situation favorable for both sides.

This kind of messy position is exactly what I wanted. White is still slightly better, but strategically, I can consider this a success.

However, the middlegame situation differed from my expectations.

I thought I'd have the advantage in an open position, but the Champion began to press hard, leveraging his first-move advantage.

He attacked fiercely like someone threatened not to reach the endgame. I didn't expect him to use the method of advancing the pawns in front of his king to attack.

It was a move that created weaknesses while greatly increasing attacking power, and experiencing it was quite frightening.

*This is something I often did when learning openings... now I'm on the receiving end. As expected, you weren't just sitting there taking it.*

It was so intense my mouth went dry. The Champion attacked without fear of creating weaknesses. I spent time desperately blocking his advances.

To use an analogy, it was like removing a lower stone to prop up an upper one. That was the only path, his attack was so sharp.

It was uncomfortable both defending and attacking.

It was like fencing on thin ice, with my opponent stomping strongly toward me.
Even if my feet got wet, I had no choice but to firmly plant my legs and block.

Excessive attacks and forced defenses. It was a muddy battle unlike any chess I'd seen before.

I thought this was my home ground, but once we reached that situation, I felt embarrassed to claim it as such.

We were only at move 27. The remaining time was 6 minutes for me and 8 minutes for the Champion.

Additional time would be given at move 40, but we had so little left.

*Theoretically, it's possible if we use 30 seconds per move. But... that's impossible at this point.*

The thin ice had already broken, and we were both in freezing water. It was a battle of who would freeze to death later.

I pressed the chess clock quickly, saving even the time to breathe or blink. When pressing the chess clock, Black has an advantage over White.

The chess clock is positioned on the right for Black and on the left for White. If both are right-handed, White must cross arms to press the clock.

My heartbeat sounded loud. Despite having about 5 minutes left, I spent 3 minutes per move in deep thought.

In this breathtaking battle, the Champion was the first to freeze.

No one could blame him.

With less than a minute remaining, the move he finally made was a mistake, and the person sitting across from him was skilled enough to notice it.

It was a situation where either player could have won. I was the luckier one.

"Well played. Now, only one Championship remains..."

The Champion extended his hand with a bitter expression.

"Wait for me. I'll be coming for it soon."

I didn't say meaningless things like I won by luck or that he played well too. The only courtesy to my opponent was to shake hands quickly and end it.

Final score: 1.5-0.5.

Winner: Buyeo Yeon.

The fact that the Champion had lost to me twice spread worldwide within an hour.

This final was analyzed by countless people and brought despair to many aspiring chess players.

Everyone excitedly claimed that the chess game of the year had already appeared, and the World Anti-Doping Agency made surprise visits to conduct doping tests.

I didn't even have time to use the bathroom, and despite already going through metal detector checks multiple times, they came several times after the tournament to check for cheating.

With each test, my reputation grew. I had demonstrated that skill without using concentration-enhancing drugs or machine assistance.

People who didn't understand chess marveled at my intuitive accuracy and low centipawn loss, while those who knew chess were shocked at how a human could find such moves.

Online betting sites were already taking bets on the match between the Champion and me.

The odds of me not making it to the Championship were 5.6 to 1. And the odds for my victory were lower than those for my defeat.

People filled with national pride cheered my name. Without a mask, so many people recognized me that it became difficult to walk down the street.

It was a feeling I'd never experienced before. I realized this was the life real superstars lived.
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After winning the Chess World Cup, my schedule became three times busier than before. All kinds of media outlets were trying to flatter me just to get my face on their programs.

If it became too much, I could lock my door and do nothing... but did I really need to act that haughty?

The appearance fees weren't small change, and when they praised me as "Korea's chess hero" while offering substantial money, I couldn't refuse.

Besides, if I appeared on some shows but not others, someone might get upset, so I accepted all invitations.

From well-known channels to less popular ones, even personal internet broadcasts—I visited them all as long as the price was right. I even appeared on programs unrelated to chess.

Meeting people was exhausting, but everyone liked and respected me, which made it bearable.

*If this is what happens after winning the Chess World Cup, how much attention will I get after becoming Champion?*

Despite the grueling schedule, it was fulfilling and fun. Maybe they'll even put up birthday advertisements for me on large buildings later.

"Whew, today's filming is almost over."

"Yeah... it'll be done soon... Ah, I'm tired. Now I understand why you always complained about being exhausted."

"Right? The pressure of cameras watching is no joke..."

Today, Si-woo and I appeared on a program together. It was called something like "The Best Couple." Literally a show to select the most impressive couple.

My schedule was quite tight, so I'd been postponing non-chess programs when possible, but this one couldn't be delayed.

How could I not appear on a program selecting the best couple? Since Si-woo helped make me who I am today, we obviously needed to win first place.

The program content was a bit different from what we expected, but we managed to win first place anyway.

We thought they'd ask for love stories and then have people vote, but it was just a couples' sports day.

My physical strength is below average, but Si-woo carried me and worked hard enough for both of us to win first place.

The middle-aged celebrity couples couldn't compete with young, handsome Si-woo. During the three-legged race, Si-woo just picked me up and ran alone to win first place.

Clinging to Si-woo while moving around was something I did often anyway, so it went smoothly.

"Hmm, I'm glad we won first place. We showed everyone we're the best."

The first-place prize was fresh eel and some sponsored supplements. I wanted to ignore the supplements since they didn't have any special meaning, but... they seemed quite explicit.

*We're still minors, is this okay? Well, I guess it's fine since we're both minors.*

Looking through them quickly, I noticed they were all about benefits for men, improving sperm motility, increasing volume, and such.

There were few items for women, which made me a bit sad.

During today's filming, I approached an actress who had been friendly and showed off what we'd received. She patted my shoulder and whispered:

"That's a good thing. When a man has strength, a woman becomes happy."

I tilted my head in confusion. I tried to ask more, but she just said I'd understand when I grew up.

Since our newlywed home wasn't built yet, we took everything to Si-woo's house. As soon as we arrived, Si-woo asked his mother to prepare the eel and started hiding the supplements.

Si-woo is usually respectful to his parents, but he told his father, "Dad, these are mine," showing his determination not to share even a single pill.

The next day, he wrote down a list of the supplements and asked a pharmacist about the proper way to take them.

It was complicated—how many minutes after meals, how many pills per day. I would have forgotten after just one day, but Si-woo took them regularly without missing a single dose.

"Are those effective?"

"Ah, yes. I think they're good. My skeletal muscle mass has increased, and body fat has decreased. They really seem to work."

Was he taking them for exercise? When I looked at them before, I didn't think they had those effects.

I decided not to press the issue. It's fun watching Si-woo work on his body lately.

I roughly know what exercises he does, and it seems like he's increased the number of push-up sets recently.

Sometimes he does push-ups with me on his back. It's more fun than most amusement park rides, so I enjoy it every time.

And so our ordinary days continued.

Our newlywed home was almost complete, reaching the stage where we needed to consider interior design and start looking at furniture.

I passed all the annoying choices to Si-woo and focused on making money. My aesthetic sense isn't great, so if I chose everything, our home would end up looking like a chessboard.

The house was finally completed around winter break. Neither of us had any interest in college, so we spent our time comfortably, and there was nothing special about winter break.

We were always together as usual.

By the time wallpaper was being put up and flooring was being installed in our newlywed home, the new year arrived.

We turned on a live broadcast of the New Year's Eve bell on our phones and kissed for a long time as the bell rang.

Lying on the bed and kissing... it felt strange.

We're adults now.

"Si-woo... we're adults now, right?"

"Yes."

"Then..."

I looked into Si-woo's eyes. Eyes as hot as if they contained the sun. I felt like I was being devoured by his gaze.

"Want to try drinking alcohol?"

"Ah..."

For some reason, Si-woo looked at me with a very disappointed face. Isn't drinking alcohol common sense when you become an adult?

According to the Youth Protection Act, you can purchase alcohol from January 1st of the year you turn 19. January 1st of the year you turn 19. That's exactly today.

Drinking is a separate matter, but by social convention, if you can't buy it, you shouldn't drink it, right?

"...Let's drink alcohol."

"Yes!"

Si-woo jumped up to get alcohol. For some reason, he seemed to lack energy. Must be my imagination?

Si-woo came back with expensive liquors in both hands. His father had generously told him to take them.

"Did they allow just the two of us to drink?"

"Yes. It'll be fine if we drink slowly."

"No way. When drinking for the first time, an adult should be present. What if something happens to two kids drinking alone?"

I jokingly called for his father and mother. Si-woo was showing a sulky face more than usual today.

*Now that we're really adults... I don't have many days left to tease him one-sidedly. I should do it while I still can.*

Si-woo, who had already reached enlightenment in patience, forgave me this time too. He agreed to drink with his parents.

I learned that when drinking with adults, you should turn your head and cover your glass. Got it.

"Yeon-a, how does the alcohol taste?"

"It's bitter..."

This was my first time drinking alcohol in both my past and present lives. The initial taste was like laboratory alcohol, and the aftertaste was bitter and astringent.

Is expensive alcohol supposed to taste like this?

"Then try this one."

I took the drink his father offered and gulped it down. The alcohol scent was much weaker, but it was still difficult.

"How does it taste?"

"Bitter..."

It seems I'm not built for alcohol. The smell of alcohol feels nauseating. The alcohol overpowers other flavors, making it hard to stay focused.

Si-woo seemed to drink quite well, but alcohol really didn't suit me.

"Hmm, I guess alcohol isn't for me..."

Since it was my first time drinking, I didn't even fill half a glass. I only took two sips, which wouldn't even amount to one full glass.

But my face was already burning hot.

"You really can't handle alcohol. You shouldn't drink. It's bad for your health."

"Please give me just one more glass. It's my first time drinking... I want to taste each kind."

This time Si-woo poured for me. Since Si-woo poured it, I didn't hesitate and tossed it into my mouth.

The alcohol scent rose immediately. It really doesn't suit my body.

"Whew, I'm hot..."

I barely drank anything, but my body was burning up. My mind was foggy as if I'd just woken up, and my eyes were closing.

I really can't handle alcohol.

Although my mind was foggy, I could still make basic judgments. Not enough to cause a scene. I could probably find my way home from a drinking party gracefully.

"Yeon-a. You should stop drinking now."

I took out my phone and looked at my face. I hadn't even had many drinks, but my forehead was already flushed red.

"Uhhh... I wanted to drink with Si-woo..."

Maybe because of the alcohol, my emotions were more volatile than usual. Tears welled up in my eyes.

"Y-Yeon-a. Are you okay?"

"I'm sad..."

Once the tears started flowing, they quickly snowballed into a flood. Why would mere alcohol make me so sad?

I wasn't actually that sad, but the alcohol made tears stream down my face.

"Uhhh..."

That's how my first drinking experience ended. Si-woo held me tight and comforted me by patting my back. The tears wouldn't stop easily.

It seems this is my drinking habit...
Si-woo lay beside me until I fell asleep, holding me tight. I nestled comfortably in his arms, started nodding off, and soon fell asleep.

Our first day of the new year was truly eventful.
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I carefully analyzed the text, identifying all character names, terms, and places from the glossary. This is a chess-focused webnovel chapter where the protagonist is competing in the Candidates Tournament.

The Champion's Challenger

The Candidates Tournament runs from March 10th to March 28th. Each player plays two games against every other player, for a total of 14 games.

There's a rest day every four days. After rounds 1, 2, and 3, there's a break. After rounds 4, 5, and 6, there's another break. The tournament continues in this pattern, with tie-break games scheduled for the final day.

The tie-break rules are complicated when examined closely, but I don't really need to worry about them. They're just for determining rankings among tied players. For someone like me aiming for an undefeated victory with over 10 points, tie-breaks aren't particularly meaningful.

The prize money... winning first place would be enough to build another newlywed home. The base prize is already enormous, and there are additional bonuses based on points earned.

From an economic perspective, chess isn't particularly efficient for mid-to-lower tier Grandmasters. Compared to the number of people who enjoy chess, very few players receive significant benefits. In other words, the extremely small number of players who do receive those benefits can monopolize the wealth.

Grandmasters with mediocre results struggle so much they look for arbiter positions with chess associations, while top-performing Grandmasters can earn a year's salary from a single tournament.

*Maybe I'll buy a car if I win this tournament.*

When I wasn't confident in my skills, I was afraid I might end up as a mediocre Grandmaster, but now I'm not afraid at all.

Just thinking about the better future ahead makes my heart race.

"Whew, now there's really not much time left!"

The Championship starts on November 9th this year. If I win the Candidates Tournament, I just need to wait a little longer and it's over.

I closed my eyes, trying to suppress my excitement.

Since the Candidates Tournament has each player playing two games against every other player, the schedule is predetermined.

Unlike Swiss System or tournament formats where you don't know who you'll face when, there's no need for that uncertainty in a double round-robin format.

*Simply judging by ratings to predict skill levels... round 3 will be the toughest, and round 5 should be the easiest.*

Everyone here is renowned for their chess skills. There's still a lot of talk about the wild card selection, but they seem skilled enough to deserve their place here.

*Still, there's no one I need to be particularly wary of or counter. I'll win.*

I clenched my fist and headed to the venue. Since eight people play simultaneously, four tables were prepared.

Each seat had the flag of the player's chess federation. The Korean flag, Taegeukgi, marked my seat.

Russia had their chess federation logo instead of their national flag. I guess it's their default to compete without their national flag.

In my past life when I was active, they also used the federation logo instead of the national flag due to anti-doping agency sanctions.

It seems they've done something else to cause this situation even after those sanctions ended. I don't know the exact reason since I'm not familiar with international politics.

*Russia, Korea, India, France, Britain. It's amazing to see the Korean flag among them again.*

I smiled and headed to my seat. After sitting down, I checked if the chair height was appropriate, then located the lounge and restrooms.

It's interesting that there's a women's restroom here. They existed before too, but weren't used by players so security wasn't as tight.

The restroom was clean. Plenty of toilet paper and clean water.

After thoroughly examining everything that could potentially affect my condition, I headed to the lounge. Appetizing snacks and water were available.

If my blood sugar drops during a game, I can come here for something sweet.

*This should be good enough.*

After finishing my inspection, I returned to my seat. There were cameras everywhere, which was distracting. Cameras filming the board from above, cameras capturing faces from the side, and wide-angle cameras too.

The Candidates Tournament films people's faces in such an intrusive way.

But I'm pretty, so it should be fine!

As I sat waiting, the games began.

I started my first game with the black pieces. My opponent strongly prefers e4 over d4, at about a 9:1 ratio. He's a King's Pawn player.

Without hesitation, he pushed his King's Pawn, and I responded with the Sicilian. The game proceeded into an Open Sicilian, then into the Sicilian Dragon Yugoslav Attack.

I sacrificed a pawn to gain activity for my bishop pair and pressed hard.

As someone with previous Candidates Tournament experience, I know how to navigate this tournament advantageously.

The tip is very simple. Win the first and second games!

In a competition where eight people vie for first place, when one person pulls ahead, those behind feel anxious.

Those who've already accumulated losses start to lose heart, while those who've managed draws try to catch up by taking risks, often leading to their downfall.

Occasionally someone succeeds with that risky approach, but if you win your round 3 game at that point, it's over.

When I alone have 3 points while others are struggling at 1.5 points, the tournament is essentially decided.

After that, you just need to play safely and aim for draws. This is the perfect strategy that only experienced players can execute.

*To do this, you only need one thing. Chess skill. With that, anyone can do it!*

It might sound nonsensical, but I'm serious. In tournaments like this, an early sprint is more advantageous than a slow start.

I deliberately created imbalances to pressure my opponent and secured a comfortable victory with endgame technique.

Two players won in round 1. Two lost, and four drew. I've successfully positioned myself above six players.

My round 2 opponent drew in round 1. With only a 0.5 point difference, they probably weren't feeling anxious yet.

*Then I'll have to shake them up.*

I started with the white pieces. I pushed the pawn in front of my King, and my opponent responded with the same, accepting an open game.

Then, I boldly pushed my f-pawn, entering the King's Gambit.

My strategy to build a lead by winning rounds 1, 2, and 3 was genuine.

I had decided to use the King's Gambit whenever an open game presented itself, and I took the opportunity when it came.

My opponent seemed quite surprised by my opening choice and began consuming a lot of time. Perhaps they hadn't expected a King's Gambit in a standard time control game.

While the King's Gambit is considered refuted, such claims are meaningless in human vs. human competition.

If you thoroughly prepare sidelines, they can be effective. Even against a top-tier Grandmaster in a standard time control, it's not invincible.

I launched an attack based on a wide center. I kept pressing with quick attacks that created time pressure, and my opponent resigned before move 24.

The other player who won in round 1 only managed a draw in round 2, falling a step behind.

*I've put all seven opponents below me. They must be getting anxious now. They say it's a marathon with 14 games, but that probably doesn't feel real to them.*

A marathon finishes in a day, while the Candidates Tournament runs for 19 days.

Using a lot of energy early doesn't mean you can't play chess well later. There are rest days, and with only one game per day, how much energy could you really expend?

After just two rounds of the Candidates Tournament, I sent a message to everyone:

The Championship spot is mine.

And after round 3, when the gap between me and second place widened to a full point, I could tell them again:

Not only the Championship spot, but also the glory of the highest score in Candidates Tournament history will be mine.

Currently, the highest score in a Candidates Tournament is 9.5 points, with 5 wins and 9 draws. It's an impressive undefeated score, but it didn't exceed 10 points.

That's understandable when you gather eight of the world's most renowned chess players.

However, someone who aims to challenge and defeat the Champion should demonstrate that level of performance.

*The Champion is waiting. A person worthy of the nickname "God of Chess." To defeat him, I need to match his level.*

The day after round 3 was a rest day. Lying in bed all day looking at chess made my eyes feel like they would pop out.

While I had planned to go all-out to win the first three rounds, I had no such plan for round 4.

I didn't actually expect to succeed. A strategy of winning all three of the first games? Anyone familiar with the draw rate in top-level chess would find it hard to believe.

*Plan for rounds 4, 5, and 6: Widen the point gap even further to make them feel the difference in strength! Instill fear of me in their DNA, to firmly secure the Champion's position!*

I thought it was a perfect plan, but it went awry from round 4. I mean, using the Petroff Defense and constantly exchanging pieces before offering a draw is a bit much.

Trying to force a win might have backfired, and I didn't desperately need the points, so I took it easy for one game.

As compensation for the round 4 draw, I went all-out in round 5 and scored a three-pitch strikeout. In chess terms, I won.

Current score: 4 wins, 1 draw, 4.5 points. The gap with second place is so large I don't even need to check it.

Even at the Candidates Tournament level, stopping me was impossible.

Ch.251 - Towards the End (7)
Chapter 251

The opponent in the sixth round was strong. Usually not an exceptional player, but today they came prepared with razor-sharp moves, as if they had sharpened their blade beforehand.

They played really well, impressively so, performing beyond their usual ability.

But they had the misfortune of facing me.

They succeeded in surprising me with moves better than I anticipated. That's about as far as it went.

I'm not the type of opponent who loses just because I'm caught off guard. They only earned a "Wow, well played. Impressive" from me.

Despite their furious attack that momentarily pressured me, securing victory wasn't difficult. It seems I can no longer easily gauge my own skill level.

The Candidates Tournament. A competition gathering the best chess players in the world.

Though it was supposed to be a battle among the elite, a war of gods, I could feel the difference in class. It felt similar to when an International Master faces a Grandmaster.

I consistently maintained small advantages throughout, eventually securing victory.

After the sixth round ended, my opponent politely requested a review. A young player from China with surprisingly good manners.

He respectfully clasped his hands together asking for my guidance, and since it wasn't much trouble, I obliged. I don't dislike respectful people.

Fortunately, his English was quite good.

"Here, there was no need to attack immediately. Repositioning isn't bad, but the counter-play on this side is too strong."

"Ah, I see..."

"Repositioning to gain a better position is good, of course. But wouldn't it be perfect if you changed the environment to make your current position optimal?"

I explained thoroughly, thinking he could improve with a little guidance. I don't dislike people who want to grow and develop.

His speech pattern was amusingly reminiscent of martial arts novels. Despite speaking fluent English, his word choices and manner of speaking seemed like something from a Western.

"You played really well today. Much better than yesterday's game. If you continue like this, you could climb much higher."

"Thank you. Haha, to receive praise from the future Champion. It's an honor."

"I'm just acknowledging good play. According to my prediction... we might meet in the Championship within 20 years."

"Thank you for the high praise. I must brag to my friends."

We shook hands one last time before leaving. I thought he might bow with folded hands, but apparently not.

After leaving the venue, I researched a bit more about the person I just spoke with. His nationality was listed as Chinese, but more specifically Hong Kong.

His father is Spanish and his mother is from Hong Kong. No wonder I sensed that martial hero aura.

*His eyes were shining. People like that usually improve quickly in chess. I wonder when that light in his eyes will fade.*

Outside the venue, an interview was immediately conducted. It was set up with a large chess board beside me.

A chess player must be able to explain their moves. Placing meaning in every move and explaining the intention and strategy behind each one is what makes someone worthy of being called a "Grandmaster."

Those who can't face various dishonors. Not that I mind—I've always enjoyed explaining things in front of people.

"I think the move that decided this game was the 28th move, Rook to a3. I'm not exactly sure, but until then, the position was about 0.5 points in my favor. Is that right?"

They said it was exactly 0.56 points in my favor. Their faces showed curiosity about how I calculated the advantage.

I continued the interview with a slight smile. Since tomorrow was a rest day, I could afford a longer interview.

I explained each good move as I saw it, the meaning behind them, and showed sufficient respect for my opponent.

Before playing me, they were ranked 5th, afterward they dropped to 7th. But I was certain they would climb higher in the latter half.

"I think that player will finish in 4th place."

I said confidently. I had no evidence, but it just felt right.

I'm not sure exactly when it started, but I feel like my vision has broadened. I can see other players' abilities more clearly now.

There's a wall between me and other players, and standing on that wall, I can vaguely see the abilities of those standing below.

My prediction will probably be correct.

For those curious about my predicted rankings, I shared them.

First place would obviously be me. Second, third, and seventh, eighth places had too many variables to predict easily, but since it was just a casual prediction, I spoke lightly.

After the interview, I rested comfortably. Since the next day was also a rest day, I planned to relax today and study chess tomorrow.

I lounged around all day, only getting up when Si-woo suggested we take a walk.

On the rest day, I immersed myself in chess study, diligently honing my skills. Sometimes there are days when studying goes particularly well, and today was one of those days.

Knowledge seemed to sink in and stick in my brain.

After finishing my studies, the day of the 7th round dawned. After today's match, we'll be past the halfway point.

I will have played one game against each player, and after one more game with each, the Candidates Tournament will end.

My heart raced as the end of this long chess tournament gradually approached.

In the 7th round, I played with the black pieces. My opponent didn't accept the Sicilian and went for the Alapin, frustratingly forcing exchanges.

They created a situation where not exchanging queens would be disadvantageous, so I had no choice but to exchange.

Afterward, I tried to secure victory in the endgame, but my opponent defended very solidly. As expected of a top-tier Grandmaster.

The way they moved mechanically, blocking attacks precisely, was truly admirable.

*Wow, the future of chess looks bright. There are such skilled players out there.*

Their skill was remarkable, befitting a country that produces chess players from the ground up. They exuded experience, characteristic of a traditional chess powerhouse established since the 20th century.

In endgames, the most unique part of chess, experience and knowledge are paramount. People from that country have always been good at chess.

The 7th round ended in a draw.

At the halfway point, my record was 5 wins and 2 draws. In terms of points, that's an incredible 6.0 points.

My goal was 10 points, but at this rate, I might win with 12 points.

*I guess I really am good at chess. Seeing 6/7 next to my name... is that even possible?*

I chuckled while looking at the impressive score. It still seems unbelievable.

If I had shown this score to my past life self, I would have said, "The Russians are finally openly rigging matches! Bobby Fischer was right!"

Even to me, that score can only be explained by match-fixing. If I were Russian, I would have reasonably suspected that I had unknowingly agreed to lose.

From the 8th round, playing against people I had already faced once was much easier. However, something unfavorable happened to me.

Opponents who realized the "difference in class" all decided to "give up." Instead of trying to win, they just lay down, scratched their bellies, and essentially said, "I'm going for a draw," leaving me with no options.

Regardless of class difference, a top-tier Grandmaster determined to draw is hard to break through.

They came prepared with forced draw lines from the opening, leaving me no opportunities. I could have exploited any gaps, but there were none.

As a result, my performance in rounds 8 through 14 was not as good as in earlier rounds.

3 wins and 4 draws. I won against two players who couldn't properly execute the "lay down" strategy and the Hong Kong player who didn't give up.

My final score was 8 wins and 6 draws. In points, that's 11—the highest score in Candidates Tournament history.

Though I was disappointed not to maintain my first-half performance, 11 points is still incredible. If my past life self saw this score, they would have been startled and checked how many Russian players were participating.

*Does saying this make me sound too discriminatory? But... it's a reasonable suspicion for them. Hmm...*

I was careful with my words during interviews. I gave compliments to all players, creating a warm atmosphere.

Everyone seemed to acknowledge me.

Since the current Champion had held the strongest position for so long, there was an expectation that "a Champion must be overwhelmingly strong."

If someone barely managed to defeat an aging, weakened Champion, no one would recognize them as a true Champion.

In such an atmosphere, I emerged.

A new powerhouse who dominated the Candidates Tournament with an overwhelming record of 8 wins and 6 draws.

The atmosphere is changing.

From an old, ugly chess elder from Scotland to a young, pretty, cute, sexy, cool, smart (and so on) chess genius from South Korea!

Now, only the final step remains.

Chess must welcome a new Champion.
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## Chapter 252

Champions don't only exist in chess. Look at MMA or boxing—there are featherweight champions, lightweight champions, heavyweight champions, and many more.

While a chess champion is quite different from an MMA lightweight champion, a champion is still a champion. They have something in common: they compete in championships, face challengers, maintain their title if they win, and surrender it if they lose.

So, wouldn't it be okay for me to act like a challenger to an MMA champion? After all, this is about champions and challenges too.

"Hey, Si-woo, what do you think of this?"

["Isn't it time for the has-been to go home? He seems to have forgotten the word 'retirement.' He should step down before it gets uglier."]

One thing that adds excitement to MMA is trash talk—saying things that get under your opponent's skin to draw in viewers. That's also part of being a professional.

"Yeon-a... I don't think the wording is the issue. Do you really need to trash talk?"

"It's fun."

"I'm not sure. Chess fans and MMA fans are probably very different. You might just end up getting disciplined by the chess federation."

"R-really?"

"Yeah. What if they ban you from the championship?"

That was pretty convincing. Chess has always promoted itself as a "gentleman's game," so they might be strict about such things.

In the end, I gave up posting trash talk on my official social media account and decided to send private messages to the Champion instead. There shouldn't be any issues with one-on-one conversations.

[Me: Loser loser loser]

I kept it playful because logical arguments would get countered, and emotional jabs would just make things unpleasant.

He might be sensitive, so even being called a loser might hurt his feelings a little.

[Mister: Isn't it bedtime in Korea? Stop wasting time and go to sleep.]
[Me: Huh? What kid goes to bed at 2 AM these days? Loser old man! You know nothing about young people's lives]
[Mister: If you're bored, study chess. I can already see you crying after losing at the championship.]
[Me: Maybe the loser grandpa should be the one not crying? Loser loser]

I seemed to win this exchange. No evidence, but it felt like a victory.

*Just win like this at the championship. Simple, right?*

I lay in bed, holding my pounding heart. I usually go to bed right at midnight, but today I stayed up a bit later.

It's not because I'm nervous... I was just having fun and time flew by. I'm not nervous at all about the biggest chess tournament. Maybe it's because I'm confident I'll win. The feeling in my chest isn't nervousness—it's excitement. I'm looking forward to that day.

...
..
.

The championship starts in three months. To keep my edge, I entered a tournament in the Czech Republic.

I'd been talking about participating in this tournament for a month, but the Champion was nowhere to be seen. I was hoping to face him in what would feel like a preview of the championship.

*Avoiding a fight? He must be scared. Understandable, since his opponent is me!*

I won the Czech Open Chess Tournament, of course. With my form being this incredible, losing would be unthinkable.

It was slightly disappointing not to achieve a perfect score, but I gained a lot of rating points and received a hefty prize.

Though rating inflation makes it somewhat ambiguous, I've now surpassed my peak rating from my past life.

After the championship, I'll likely secure the world #2 rating position, and if I compete in a few more tournaments, I might even take the #1 spot.

*I should have climbed faster, but there's that strange rule where rating differences that are too large aren't fully reflected.*

Still, ratings are just numbers, so I didn't worry too much. Just a little disappointed.

After the Czech Open Chess Tournament, I went into seclusion for two months, not sharing any news with the outside world. I completely stopped social media and streaming activities.

I needed to finish my chess studies when my intuition was at its peak, to reach a level where I could dominate the Champion.

The current Champion has achieved so much that a narrow victory wouldn't earn me proper recognition.

Winning after a fierce battle in a tiebreak? Even if I became Champion that way, people would talk.

I can't stand the thought of people having meaningless debates about "Prime Champion vs. Buyeo Yeon."

I need to defeat the current Champion decisively, establishing as fact that even the Champion in his prime wouldn't stand a chance against me. Only then will I be able to sleep peacefully at night.

After two months of isolated training, I headed early to the championship venue. We had agreed to hold this championship in Paris, France.

I didn't care where it was held, and when I mentioned wanting a nice tourist destination like a honeymoon, they recommended this place.

France is also a foundational country for chess, so I agreed to having the championship in Paris.

*Even the chess federation FIDE has a French name, and seeing the Eiffel Tower wouldn't be bad.*

I also liked that it was the country of revolution. Young genius Buyeo Yeon defeating the Champion, an outdated relic of the old guard. A perfect scenario.

One month until the championship.

I'll stay at the hotel provided by the federation, adjusting to the time difference and foreign food while managing my condition.

Everything is proceeding perfectly. I've studied chess thoroughly, and there are no issues with my physical condition.

Si-woo, who takes care of my mental state, is always kind. Even when I show sharp reactions because of chess, he embraces me warmly with a gentle smile.

When you're winning, the important thing is simplification. Exchange pieces, reduce variables, and secure the victory.

Right now, I'm clearly winning against the Champion, and at the end of simplification, only victory awaits.

*Let's keep it this way.*

And so, I began adjusting my condition in France.

...
..
.

Anxiety is an emotion that sneaks in and takes deep root in your heart. Once it starts bothering you, it burrows endlessly.

It's an emotional manifestation that rational judgment can't comprehend.

It happened on my second day in France.

I went to bed early to adjust to the time difference, and as the price for falling asleep while not tired, I faced the punishment of "dreams."

When I fall asleep tightly held in Si-woo's arms, I should have good dreams, but not that night.

Memories from my past life that I wanted to forget. The most terrible memory from my past life—my final defeat.

I had agonized over not finding the move that could have secured victory, struggled until the end, and ultimately died. That memory suddenly came back.

Normally, I could have laughed it off.

After all, I died then, which is why I can now laugh comfortably and enjoy time with Si-woo. I could have moved past it with that thought.

But now, with the championship approaching, a different anxiety gnawed at my mind.

If I lose this championship too, will I die again?

What if I die and get a third chance? Would I have to live longing for Si-woo's existence for the rest of my life?

That's more frightening than death. Thinking about Si-woo left alone after my death tears my heart apart, and thinking about living another life without Si-woo makes me nauseous.

My reincarnation was a miracle that couldn't be explained by rational logic.

If the reason for my death and reincarnation is related to losing the championship, it's no longer just a simple hypothesis.

*I'm scared...*

I'm clearly stronger than the Champion. But the stronger player doesn't always win. Even if I have a 60% chance of winning, bad luck could still lead to defeat in the championship.

Once my mental state began to waver, it didn't easily return to normal.

"Yeon-a, it's okay. Take a deep breath. Breathe in slowly, and out. Slowly. Slowly."

Si-woo's comfort didn't help. The thought of never meeting such a wonderful person again made me feel like my body was being torn to shreds.

"S-Si-woo..."

In the end, there was only one way to eliminate this anxiety.

Far from logical reasoning, this was the only action that could soothe my heart.

"Can you do me a favor?"

"Anything. Whatever I can do, by any means necessary. Just tell me."

I looked at Si-woo, my lips trembling.

It's been over half a year since we became adults. We've both had our birthdays, becoming adults in the truest sense.

We're a couple who've promised marriage, and we'll officially wed after the championship.

The thought of saying it makes my face burn hot. Embarrassment overcame anxiety.

I hugged Si-woo tightly and gently bit his earlobe. Then I whispered softly.

"I want to have a baby..."

A way to overcome anxiety.

"W-will you... make a baby with me?"

Defeating the fear of death with the joy of creation.

Ch.253 - Championship (1)
The day of reckoning had finally come. As the saying goes, people who threaten "just you wait" are rarely the ones to fear. Most grudges fade with time as memory dulls the sharp edges of emotion.

I once believed that too.

But the past three years—all those times I teased and played pranks on Si-woo from my position of power, all the karma I'd accumulated—I never imagined it would be settled so thoroughly at once.

For a month, I hadn't played a single game of chess.
For a month, I hadn't worn clothes.
For a month, my body had contained Si-woo.

They say men think about it whenever they have the strength to lift a spoon. Si-woo had enough strength to lift me, and he actually did...

My face burned hot as I pulled the blanket up over my head. If he saw me blushing like this, he'd enter my body again.

It felt good, but with the Championship tomorrow, we needed to show some restraint.

For a month, I hadn't taken a single step outside our room, filling my body with new experiences.

What started as romantic and heart-fluttering had become almost frightening after nearly a month.

"Tomorrow's already the Championship... Time really flies, doesn't it, Yeon-a?"

"Y-yes. It really... felt like the month passed in a day. I was completely lost in it... and... it was amazing..."

I'd visited heaven more times than I could count.

Even though I could have refused whenever Si-woo wanted to, I never did. Sometimes I even used aegyo to beg for more.

I thought I might die—from happiness.

"Hehe, Yeon-a..." Si-woo hugged me tightly with a suggestive laugh. Simultaneously, I felt something pressing against my lower abdomen.

"S-Si-woo...?"

"...One last time. Please?"

Being people who understood "moderation," we had created a safe word. If I said "Little Si-woo," everything would stop immediately.

Safe words are typically words you wouldn't normally use, which is why "Little Si-woo" became ours.

After all, it would be difficult to use the word "little" to describe any part of him.

And with the creation of our safe word came our "enthusiastic consent" word.

"Big Si-woo..."

When I said this phrase, it meant "I consent until I don't even have the strength to lift a spoon."

"Big" was a word that frequently came to mind when looking at Si-woo, and blurting things out in the heat of the moment was my specialty.

It was the word that unleashed Si-woo's patience, and saying it meant I'd have trouble walking today, but... I said it anyway.

Young newlyweds in their prime were helpless creatures.

There was nothing morally wrong with a newlywed couple who loved each other and had clear plans for the future. They couldn't be expected to hold back.

"Pure love is beautiful. The one who holds back is the fool..."

I often forgot because Si-woo usually initiated, but I was actually the more aggressive one.

If we measured by whose head was higher up and for how long... I was definitely on top for longer periods.

"I was planning to study chess today... Y-you seduced me first. It's all your fault, Si-woo...!"

And so we made love even on the eve of the Championship.

...
..
.

Yeon was one of the most famous people in the chess world.

Her confident actions and bold chess style, contrasted with her shy personality and somewhat awkward behavior, made her even more popular than the Champion.

Stories about Yeon and her boyfriend Si-woo, who was always by her side, were beloved by many, and their displays of affection were always guaranteed to draw attention.

On Championship day—the day Yeon would emerge from her month-long seclusion behind locked doors—reporters waited eagerly.

Would she seize momentum in the first game and claim victory? Would she fall to the Champion's counterattack? Or would it end in a draw?

The journalists thought of their favorites as they awaited Yeon's appearance.

"Momentum" is surprisingly important in chess. Some superstitious reporters firmly believed that "the outcome is determined from the first appearance."

Walking out without energy meant certain defeat. To win, one needed to walk out confidently with a smile, certain of victory.

They peered through their cameras, waiting for Yeon's emergence.

As the hotel's large doors slowly opened, Yeon appeared hand-in-hand with Si-woo.

The person who first glimpsed them from their angle tilted their head in confusion.

After a month of intensive training, who exactly had been training?

Normally, when someone works hard at chess, they lose weight and vitality from stress and eating less. That was the usual pattern.

But Yeon's face looked even smoother and more radiant than before. She glowed as if she'd been eating and resting well.

Si-woo, on the other hand, looked thinner and tired. A month ago, he had appeared robust like a healthy adult male, but now he seemed somewhat exhausted and weak.

Yeon gave a confident interview before heading to the Championship venue.

Walking proudly toward the venue with the Association filming her in real-time, the path from the accommodations to the hotel belonged to her.

Si-woo, who was always by her side, now had to trust and let his wife go. The two parting with smiles were a work of art even casually captured.

This Championship had garnered more attention than any other in the past 25 years.

Previous Championships were always met with the assumption that "the Champion will win anyway." Challengers typically managed a series of draws without showing any real possibility of victory.

Since "that child" who achieved 13 consecutive draws against the Champion long ago, Championship popularity had waned.

Despite being chess's biggest tournament, it was overshadowed by the World Cup, Olympiad, Grand Swiss, and Candidates Tournament.

It seemed absurd, but the Champion's flawless skill made it possible.

The Championship regaining its true dignity was a once-in-25-years event.

The Association knew to strike while the iron was hot, and the French government wasn't foolish enough to miss out on tourists.

This historically grand Championship elevated both players almost uncomfortably.

Two accommodations positioned exactly opposite each other relative to the venue.
Two people walking along well-maintained roads.

Association officials with cameras adjusted their walking speed to ensure the two would meet exactly in the center.

The advertising costs for the official Championship broadcast that day were astonishing. Yeon's eyes widened, thinking she'd be happy with just 10% of that amount.

Could the Champion's dictatorship finally end?

Today would begin to reveal the answer.

The Championship, spanning up to three weeks, began with Yeon and the Champion meeting in the center, shaking hands and embracing.

"You must have worked really hard. You don't look well. I'll let you clock out early."

"You must have rested very comfortably. Yes, let's finish quickly. A checkmate around move 20 should be sufficient. Lasting that long against me would be impressive enough."

The two exchanged quips with slight smiles.

They entered the arena simultaneously. The friendly chatter ceased the moment they stepped inside.

Two players in formal attire on the battlefield. Words were unnecessary. Their moves would speak for them.

After passing through metal detectors, they headed to the main stage.

A table, chairs, and chess board placed in the center of the spacious venue.

Today's battlefield.

Upon arrival, Yeon bustled about checking the bathroom, lounge, and chair height, while the Champion calmly sat staring at the board.

The first game had the challenger playing White. Though they would alternate colors for each pair of games, making little difference overall, there could be psychological impact.

Yeon played aggressive, attacking chess. If her attack succeeded and she gained a one-point advantage from the first game, the Champion would feel on the back foot.

Conversely, if her attack failed and she lost... her chances of winning would plummet.

Statistics had proven that young players struggle to come back from behind.

The result of the first game could influence the entire Championship. Losing once meant needing to win twice to recover.

Everyone focused on the first game, particularly on what opening move Yeon would make.

The ceremonial first move was performed by the Chess Association president, who moved the pawn in front of the King forward two squares. As soon as photos were taken, Yeon pulled the pawn back without hesitation.

In the first game of the Chess Championship, Yeon's first move was advancing the pawn in front of the Queen two squares.

Breaking everyone's expectation of e4, she played d4. The Champion responded with d5, accepting a closed game, and Yeon smiled as she developed her Bishop.

The London System.

An opening that Yeon had used fewer than five times in her chess career across both lives.
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The London System. An opening named after the 1922 London Tournament. The first master-level player to use this opening did so in 1882, but it wasn't very popular at the time.

After the 1922 London Tournament, where the greatest players of the era—José Raúl Capablanca, Alexander Alekhine, and Akiba Rubinstein—used the London System, it gained popularity.

*If not for that day, the London System might not exist... Perhaps it was the day that had the most negative impact on chess.*

As far as I know, the London System became briefly popular after that tournament, but the trend didn't last long.

That makes sense, since it's an opening that doesn't give White much advantage at the master level.

It's so passive and defensive that you wonder why bother. White moves first, so why solidify the center with c3 and e3?

I don't think there's any need to desperately fortify the center like that. It completely gives up White's advantage, and I think it's an opening not worth playing.

It's had quite a negative impact on chess as a whole. Beginners who don't want to study openings just say "I'm going to play the London" and lie down, preventing any development.

Black gets stressed facing the frustrating position, and White doesn't develop either, so it's bad all around.

But despite all that, I chose the London System.

*Because... the Champion hates the London. Among everyone I know, the Champion hates the London the most. He uses every opening but absolutely refuses to play the London.*

Simply put, this is psychological warfare.

If he loses to a hated opening in the first round, even someone with great mental fortitude would be rattled.

If he's not bothered, then he's not human but an immortal. When I lose to the London, I feel sick thinking, "I lost to that cheap, no-skill opening?"

All that opening knowledge refined over sleepless nights gets mocked by the mindless triangle center reinforcement of 1. d4 2. Bf4 3. Nf3 4. e3 5. c3 6. Nbd2 7. Bd3.

If he plays the Ruy Lopez, I'll respond this way; for the Italian Game, I'll play like this; for the Queen's Gambit, I'll make these moves; for the English Opening, I'll do such and such.

To the Champion who worked hard with such thoughts... I wanted to show him "Well, I'll play the London!"

It's also true that I didn't have any suitable opening to play since I hadn't studied openings at all for a month.

If you haven't studied, you might as well coast through one game with a system opening.

After building the London System's characteristic "ultimate triangle formation," I stared intently at the Champion. His face looked full of worry.

I wonder how much he's cursing me inside. In my past life, the Champion and I once talked for over five hours about "why the London System has a negative impact on the chess world."

During the days when we created one controversy each month, I even said, "The London System is a super coward's shelter for those afraid of studying openings."

In other words, we were London-hating comrades. And I just betrayed that.

I'm already curious about what the Champion will grumble. Or if he loses a point from the first game, perhaps I shouldn't call him "Champion" anymore.

Setting aside various psychological factors and past stories, my opening choice was actually quite good.

For someone like me who couldn't prepare openings for a month, there couldn't have been a better opening.

The Champion didn't seem to know I would use the London System, as he played normally without any notable moves.

When the opening phase ended, the situation was quite equal, thanks to the London's defensive nature.

I didn't push too hard, and the Champion didn't try to forcefully break through the center either.

The fact that this was the first game was significant. It's nothing new for championship matches to have many draws, and first games are often about lightly testing each other.

Winning would be nice, but it doesn't matter if not. It's too early to show all your cards...

*But since when did I care about such things?*

If things continued this way, it was clear we'd reach a threefold repetition draw around move 30. I didn't want the first game to be that boring.

I advanced my b-pawn two squares.

A bold move opening the queenside battle and adding interest to the rigid situation. If I win this game, it will deserve an exclamation mark; if I lose, it will deserve a question mark.

Results always justify the process. If a move isn't bad enough to be called a "mistake," whether it's good or bad depends on how well you play the following moves.

The move I played wasn't bad enough to be called a "mistake." At least it was worth playing to seek a decision now.

This move was right to catch an old man trying to force a long match by drawing from the first game.

After making this confident move, I looked at the Champion. He didn't show any emotional reaction. Perhaps he expected I would start making decisive moves soon.

*Well, I've never been a complicated person, then or now.*

Wanting to catch my breath, I headed to the break room. I had made it clear I wouldn't settle for a draw, and now the true middlegame would begin.

This was the only time to rest.

I sank into the sofa and closed my eyes. The 64-square small world flickered before me.

The game I had just been playing appeared before my eyes, and various possibilities began to emerge. I filtered out moves that looked bad and calculated only those that seemed good.

I observed the world as a queen ruling over this small universe.

Although it was break time, my mind didn't rest for a moment and rotated rapidly.

Pieces moving click, click, click. I read all the moves the Champion might make and found responses to them. A perfect scenario was drawn.

*Good... if it proceeds like this, I'll have the advantage.*

I finished my meditation and opened my eyes. Then I walked gracefully back to the board. The move the Champion had made after much deliberation didn't deviate from my expectations.

I made my move without hesitation, then faced another long wait.

It feels like the Champion is squirming in my hand. I feel confident that I can handle whatever move he makes.

With each move, the board overflows with the energy of victory.

You don't need to make the best move. You just need to make a move that can beat your opponent.

These two statements seem the same but are slightly different. Not the best, but the strongest. Recognizing the limits of human perception and achieving victory in situations where engines would call for a "draw."

Even if it's not the best move, it's enough if it can induce mistakes from the opponent.

I increased my advantage and reduced the moves available to the Champion. Variables gradually decreased, and victory approached me.

The Champion was definitely the strongest person I had ever met.

However, it was difficult to say he was stronger than me.

It started as the London System, but soon no trace of London remained. This was thanks to exchanging pawns and eliminating passed pawns that could become variables.

The time to exchange queens had arrived. I continued to force the Champion with the question: "Will you accept the queen exchange, or will you lose a pawn?"

The Champion eventually had to accept my insistence. The queen exchange was completed, and the moment of the endgame approached.

It was an attractive endgame with White having a two-pawn advantage on the queenside. Both Black and White had two rooks each, with White having a knight and Black having a bishop.

The c-file was open, and Black's rook controlled the open file, but this advantage wasn't enough to offset the two-pawn advantage.

The Champion's endgame was indeed strong.

Even in such a disadvantageous situation, he managed to capture one of my pawns, reducing it to a one-pawn advantage, and at the end, he created a sophisticated stalemate trap.

If I had misread the position just once, it would have been a draw. That was close.

*Even a toothless lion still has claws, I guess...*

The Champion ultimately couldn't prevent my pawn from promoting, and he extended his hand first to signal his resignation.

"Good game."

"You too, sir."

"Would you mind reviewing the game with me? There were some parts I was confused about... I'd appreciate it."

"Of course."

I couldn't refuse a request to review the game from someone who had granted my request to teach me openings.

The old man listened to my explanation with a face that accepted defeat. He wasn't shaken at all by losing the first game of the championship.

Had he already resigned himself? Or... was he thinking about winning the next game, so he had no time to be sad?

I naturally thought it was the latter.

The old man's—no, the Champion's—eyes were shining brightly.

That gaze was certainly not the look of someone despairing after losing the first round. The Champion hadn't given up yet.

For a moment, I felt overwhelmed by the Champion's fiery gaze.

*He's still... not just an old man, but the Champion.*

I've only taken one step ahead. I calmed my excited heart and adjusted my condition for tomorrow's victory.
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After winning the first match, the second game came right away. The Championship follows a schedule of two days of matches followed by one day of rest.

If I win today, tomorrow's rest will be very comfortable, and if I draw today, I'll be relieved to have broken even.

But if I lose today... well, I'll feel pretty terrible. Spectators might enjoy watching a fierce battle, but for the players, it's nerve-wracking.

*Win with White, draw with Black. That's a time-honored strategy. Winning with Black would be great too, but that would be arrogant against the Champion.*

Since I didn't study openings and just played around, I have no choice. I won the first game well, so I need to consolidate that.

Anyway, out of 14 games, there will inevitably be a few draws, so intentionally creating a draw might be good.

"Phew..."

I sighed deeply as I headed to the Championship venue. The second match wasn't as glamorous as the first day.

They made a big show on the first day, but the second day was quite ordinary.

*But couldn't they have done all that fanfare on the opening ceremony day? Why specifically on the first day...*

There must have been a reason. I brushed aside these trivial matters and focused on chess. Getting distracted after winning one day is a recipe for losing the rest.

I spent the remaining time calming my mind.

I shook hands with the Champion, who had calmly moved past yesterday's defeat. Since we'd only met yesterday, no special conversation was needed.

While waiting blankly, the game start time approached.

The Champion's first move was advancing the King's pawn two squares. This contrasted with my use of the London System yesterday. Was this some kind of psychological warfare?

*People's reactions will be interesting. I used the London, and the Champion used the King's Pawn Opening.*

I rubbed my chin, contemplating which opening to use. About three openings came to mind.

First, using the Sicilian Defense as usual. Second, entering an Open Game since I said I'd aim for a draw. Third, unexpectedly showing a Modern Defense.

*The best option would be the Open Game, since entering the Ruy Lopez gives the good option of the Berlin Defense, and the Italian Game is also good for aiming for a draw.*

So I eliminated the Open Game from my options first. It's too obvious. This would be easily anticipated.

The Sicilian Defense and Modern Defense were my remaining options. Both are defenses I prepared for the Championship.

*It would be a waste to show my prepared Modern Defense here... Let's save that too. I should aim for victory in round 4.*

In the end, the opening I chose was the Sicilian Defense. Showing the Sicilian Defense after saying I'd aim for a draw.

It might seem contradictory, but I had my reasons.

A draw is ultimately worth 0.5 points. It's better to aim for victory and end up with a draw due to bad luck than to aim for a draw and get one.

*My Sicilian is a draw-oriented Sicilian.*

For my first move, I advanced the c-pawn, entering the Sicilian Defense. I planned to fight in the Classical Sicilian.

While pondering and feeling my way through my opening repertoire, the Champion's second move came.

The standard response to the Sicilian Defense is to enter the Open Sicilian. The Closed Sicilian is also possible, but when you know all the theory, the Open is best.

But the move the Champion chose was neither Open nor Closed.

For the second move, advancing the pawn in front of the Queen two squares to forcefully remove my c-pawn. Pushing the pawn in front of the Queen without preparing with a Knight.

Recapturing the pawn with the Queen here would mean accepting a disadvantage. Since it would be attacked by a Knight and forced to retreat, I'd lose tempo.

*This is... a gambit. A gambit in standard play. And against me in the Championship?*

I laughed and brushed my hair back. I never imagined something like the Smith-Morra Gambit would appear at the Grandmaster level.

Is the Champion underestimating me? That can't be. Having never beaten me in an official match, there's no way to underestimate me.

*If it's not underestimation, then it's serious. Did the Champion seriously play the Smith-Morra Gambit to beat me?*

I didn't know how to react.

While I was confused, the Champion followed the main line of the Smith-Morra Gambit. Playing d4 to start the gambit, then c3 to sacrifice another pawn and complete the gambit.

I captured the c3 pawn while developing my Knight. As a result, White sacrificed the d and c pawns and developed a Knight.

Black is ahead by 1 point due to losing only the c-pawn, but with no developed pieces, is exposed to a powerful attack.

*Even with a powerful attack, if I grit my teeth and play defensively, there's nothing I can't block. And once I block it, I'm the one who wins.*

A one-pawn difference determines the outcome in the endgame. This becomes even clearer when you consider how few gambits have survived to this day.

*From the moment we entered the Smith-Morra Gambit, the situation has already become favorable to me. Aiming for a draw in a favorable situation would be foolish...*

I think I understand why the Champion made such a risky move with a gambit.

By nature, I can't aim for a draw in a favorable situation. If I'm winning, I need to consolidate that advantage and secure the victory.

From the moment we entered the Smith-Morra Gambit, I had no choice but to play to win.

My strategy of aiming for a draw was already ruined.

*This is bait. If I lie down flat trying for a draw, the Champion can't beat me either. Only if I play to win do gaps appear that allow the Champion to beat me.*

Such determination in a losing situation. I can see the Champion's lofty pride and arrogance.

Since I took the bait, my action should be to digest it completely.

Anyway, since I've been given a chance to win, I might as well try.

I'll make the choice of the Smith-Morra Gambit the worst decision of this tournament.

I slowly formed a defensive formation and castled. Defense is the reverse of attack. It's about considering how the opponent will attack from their perspective.

I'm known as a player with strong attacks, but that doesn't mean I can't defend.

...
..
.

"...Good game."

"Yes. Good game to you too."

I sighed deeply as I shook hands with the Champion.

Round 2 match. Black showed skilled defense, but ultimately couldn't hold out. The Champion tormented me endlessly with pre-prepared moves.

Today, the Champion lived up to the nickname "God of Openings." The opening was sharp and strong.

*I never thought of such a move...*

To fall into such a trap as a Championship challenger. It's frustrating even thinking about it again. The more I replay it in my mind, the more my blood boils.

"Do you want to review the game?"

"Review... I don't really feel like it, but let's do it. You were really amazing today. I never thought you'd play the Smith-Morra Gambit like that."

I sat down again with a sigh-mixed smile. Without looking in a mirror, I was certain my hair was completely messed up.

*If I go out like this, I'll look like a wreck. I should go to the bathroom and fix my hair before leaving.*

I grimaced and then slowly made my face expressionless. Suppressing my anger, I filled my head with reason.

"Let's review now."

"Haha, I didn't expect you'd actually agree to review. You've really grown a lot. It's surprising."

"My mental doesn't collapse just because I lost once. After all, we're just at the starting point."

It's the painful agony of defeat, but I'm not actually in agony. Since I won the first game, losing the second puts me at break-even.

*We've exchanged blows from the beginning. Tsk.*

I didn't feel good, but I didn't feel completely broken either. I can handle this much. I've grown.

The Champion, with a triumphant face, explained the opening. Apparently, it was originally planned for rounds 6 or 8.

The Champion decided to use it in round 2 to break my momentum after the round 1 defeat.

*I have prepared openings too, so it's fine. I'll use them to win next time.*

Although I was very sad about losing, I was able to recover mentally before leaving the venue. I also untangled my hair and wiped off smudged makeup.

It would be nice if I could fix my makeup, but I don't have that ability. I've tried many times, but it never sticks.

During the interview, I analyzed the reasons for today's defeat in my own way and showed confidence that I would definitely win the next match.

There were rumors on the internet that my mental was weak, but seeing me now, they wouldn't be able to say that.

With such a decent face, I returned to my accommodation, and as soon as I arrived at the hotel room, I fell into Si-woo's arms and cried my heart out.

I'm okay... but sadness is unavoidable... and I feel better after crying once...

After crying my heart out, we did happy things together as a form of comfort.

This time, we stopped in the middle so I could properly study openings.
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The fourth day was a rest day. I spent it relaxing, reviewing my openings, and refining my strategy for the next match.

I seriously considered using the London System for the third game—for about 0.01 seconds—but decided that using it twice would be against good sportsmanship.

*Using it would be harmful to chess. It's like pinching a defender's thigh when the referee isn't looking in soccer.*

Perhaps the London System is even worse than that. If I ever become the president of the chess federation, I'd immediately ban both the London System and the Colle System.

Using the London System to win the first game was already like "selling my soul for victory," so using it again was absolutely out of the question.

For the third game, I decided on the fundamental King's Pawn Opening. It seemed appropriate to use my specialty, the Ruy Lopez, at least once.

I spent the entire rest day studying the Ruy Lopez lines.

When the third game day arrived, the Champion accepted the Open Game, allowing me to play the Ruy Lopez.

The game followed the main line until we entered the Anti-Marshall variation. We fought intensely in a closed position.

I feinted toward the queenside before fighting in the center, then suddenly sacrificed on the kingside.

Unable to withstand my strong attack, the Champion returned the sacrifice in an attempt to defend, but having spent too many resources on the attack, we reached an equal position.

Even though I wanted to continue fighting, it was impossible with so few pieces left. I tried to avoid a queen exchange to play for a win, but couldn't prevent the other pieces from being traded.

We arrived at one of the most complex endgames: a queen and pawn ending.

The queen is chess's most powerful piece, able to move to the most squares. There are too many possibilities to calculate everything.

I relied on intuition. In most endgames, you need to quickly centralize your king, but that's difficult in queen endings.

You never know when a pawn might fall.

We both consumed time rapidly, and just as we were running dangerously low, we received the final time increment.

From now on, each move would get a 30-second increment.

We fought fiercely, using the full 30 seconds for each move. But experienced chess players like the Champion and I eventually realize:

This game is a draw. Continuing would be pointless and time-consuming. Unless you're exceptionally confident in your stamina and willing to wait for your opponent to make a mistake, agreeing to a draw is the right choice.

After making a move, I leaned back in my chair to clear my head, and my eyes met the Champion's.

We communicated silently with our eyes.

-Shall we end this with a draw?

The game had already lasted over five hours. We would both collapse in our rooms afterward.

Continuing would clearly affect tomorrow's game. After exchanging meaningful glances, the Champion gently extended his hand to me.

"I'm not going to agree to a draw, so put your hand down."

His face asked why. There was no reason—I just refused because I wanted to annoy him.

I tormented the Champion with opposition for opposition's sake. The result was, of course, a draw. Total time spent: six hours.

I conducted the interview with an exhausted face. The Champion subtly criticized me, suggesting that refusing a draw was mere stubbornness.

I defended myself by saying "the challenger is beautiful."

I quickly ended the interview, returned to my room, and rested thoroughly. My stubbornness had earned me fatigue.

I had thought that if we were both tired, I'd have the advantage as the younger player. But for the fourth game, the Champion entered the playing hall looking completely refreshed.

I would have recovered fully if I'd just slept, but when newlyweds share a room, it's impossible to just sleep.

I've never made that cliché promise about "just holding hands." Once we're in bed together, things happen.

I know the virtue of moderation, so we only spent two hours. I wonder if I would have felt more refreshed had I slept during that time instead.

As soon as the Champion saw me, he engaged in psychological warfare, saying I looked tired and that he'd let me rest soon.

I'm past the age of getting upset by such trivial remarks. I extended my hand casually, saying let's just enjoy some chess.

Round four: the Champion with White, the challenger with Black. People estimated the Champion's winning chances at about 30%.

A draw was given 60% probability, while my chances of winning were just 10%. My loss in the second game must have influenced these predictions.

Seeing those ridiculous estimates, I was determined to win the fourth game. When the Champion pushed his d-pawn, I developed my knight to enter an Indian Defense.

The Champion naturally didn't play the London, and I chose the King's Indian Defense among the many Indian Defense lines.

This was an opening I once used as my main weapon but had abandoned after a major loss to the Champion.

The Champion moved quickly with a seemingly relaxed expression, following the main line directly into the variation where I had lost before.

*The Bayonet Attack... the beginning of a very powerful queenside attack. Side attacks should be countered in the center, but that's not easy.*

After repositioning my knight, I advanced my f-pawn for a quick center counter. The Champion developed his rook to e1 to reinforce the center.

It was a textbook game following opening theory perfectly—the kind of game you'd find in KID lecture materials.

The game proceeded with remarkably few surprises and perfect execution.

The Champion isn't someone you can beat with unprepared attacks. And I'm not weak enough to fall for such foolish aggression.

*I drained his energy so much, yet he doesn't make a single mistake.*

The game eventually ended in a draw. Afterward, people praised this fourth game as "the best game."

The average centipawn loss for both of us was just 2. Since 100 centipawns equals one pawn, this meant we each made an average error of only 0.02 pawns per move.

People who appreciate accurate chess might enjoy this game, I thought.

*But this isn't a good result for me. It's slightly disappointing, especially because I feel I couldn't have played any better.*

I kept thinking about my loss in the second game.

If I had drawn that one, I would have been 0.5 points ahead even with today's draw, which would have been reassuring.

After returning to my room, I spent time analyzing the fourth-round game. Tomorrow is another rest day. I'll practice chess all day, then play two more games.

In this 14-round Championship, unusually, seven rounds have rest days on odd-numbered rounds.

The schedule continues with Round 5, Round 6, rest day, Round 7, rest day, Round 8, Round 9. I want to gain the advantage before reaching the halfway point.

On rest days, I mainly studied chess, and when tired, spent time with Si-woo. It was like any other day, but Si-woo seemed to have something to say.

"Do you have something to tell me?"

"...No, it's nothing. If you don't know, forget it."

"Hmm?"

We don't celebrate anniversaries. We don't even make a big deal about birthdays. There shouldn't be any reason for him to say "if you don't know, forget it."

I kept asking, but Si-woo evaded, saying he'd tell me after I became Champion. His expression was so peculiar that it piqued my curiosity.

"It's okay. I'll take care of everything. You just focus on chasing your dream, Yeon."

If it's Si-woo saying it, I should trust him. Since he said it was fine and he'd handle it, I didn't ask further.

After the rest day, I played the fifth and sixth rounds. In Round 5, I had White.

I played the King's Pawn Opening, entering an Open Game. I wanted to use the Ruy Lopez again, but the Champion played the Petrov Defense.

If I had to summarize the Petrov Defense in one line, it would be: "I have no intention of winning this game, so let's just draw quickly."

It's not about playing to win, but threatening to force a draw.

With someone already known for defensive play using a purely defensive opening and desperately lying down, I had no options. We drew by threefold repetition at move 24.

In Round 6, the Champion played e4, and I used the Modern Opening I had prepared. But the Champion employed the same lying-down strategy.

I wondered if he really wanted to win, as he desperately forced a draw.

I had expected fierce battles after we each won one of the first two games, but the next four games all ended in draws.

*This won't do. I must win Round 7.*

After another rest day, Round 7 approached.

Today, I felt like I could win. I had dreamed of promoting two pawns the night before.

In the dream, two pawns on the second rank struggled upward, eventually both promoting to queens, checkmating the opponent, and then coming to embrace me.

*A promotion dream is more precious than a dragon dream. I can't lose with this.*

Although my condition wasn't ideal, the good dream suggested I would win. You tend to dream when you don't sleep well.

Managing one's condition is part of being a professional. I hid my condition issues and feigned overflowing confidence.

*Why is my condition suddenly so poor?*

I sat down pretending to be fine, but couldn't fool the Champion.

"You look unwell. Did you eat another whole tub of ice cream? Selling ice cream by the tub doesn't mean you should put it between your legs and eat it all."

"Stop nagging. I haven't been eating ice cream lately because my appetite's been off. I haven't had any ice cream for about three days."

"What did you say?"

The Champion was surprised. And at that moment, I felt my stomach turn.

"Ugh...!!"

With a sudden wave of nausea, I jumped up and ran to the bathroom. But nothing came out except drool.

*What's happening all of a sudden...*

After returning to my seat, I apologized for suddenly leaving.

The Champion's expression was strange. He usually maintains a near-expressionless face, but now his emotions were clear enough for even a fool to read.

Wide eyes of surprise, mouth open not knowing what to say, body stiff with shock.

After sitting stupidly for a while, the Champion regained his composure and said with a gentle smile:

"One against two is cheating, but since it's a good day, I won't point it out. Congratulations."

Ah...

Now I understood Si-woo's expression.

I held my father's hand tightly and smiled.

My goodness.

I never thought this day would come.

Ch.257 - Championship (5)
Chapter 257

Inside me... there really is a new life.

The emotions are so chaotic they're hard to express. They're clearly positive feelings, but difficult to describe with words like "joy" or "happiness."

I remember scenes from dramas and webtoons where women cry and laugh when they realize they're pregnant.
Now I understand why.

Various emotions swirl inside me, making my heart race and bringing tears to my eyes.

*Si-woo and my baby... a new life we created together...*

We haven't even decided on a prenatal name yet.

Looking back, it was a foolish thing to do. I asked to make a baby, and Si-woo took that request more seriously than anyone else would have.

After all that effort, it would have been more problematic if nothing had happened.

I should have prepared for what would come after deciding to create a life. But I was so happy that I forgot my original intentions and just did what I wanted.

Until now, I could do what I wanted and skip what I didn't want to do. My job is closer to freelancing, after all. Plus, Si-woo always supports me.

*But... that won't work anymore. I have a new life inside me. The most beautiful and precious life that I'm responsible for.*

My chest feels warm.

I don't usually like being tied down, but thinking about being tied to our baby makes me happy.
How beautiful and lovely will our baby be?

What should I do?

There are still more than 200 days until the baby is born.

My heart pounds. Pregnancy is truly a blessing.
Just knowing that the fruit of love with the person I love is inside me gives me an indescribable feeling of elation.

"I'm fine with postponing the match," he said in a gentle voice. Usually his voice is flat and stiff, but now it sounds as pleasant as someone reading a children's storybook.

I shook my head firmly.

Now that I finally feel a sense of responsibility, how could I avoid the match?

Having a child in my body is a blessing. It would be absurd to avoid competition after receiving such a blessing.

If a priest gives you a buff, you should go all out to melt the boss, not open your stats screen to take screenshots showing how strong you've become.

"It's one against two, so I'll win. Don't worry and just play chess."

The baby didn't just appear out of nowhere in a day. It was there yesterday, and probably on the opening day too.

Thinking about fertile days and pregnancy symptoms, I'm probably around 4 weeks along.

I've been carrying this life for 4 weeks and only just realized it. Now that I know I've been blessed, winning fair and square is the best option.

The Champion respected my choice. He's someone who always gives his all in chess, regardless of my condition.

I'll win without a handicap and dedicate that joy to our child.

With an elevated heart, I focused on the chess board.

Round 7. My day to play with the white pieces.

My first move was advancing the pawn in front of the King two squares. I was planning to use the Italian Game for a positional approach if the angle was right, but the Champion responded with the Sicilian Defense.

The Champion went with the d6 Sicilian, and after entering the Open Sicilian, I waited for Black's fifth move.

After thinking for about 3 minutes, the Champion developed the queenside Knight, entering the Classical Variation.

(Sicilian Defense: Classical Variation)

This variation isn't commonly used at amateur levels because of its ordinary name. But among d6 Sicilians, it has the highest win rate for Black.

While other Sicilians—Dragon, Najdorf, Scheveningen—advance pawns, the Classical develops a Knight, which helps overcome the characteristically slow development of the Sicilian.

The disadvantage... is that it's somewhat less flexible compared to the Najdorf.

Eventually, the Classical also pushes the a-pawn one square and operates similarly to the Najdorf, but in the Najdorf, the Knight moves later, allowing the queenside Knight to be developed to d7.

In the Classical, the Knight is already developed, so placing a Knight on d7 is impossible.

*Knight c6 ultimately blocks Black's semi-open c-file. Plus, it can't help the Knight on f6.*

If the Knight were on d7, it would connect with the Knight on f6, adding another layer of defense. But the Knight on c6 can't do that.

The c-file doesn't even open, making it difficult to use for attacks after queenside castling.

Openings are ultimately about enhancing your strengths while minimizing weaknesses, and exploiting your opponent's weaknesses while neutralizing their strengths.

I attacked Black's f6 Knight with Bishop g5 and pressured my opponent with queenside castling.

The best way to counter the Classical Sicilian.

The Richter-Rauzer Variation.

An opening that can significantly lower Black's win rate. Countless games have already proven the excellence of the Richter-Rauzer.

*I already know the best continuation by heart. The Classical Variation is a common line. What's important is responding properly when they deviate to a side line.*

As I expected, the Champion soon deviated to a side line. It doesn't look like a great move, but it's not unplayable either.

It creates a long-term weakness. Even if I want to punish it immediately, there's no way. The best I can do is hold onto it so the weakness can't be hidden.

I closed my eyes tightly and visualized the board.

*What move do I need to exploit that? I need to grab and hold the weakness quickly before it can be hidden.*

Should I redeploy my Knight? Or should I move my Bishop to a good diagonal in advance? It might also be good to look for an angle to push a pawn.

I immersed myself in the 64-square world and began calculating moves.

I was so deeply absorbed that I almost forgot my own existence. I combined and evaluated each move that came to mind, searching for the right path.

In this small world of black and white, I breathed and calculated moves.

Finally, I brought the best scenario I envisioned to the board. Like an artist, I placed my mental image on the board and imposed it on my opponent.

Follow my picture. Follow the best path I've found, and surrender victory to me.

I drew an intricate path to tempt the Champion. The Champion gently stepped into my trap. Just a little deeper, and I can capture.

I calculated moves with such intense focus that I felt light-headed. The 64-square world of black and white truly became my world.

I grabbed the piece firmly and advanced it with confidence.

This is different from the last match. This time, the path to victory is clearly visible.

The Champion struggled with all his might. His resistance was unexpectedly fierce, almost ruining the picture I had drawn.

Each time, I covered and redrew my picture on the board. A narrow board of just 64 squares, eight by eight.

In this small world, I am nothing less than a queen.

I control all situations, consider all variables, and draw the path to victory. Slowly, I pressured the Champion and forced disadvantages upon him.

Moves were played one after another.

The situation progressed perfectly. Everything unfolded exactly as I had envisioned in my mind, advancing toward victory.

If this continues, victory is mine. I can dedicate this glory to our child and move forward.

Before reaching the turning point, an opportunity to gain a score advantage appeared. I hid my smile behind the corner of my mouth. There's no need to get excited too early.

The moves continued to progress smoothly.

And finally, the move that would complete the picture I had been drawing appeared.

A move I had seen ten moves ahead. The most crucial, best, and greatest move of this match.

I slowly extended my hand toward the board. With this move, my victory would be certain. A fantastic Knight maneuver. Pressuring the Champion with this would force a material advantage.

But suddenly, a wave of nausea came over me.

"Ugh...!"

I withdrew my hand from the board and covered my mouth. I knew it was just dry heaving, but it was a reflexive action.

*Ugh, this is distracting... How beautiful are you trying to be when you're born that you're already troubling your mother?*

I reached for the board again. With this move, I can win. Certainly.

*But why do I feel so uneasy...?*

I'm confident in victory, yet anxious. I've experienced this situation before.

Yes, definitely. Back in the final match of the Championship, I felt this way. I was confident in victory and made my move, but there was one "losing move" I hadn't seen.

Perhaps... perhaps now too.

There's still plenty of time. I recalculated, looking for any move I might have missed.

I couldn't see it. No matter how I looked, that move seemed best.

*My form is at its peak right now. I'm the one who rules this small world of 64 squares...*

I covered my face with both hands. Let me think for just 3 more minutes.

One, two, three, four, ......

Time passed slowly. I read various possible moves and applied them to the board.

No matter how I looked at it, the move I saw seemed best, making it hard to concentrate. As my focus wavered, stray thoughts took its place.

Everything I've experienced passed before me like a panorama.

I recalled memories in a daze. Then, with an empty face, I looked at the board again.

Was the board always this wide?

It was a narrow world of just 64 squares, but countless possibilities jumped within that small world.

"Ah...."

I felt my vision suddenly expand.

Only now do I see how narrow a world I've been looking at all this time.

The world is vast. A world where infinite possibilities bloom.

Isn't the lovely life in my belly also part of those possibilities?

*Now, I see.*

I began to see a completely different path I hadn't read before. The move I had been reading until just now wasn't the best.

Stroking my belly, I made the truly best move I had found. The world is vast, so there might be even better moves.

But this move will bring victory in this match.

...
..
.

The resignation came 12 moves later.

Ch.258 - Championship (6)
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Victory interviews are one of my favorite things. I can proudly show off what I did well, and people look at me with admiration thinking, "Grandmasters really are different!"

It's an interview after winning, conducted to hear the cheers of many people. Though I usually love it, today I couldn't do it for long.

I could normally brag about myself all day, but today I used fatigue as an excuse and stopped after about 30 minutes.

*I need to tell the baby's father too...!*

I was extremely careful with my movements, becoming alert at even the slightest breeze.

From now on, I'm officially a vulnerable person recognized by society. Those stereotypical warnings that accompany violent content or dangerous activities—"caution advised for young children, the elderly, and pregnant women."

Now I'm included among those who "need caution."

Because I'm pregnant...

My heart is pounding.

Usually I'd hop along to the lodging, but today I walked with measured steps. Now that I know, I need to be careful.

Si-woo was waiting for me closer than usual.

"Darling...!"

"My wife, you're here?"

"Si-woo, Si-woo... hee, heeheeheee..."

You're going to be a father.

The thought of telling him makes my heart swell. It feels like colorful soap bubbles are blooming in my chest, pressing against my heart.

I held Si-woo's hand tightly and linked arms with him as if clinging to him. Then I looked up at my handsome husband, who's taller than me, and smiled brightly.

Our eyes met. My husband smiled at me more warmly than anyone else could and stroked my hair. Then he gently kissed my forehead.

We strolled through the streets at a pace so leisurely that even a turtle would call us "big brother." I stepped carefully on the ground, afraid of tripping over small stones.

"Si-woo... I have something to tell you."

I spoke to Si-woo in front of a scenic spot. His face looked like he would accept anything I said with a smile.

He was the person I loved most. When he looks at me with those beautiful eyes... I just want to tease him.

"I've found someone I love. I might even love them more than you..."

If I heard those words, I'd reflexively burst into tears and collapse on the ground. But Si-woo just laughed and took it calmly.

Si-woo spoke to me with a face that said "I knew it."

"I think I know who it is. I'm going to love that person too. But I'll still love you just as much, Yeon."

"...You knew?"

"How could I not? I spend all day watching you. Whether you're having a hard time or feeling sad, I can tell just by looking at my pure wife's face."

He must have been able to take it calmly because this wasn't the first time I'd teased him out of nowhere.

It seems he realized there was new life before I did. Si-woo is perceptive, so it makes sense.

"Yeon-a, isn't the path we're walking a bit different from usual?"

"Hmm... I guess it is."

"We're heading to the obstetrics clinic. The hotel is that way."

Was I playing into Si-woo's hands from the beginning? When I walk with Si-woo, I don't really pay attention to the route.

Now that he mentions it, the direction does seem a bit off. We're veering away from the path to our lodging.

"I really can't win against you, Si-woo."

I was worried about the language barrier since we're in France. But Si-woo said he had already arranged for an interpreter.

While doctors are likely to speak English, there could still be minor communication differences.

He said he had checked out all the hospitals in the area. Si-woo really is amazing.

I followed Si-woo to the hospital, got tested, and confirmed the results. It was indeed pregnancy.

"Congratulations."

"Congratulations to you too, on becoming a father!"

I carefully examined the test results. But... there was one unexpected fact. It's still early in the pregnancy so it's not certain, but there's a possibility of twins.

*So it wasn't 1 vs 2 but 1 vs 3...! When they said three against one, this is what they meant.*

They said it wasn't certain, but somehow I felt they were twins.

Si-woo is amazing, so making two at once is certainly possible for him. Because Si-woo is extraordinary.

Someone who satisfied me every single day for a month could definitely make two at once, I thought.

When we arrived at our lodging, we decided on prenatal nicknames and baby names together. Since it's still early in the pregnancy and we don't know the gender yet, we prepared a variety of names.

I thought about using chess terms for prenatal nicknames, but decided against it because it might be too distracting.

How nervous would I get if the prenatal nickname was "Queen" and a queen exchange situation came up? Same with "King."

Since no good names for prenatal nicknames came to mind, we postponed it. We decided to first confirm if they were indeed twins, then name them.

Neither Si-woo nor I were particularly superstitious. Rather than attaching some profound meaning to names, we preferred ones that simply sounded nice.

If we couldn't decide on prenatal nicknames, we could just call them by their names. We believed giving lots of love was better than following conventional rituals.

Back at our lodging, we hugged each other tightly and rested. The doctor said it was fine for us to be intimate since I'm young and healthy, but there are limits on days like today.

I felt his hand gently stroking my belly as we rested quietly.

But as we held each other close and he caressed my belly, my heart started pounding again, and a strange atmosphere began to form.

*If we do that kind of thing again today... I'll really look like a pervert...*

While I was hesitating, my eyes met Si-woo's. He whispered in my ear that we could be careful.

I'm a young and healthy woman... the doctor said it was okay... and pregnant women should do what they want...

My resolution not to do it didn't last even five minutes.

We looked at each other and pressed our palms together.

We looked at each other and our eyes met.

We looked at each other and our lips met.

Finally, our navels met.

We were newlyweds.

...
..
.

Usually there's a day of rest after even-numbered rounds, but exceptionally, there's a rest day right after the 7th game.

On the rest day, I focused on studying chess again. I could feel my vision broadening. Even when preparing openings, I could see from a different perspective than usual.

In chess, Black moves second, so there are more openings to prepare than for White. I had to spend all day in my room refining openings.

Si-woo helped a lot. In chess, 99% of what's called a "Novelty" has actually been used at least once before.

Even openings named after players weren't named because those players used them first, but because they researched them, wrote explanations like "this is good because..." in magazines, and popularized them.

Chess is a game with a long history, where game notations are recorded and made public. You can assume that all possible opening moves have already been played.

Our job is to select good moves, interesting moves, moves that can pressure the opponent, and refine them in new ways.

Si-woo could help by finding moves, running analysis, and searching for games to show me.

It was also fun watching Si-woo mumble apologies for not being able to help more.

Round 8. The Champion, playing White, moved the pawn in front of the queen's bishop up two squares, entering the English Opening. I responded with the Anglo-Indian Defense by developing the king's knight.

I played this move hoping to transition to the Queen's Pawn, which I'm more comfortable with. If White moves the pawn in front of the queen on the second move, it just transitions to the Indian Defense.

But the Champion declined the opening transition with Knight to c3. The game then proceeded as the English Four Knights Variation.

Both Black and White had developed both knights. Variations named "Four Knights" tend to have high draw rates regardless of the opening.

The development is symmetrical from the start, and since both sides can control the center from relatively safe positions, aggressive play becomes difficult.

I was already ahead in the match, so I decided there was no need to attack recklessly, and the Champion didn't make any risky moves either.

By move 28, we reached a position where whoever attacked first would be at a disadvantage. Since there were no pieces left to redevelop, we just kept moving our kings back and forth.

Moving King to h8, King to g8 repeatedly and just hitting the clock, we eventually reached a threefold repetition. You can actually decline a draw in a threefold repetition, but there was no reason to in this situation.

Game 8 ended in a comfortable draw.

I was reasonably satisfied with achieving a draw with the slightly disadvantageous Black pieces.

Ch.259 - Championship (7)
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Game 9, my round with the white pieces. I have a 1-point advantage, but there are still quite a few rounds left.

If I lose even once in the remaining games, it becomes a tie. A 1-point lead is certainly not small, but it's not that large either.

If it were an advantage after round 10, that would be different, but a 1-point lead after just 8 rounds feels precarious.

*One point is unstable, but two points would be secure. If I can win today, my chances of winning will increase significantly.*

At this point, after 8 rounds, my score is only 4.5 points. To secure victory in the Championship, I need 7.5 points, so I'm still 3 points short.

With 3 points needed and six games left, trying to get them all through draws isn't strange.

Winning three times is honestly unrealistic. Even twice is closer to fantasy than reality. Winning once more is somewhat achievable.

If I win just one more game and draw four more times, my victory will be secured.

*Let's go into round 10 with a 2-point advantage. That's the best plan.*

The Champion's momentum is concerning. It seems like he'll start unleashing his hidden openings and novelties after round 10.

I must secure a victory today, so that even one loss won't matter.

"I'm heading out, daddy."

"Take care, mommy."

We smiled softly as we called each other by our new titles. We said goodbye with a light kiss. The rest can wait until after I win.

I walked toward the venue along a path that had become quite familiar.

I strode forward with determination. Along the way, some fans approached me for autographs. Autographs are my specialty, after all.

A cute little girl in her father's arms pleaded in French, and I couldn't refuse. I wrote her a message in pretty handwriting wishing her chess games full of excitement, complete with exclamation marks, and took a photo with her.

Afterward, she cheered for me in an excited voice, saying something I couldn't understand because it was in French.

The sentiment came through, so it was fine. The child was very polite and kind, which put me in a good mood. The child in my belly will surely be just as cute and kind.

Whether they take after their mom or dad, they can't help but be pretty and cute.

*Our baby will be born with a mother who's the Chess World Champion. Hehehe... When asked who they admire, they'll immediately say "Mom."*

If not mom, then dad is fine too. Either way, our child will admire one of us.

I arrived at the venue humming happily. The Champion had arrived before me again today.

"You're here early. Getting nervous now?"

"You're the one who's late. Next time, come an hour early and wait."

"Come on, as long as I arrive before the start time, it's fine. And I tried to come early today, but I was delayed giving autographs. Hehehe. The signature of the future Champion, you know."

"Don't act like you've already won."

"But I have won already, haven't I? Twice, in fact. Hmm hmm hmm."

The Champion said nothing. Indeed, bringing up facts seems to be most effective. In his mind, he's probably thinking, "I'll win this game and shut that mouth."

Unfortunately, that's impossible. Because I'm going to win.

Win-win is impossible in chess. If I win, my opponent loses.

After sitting in my chair and waiting a bit, round 9 began. One of the advantages of white in chess is being able to choose the opening.

Taking full advantage of this, I advanced my c-pawn two squares. The English Opening. The Champion used this in round 8, which ended in a draw.

Though I'm slightly inferior to the Champion, I'm also someone who uses a wide variety of openings. I just have a very high percentage of King's Pawn Openings, but I know and can use all of them.

The Champion responded to the English with a Reverse Sicilian, and without delay, I developed my queenside knight and advanced my g-pawn one square, entering the Bremen System.

After that, the game progressed into a Reverse Dragon formation. White playing a Dragon formation. Strictly speaking, it's quite different from the Dragon.

The Sicilian Dragon got its name because the pawn structure resembles the constellation Draco, but in the Reverse Dragon, the d-pawn doesn't move, so it doesn't resemble the constellation.

*Except for the bishop on g2, it's essentially a different opening. No d-pawn advance, and being white means playing one move ahead.*

Compared to the traditional Sicilian, there's a difference of two whole tempos. That tempo difference is quite significant, making opposite-side castling like in the Sicilian impossible.

I entered a line that delays central pawn advances. I boldly expanded my queenside territory with a3-b4.

I utilized to the extreme the tempos I had gained over the traditional Sicilian Dragon. Gaining central pawn flexibility while focusing on a side attack.

I protected with Rb1, and pushed the b-pawn once more to advance to b5. An advanced pawn is territory but also a weakness.

It was an action perfectly aligned with my style of play—allowing some weaknesses to maximize strengths.

*Saying I played my style means I'm going for a decisive result this time. Even the Champion will be shaken by a 2-point difference.*

I apply gentle pressure. Two words that seem difficult to coexist, but they best describe my play.

There were no aggressive sacrifices, pawn advances, or counterplays. But I pressured by tying up opponent's pieces and forcing moves.

Each move wasn't rough, but from the receiving end, it would be difficult to deal with.

Pawns are surprisingly good pieces for pressuring knights. Due to the knight's L-shaped movement, a single pawn can pressure two knight paths.

While pawns attack diagonally and seem good for countering bishops, they're better at checking knights that have come forward than bishops that are behind.

I left the Champion with no option but to redeploy his knight. He would want to redeploy, but he lacks the tempo.

If he retreats, I can immediately create a one-pawn-up situation with a center counter.

*There's no actual threat being made, but it's a move that can suffocate in the long run. "Gentle pressure" fits perfectly.*

Quicksand. Created when small particles of sand or mud mix with water. When you first step into quicksand, you sink up to your thighs.

But after that, you sink very slowly. From thighs to hips, slowly sinking downward, until it swallows your waist and chest.

Struggling makes you sink deeper. If you don't know how to escape, you can only be slowly swallowed by the quicksand and suffocate.

*I think the best way is to lie back and use buoyancy, rather than struggling.*

The current situation was similar. Struggling unnecessarily would clearly lead to zugzwang. If I were playing black in this situation, I would move my king to escape the zugzwang.

Passing the turn with a meaningless move is the best move I can find.

*Can the Champion find that? I don't think he can.*

It's a move that only someone who sees the board broadly can find. If you look only for short-term gains and struggle to escape the quicksand right in front of you, you won't find it.

This is an insight I gained through countless experiences. Is the Champion looking with the same perspective as me?

Moves are played one by one. I speak to the Champion through chess.

Long ago, when I couldn't beat the Champion, I once asked: How can I beat you? The Champion answered: Gain more experiences. Meet friends, fall in love, find hobbies other than chess.

Thinking about it now, it seems like he just said that casually.

Seeing me hurt and struggling every time I played chess, the Champion, taking pity on me, was indirectly saying, "Don't be too obsessed with chess."

Regardless of the process and intention, the Champion was right in the end.

Various experiences broadened my vision.

*Then, what about you, sir? Have you experienced many things and come to see the broader world?*

I tapped the chess clock and asked the Champion this question through my move.

The Champion pondered for a long time with a blank look, then made his move. It was a terrible move. Neither the best nor the second-best. Far from optimal, it was just a struggle to escape the current situation.

*I see. For the past 20 years, you've lived only for chess.*

I felt pity. To think that someone who approached chess more sincerely than anyone, who loved chess, and who played it well, was seeing a narrower world than me.

There was only one thing I could do for the Champion.

Take the Champion's position and lighten his burden. The Champion has been too fixated on the position of "the strongest," narrowing his vision.

It might seem ridiculous, but this is truly the best thing.

A few moves later, the Champion found himself in a position where any move would be disadvantageous. Since it's impossible to skip a move in chess, he made the move with the least disadvantage.

Forcing that much disadvantage was enough.

Game 9, victory for the challenger with the white pieces. Five rounds remain, with a 2-point difference.

Just 2 more points needed to secure victory.
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I carefully analyzed the text, identifying all character names, terms, and places from the glossary. Here's the translation:

Chapter 260

Game 10. The Champion with white, the Challenger with black. Since I'm already ahead by 2 points, there's no need to take unnecessary risks.

The one who needs to push is the Champion. If I enter an open game and proceed with the Petroff Defense, I'd be praised for making a "good decision."

If things continue this way, I'll win anyway, so aiming for a draw is best. I just need to follow chess's time-honored strategy: win with white, draw with black.

"But... I don't really want to do that."

I thought while brushing my bangs that had grown long enough to tickle my eyebrows. The last time I got a haircut was in Korea before coming here, so it's been a month and a half.

I'm not particularly superstitious, but somehow I didn't want to cut my hair during the tournament. It feels like I might lose my original mindset.

That mindset I had at the beginning of the tournament. I'm trying not to lose that pure determination.

Where did that burning desire to defeat the Champion before round 10 and make him a forgotten old man go? I've been too happy spending time with Si-woo and forgot about it.

"I've lost my original resolve...!"

I gently rubbed my stomach, slowly stood up, and clenched my fist. I've been getting complacent just because I'm ahead by 2 points.

Wasn't my original goal to win before round 10? When I think about that goal and my current achievement, it's absolutely terrible.

Even if I win the next two games, victory before round 10 is impossible. There's a huge difference between "before round 10" and round 11.

To put it bluntly, I've been "slacking off and fooling around because things got a bit easier." What a disgrace! To lose my original determination like this.

I need to recapture that initial resolve and win round 10. The championship consisting of 14 rounds means "maximum" 14 rounds.

If possible, ending it in 8 rounds would be ideal. There's no need to drag it out unnecessarily.

I need to win overwhelmingly to force the Champion into retirement, preventing any further discussion about him afterward.

That was long-winded, but anyway, I'm aiming for victory in round 10. That's been my only thought from the beginning.

...
..
.

The Champion with white started with psychological warfare from the first move. Without making any move, he left his seat for the break room and rested there for over 5 minutes.

"Did he faint from low blood pressure or something? That can't be. There are CCTVs and people monitoring there."

Is he still contemplating which opening to choose? I don't think that's likely either. This is just psychological warfare.

Without hesitation, I went to the break room. I sat on the comfortable sofa and observed the board situation on the wall-mounted television.

After sitting for a while, the Champion appeared silently, made his move, and returned to the break room.

The first move was advancing the pawn in front of the Queen two squares. As expected, d4 suits the Champion.

The opening isn't anything special, but I don't understand why he keeps leaving his seat immediately after making a move.

"Shocking fact... kiting works in chess too. That's quite surprising."

Maybe "out-boxing" would be a better term. Making one move and retreating to the break room. I don't understand what he's doing, especially with his bad knees.

Does it mean he feels cornered enough to resort to such behavior? Whatever it is, I get the feeling the Champion hasn't given up and is trying something.

Sitting alone at the chess board makes me feel foolish. But I don't want to bustle around like that either.

Since I'm not the type who enjoys moving around, I decided to just stay put. I'll just ignore it.

I chose not to enter the Indian Defense and accepted the Queen's Gambit instead. I've shown the Indian Defense too many times.

The Indian Defense, developing the King's Knight to control the advance of the white King's pawn. It's a representative opening of the "hypermodernism" style, controlling the center with pieces rather than pawns.

It allows flexible movement of central pawns, but has the disadvantage of feeling unstable without pawns in the center.

For this game, I plan to secure a steady victory through solid and stable play. The Queen's Gambit is better than the Indian Defense.

The opening entered the Queen's Gambit Declined, and finally settled into the Exchange Variation.

Queen's Gambit Declined Exchange Variation. Now as before, it's quite uncomfortable for black when facing the Queen's Gambit.

At the master level, black's win rate is less than 20%.

Chess is inherently slightly disadvantageous for black, so most openings maintain a white win-draw-black win ratio of 4:3:3.

But in the Queen's Gambit Declined Exchange Variation, black's win rate doesn't exceed 20%. The statistics practically prove black's disadvantage.

Many players transition from Indian Defense to Queen's Gambit to avoid this line.

On the second move, they advance the pawn in front of the King one square showing the Nimzo-Indian angle, and if not accepted, they push the pawn in front of the Queen to enter the Queen's Gambit Declined.

Since the Nimzo-Indian Defense is quite good for black, and the Queen's Gambit Declined Exchange is disadvantageous for black, this has become the mainstream approach these days.

Black's win rate is very low, and white's win rate is high. Looking at just this, accepting the Queen's Gambit Declined Exchange as black seems completely wrong.

"But when you actually play it, it doesn't seem that disadvantageous."

Even engine evaluations show only about +0.3 points. Since white starts with a 0.3 point advantage anyway, looking at engine evaluations, it's essentially unchanged.

It's just that the response method is difficult, but if you respond properly, it's not that disadvantageous.

From the perspective of someone who uses the Queen's Gambit Declined as a main weapon, the Queen's Gambit Declined Exchange Variation is a good opening, but not quite a broken one.

"The Champion doesn't overvalue this line that much either. In his game ratio, when facing the Queen's Gambit Declined, the percentage of entering the Exchange isn't very high."

It's perfectly playable.

The Champion moved around restlessly throughout the opening. He succeeded in getting on my nerves. An older person should sit quietly, not wander around like that.

At first, I also moved around, but later it became bothersome, so I just kept sitting in my place.

The game proceeded with side battles. The Queen's Gambit Declined ultimately exchanges white's c-pawn with black's e-pawn.

Black has abcd pawns and white has efgh pawns, so each side has a direction with more pawns.

Black has a queenside pawn advantage, white has a kingside pawn advantage. Even though it seems like just one pawn advantage, that single advantage can create a passed pawn.

We pushed our pawns forward to reach a better endgame position.

The saying that advanced pawns can become weaknesses didn't apply now. It's difficult to decide the game in the middlegame.

The best approach is to create favorable exchanges and decide the game in the endgame.

"The endgame is the Champion's stage... or was."

Would I be at a disadvantage in the endgame now? It's a difficult question to answer definitively. I might be, or I might not be.

In the past nine games, the endgame wasn't the main stage. Thanks to my strategies and tactics working well, the endgame was merely a formality.

In drawing positions, I drew comfortably, and in winning positions, I won comfortably.

"From the Champion's perspective, it might feel unfair. Since he's known as the god of endgames."

I didn't intend it, but that's how it turned out.

This game is the first where an important battle will occur in the endgame. An opportunity has arisen to test whose skills are better.

Perhaps due to newfound confidence, I wasn't nervous about facing the Champion in the endgame.

Rather, I felt a bit excited.

If I win this time, it's practically the same as saying I have better endgame skills than the Champion.

Strong endgame skills turn losing games into draws and drawing games into wins. All those who have been Champions multiple times were excellent in endgames.

Only those with endgame skills strong enough to be considered among the best of their era could maintain and hold the Champion position.

Though not conspicuous, what most firmly supports my back is the endgame.

This is the place to prove one's qualification to become Champion.

"The stage is appropriate too. The unique endgame of the Queen's Gambit Declined Exchange. It's a situation where both sides can aim for pawn advances in different directions, and the piece situation is equal."

I clenched my fist and closed my eyes. Perhaps this is an opportunity the Champion has given me.

Before stepping down from the Champion's position, he's provided a stage where I can demonstrate my endgame skills.

Wondering if that's really the case, I raised my head and looked at the Champion's face.

"It was an illusion."

In front of me was just a stubborn old man who wanted to win. It seems he's betting on the endgame because he's good at it and thinks he can win there.

Anyway, winning is all that matters.

Ch.261 - Championship (9)
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What's the way to win in an equal endgame situation? The simplest answer would be: play better than your opponent.

Then how do you play better than your opponent? It's somewhat abstract, but... making better moves than your opponent means you're playing better.

Finally, how do you consistently make better moves than your opponent? This is the hardest question. The method for making better moves than your opponent.

If you ask what makes a move good, you'll only get the stupid answer that a good move is one that helps you win. Let's not continue this chain of questions and think a bit more.

The conclusion I reached after much contemplation was simple.

In the end, this too is about strategy and tactics.

Strategy means deciding in advance what you need to do. For instance, checking if the pawn structure allows for promotion and, if possible, blocking the opponent's King.

Tactics, as an extension of what we do in the middlegame, means gaining concrete advantages through piece movements.

My conclusion is that these two elements are all you need.

*Until now, I've been looking at endgames with a narrow perspective. I studied it as if it were a separate field of chess.*

Something fundamentally different from openings and middlegames. That's how I've been treating endgames until now.

It was because the way you handle the King and move pieces is quite different from openings and middlegames.

But in the broader context, this is still just a part of chess. There's no need to view the chess board narrowly with a different perspective.

*Good chess players are good at chess. Endgames are still chess.*

I took a deep breath and exhaled loudly. Blowing out air through my mouth, I discarded the narrow-minded thoughts I had been harboring.

It's not about having separate brains for openings, middlegames, and endgames, switching between them as time passes and changing playing styles. That's what I did in my foolish days.

Whatever it is, remember it's chess, and do what I've always done.

The Champion stared at the board with a confident expression and began calculating. We were at move 37, and both the Champion and I had over 20 minutes left.

Since additional time is given at move 40, we had quite a comfortable amount of time. I could think thoroughly to find good moves.

A rook ending situation. Not a typical rook ending, but one where both sides still have two rooks.

I had an advantage with queenside pawns, while the Champion had an advantage with kingside pawns. The d-file was completely open, while other files were only partially open.

*For players of similar skill, this would almost certainly end in a draw. Even with a pawn advantage on one side, two rooks are strong.*

One rook might be different, but with two rooks, defense becomes easy. If one rook could be exchanged, there might be some possibility... but even that doesn't look easy.

The Champion is currently down by 2 points. He needs to score points by any means to breathe easier. Rather than accepting a simple rook exchange, he'll want to create an exchange that gives him some advantage.

*Looks like we're about to set a record today. The longest game in chess history...*

I steeled myself. Though we started in the daytime, we might finish at dawn. Preparing mentally in advance reduces the burden when that situation arrives.

I was certain the game would last at least 6 hours. Maybe even 8 hours. Going beyond 8 hours would be nearly physically impossible.

It was good that I filled my tumbler with coffee. I had a feeling about today.

The Champion's endgame was definitely solid. His time management was appropriate, and he made what could be called the "best" move in any situation.

This was the skill befitting someone who had maintained the position of the strongest player in chess history for the longest time. The mountain I had to climb was high.

Moves were made one by one. Pawns can only move forward. This means that "once you push a pawn, you can never take it back."

One wrong pawn push could render all your previous efforts useless. Even the most brilliant Grandmaster cannot read 10 moves ahead in an endgame.

Not knowing what the future holds naturally makes one hesitant to push pawns. Instead of pawns, we kept moving only the rooks and kings, which can move freely.

We spent time trying to gain tiny advantages. The position of the King can completely change the situation.

As we moved pieces for such minor advantages, more than 10 moves passed. During that long time, not a single pawn moved.

Since this is a crucial moment in the Championship, many people must be watching our game live. Among those who have work tomorrow, some might be thinking, "I'll just watch this game and then go to sleep."

That's unfortunate. If they hold out until this game ends, they'll experience hell on their way to work the next day.

Pawns can advance two squares on their first move. But we cautiously pushed them just one square. We both instinctively knew.

In this situation, whoever gives up first is at a disadvantage.

Zugzwang. To preserve the original expression, Zugzwang. A unique tactic that arises due to the chess rule that you must make a move.

It occurs when any move you make would only result in a disadvantage, typically appearing in the very last stages of an endgame.

It occasionally appears in middlegames too, but that's rare.

We deliberately controlled the tempo to force each other into making bad moves. We pushed pawns one square at a time even when we could push two, and moved our kings side to side to check each other.

It felt like a battle between masters in a martial arts novel. Reading each other's intentions and reacting to the slightest movements by taking stances.

*He's really patient. He's an amazing person. What I've just realized now, he's known since long ago.*

The Champion probably reached his understanding in a different way than I did. His understanding might just be narrower, limited only to endgames.

My past self. Not even going that far back, just myself during the first round, wouldn't have been able to solve this game.

How could I have realized that artificially killing the tempo and being patient was the best option? Even now, I only vaguely sense it.

Slowly advancing our pawns one by one, we reached move 60 and received additional time once more.

From now on, increment is added after each move. Each move adds 30 seconds, which is small but can be significant.

*Let's not look at the clock. I might make a mistake if I worry about it unnecessarily.*

Pieces gradually gathered in the center. Who has the advantage... I don't know either. There are too many possibilities.

It's fair to say the position is almost equal. Since there are still many pieces, a win is possible with good play.

The Champion and I continued to see similar patterns. We were aiming for similar things, so we held our ground without giving an inch.

The calculation diverged at move 72. I thought exchanging one rook would be advantageous in the current position.

I expected the Champion wouldn't accept the exchange, but after thinking for about 5 minutes, he chose to accept it.

The first imbalance created after more than 30 moves.

*I thought this exchange was favorable for me. Did the Champion think it was favorable for him? Both can't be true at the same time...*

Whose judgment was correct?

The result would prove it.

The game changed from a two-rook endgame to a one-rook endgame. I pushed my king to the center to threaten the lagging pawn.

The Champion responded by pushing his rook.

Once a crack appears, it gradually widens. Now I'm certain that we're seeing completely different pictures.

Pawns are exchanged. The precious pawns that had been managed for more than ten moves are quickly exchanged, reducing variables. Even during this process, we kept moving our kings to gain a more advantageous position.

By the time we reached move 100, even the last remaining rook was exchanged.

It's a unique situation. Typically, the side that's losing prefers to avoid exchanges because more variables are better for them. But now, both sides want exchanges.

Both of us are claiming we have the advantage. It's surprising that such a situation can occur in a match between top Grandmasters.

*No matter how I look at it, I have the advantage. Even calculating the tempo, I'm one move ahead. Could it be... did the Champion make a mistake?*

No way.

A professional of the Champion's caliber wouldn't make such a calculation error. It's a difficult calculation, true. Only the top Grandmasters could read it properly.

But there's no way the Champion couldn't read this. He must be planning to create variables in a different way.

The chess clock was now heading towards the bottom. Both the Champion and I had less than 10 minutes left.

We had just passed move 130. My head was starting to ache.

The game, which had easily surpassed 7 hours, was moving towards its end. I still think I'm going to win. I wonder what kind of miraculous move the Champion will show.

Move 142. The Champion... made a strange move. No matter how I look at it, it seems like a mistake to me. Is this move really correct? Is there something I'm not seeing?

Massaging my shoulders, I looked up. There was the Champion with a tired face.

Seeing him like that, a part of my heart ached. Why had I forgotten? He wasn't some chess deity but a human being.

A person who gets tired after a long game. Not a flawless machine, just an old man.

*I don't see the fighting spirit in his eyes. He already knows. That he's going to lose.*

He had only been holding out for my victory. As someone who loved chess more than anyone, he must have realized it before I did.

That I had already surpassed the Champion.

I had been fighting an invisible, enormous monster in my imagination. What was sitting in front of me was just a tired person.

At move 145, the Champion, looking a decade older, extended his hand. He looked like he might collapse at any moment, but he forced a bitter expression.

"Congratulations. But... don't let your guard down. I'm not finished yet."

His words no longer sounded threatening to me.

Ch.262 - Championship (10)
The match of the 10th round had ended with my victory, which meant the Champion was already as good as defeated. I only needed 1 more point to secure the win.

To reverse this situation, he would need to win all remaining rounds. While theoretically possible, it was practically impossible.

If he had the skill to win the remaining games, he should have won earlier to narrow the gap. It was too late to try now.

*I just need two draws to win. I don't think I'll lose no matter what moves I make.*

Even though the 11th round was tomorrow, I didn't feel nervous. If I won, it would end immediately, and even a draw would be fine. Losing wasn't even a possibility.

Thinking about actually taking over the Champion's position... it gave me a strange feeling.

*Then I won't be able to call him Champion anymore. What should I call him?*

"Mister" seemed too young for his age. "Grandfather" didn't sound right either. Since he was British, perhaps I should respect his culture and call him by name.

In our country, calling older people by their names is disrespectful, but in the West, it's common to use first names.

It felt awkward somehow. Me calling him by his name. Because he would no longer be Champion, there would be nothing else to call him but his name.

I had always thought this day would come, but now that it was approaching, it felt strange. Calling him by name. He would surely hate it.

The soon-to-be "former" Champion didn't like his name. Not for any special reason, just because it was too common.

It was one of the most common names when he was born. He often met people with the same name and really hated it, saying it made him sound stupid when people only heard his name.

Though I enjoyed teasing him, I never teased him about his name because he truly hated being called by it.

*Making fun of someone's name is something even elementary school kids don't do. But he just hated being called by his name.*

Now that he would no longer be Champion, what could he do? I'd have to call him by name.

A man who was practically a symbol in chess. Everyone called him Champion, and the term "Chess Champion" had almost become a proper noun.

He had maintained the Champion position longer than my current age. He was more a symbol of chess than a person.

His reign as a god-like figure had been long. He held the overwhelming first place position and exuded an aura that suggested he was in a completely different dimension from those below him.

Champion.

Now, thanks to me, it was time for him to put down that heavy title and return to being just a person.

Round 11, begin.

Starting with the white pieces, I moved the pawn in front of my King forward two squares. The Champion brought out the Sicilian Defense, showing his determination to win somehow.

The Champion chose the Knight c6 variation of the Sicilian rather than the d6 line. Not wanting to enter the Open Sicilian, I went for the Rossolimo line.

This is the best line against the Knight c6 Sicilian. Usually, the Open is much better for Sicilian, but for the Knight c6 variation, Rossolimo works better.

The game followed the main line until I deliberately deviated first.

It wasn't a prepared move. I veered off because I felt I might get overwhelmed if we kept following the main line. It was a reasonable move, and the Champion didn't show any particular reaction.

I exchanged bishops and knights, creating doubled pawns, and the Champion advanced his pawn to resolve the doubled pawns.

I accepted the resolution of the doubled pawns, opening up the center. In a completely open center, the bishop pair is very powerful.

The person with the bishop pair wasn't me, and the Champion was a strong player who could use the advantage of the bishop pair.

He began attacking much more aggressively than my usual style. It seemed like he was determined to win this game to delay his defeat by at least one match.

When he advanced the pawn in front of his King to attack, I couldn't help but admire it.

Could it simply be described as "bold"? It wasn't a good move, but it wasn't immediately disadvantageous either.

I managed to capture one of the Champion's pawns through a successful tactic. Due to his hasty attack, he had created many weaknesses.

There were too many places to attack. If there had been fewer targets, I could have concentrated my forces to break through, but having too many options was actually confusing.

He might have been counting on this. Having too many targets can lead to indecision and ultimately achieving nothing. If the game proceeded that way, it would become very manageable for the Champion.

But I had already surpassed that level.

I used time when I needed to and saved it when I could by making moves without hesitation. It was the ability befitting a chess master and future Champion.

Now that my victory was a foregone conclusion and my position as the next Champion was secured, my duty was to overshadow my predecessor.

How embarrassing would it be to win the Championship but be considered inferior in skill to the former Champion?

After Bobby Fischer gave up his Champion title due to conflicts with the federation, Anatoly Karpov took his place. How long did it take for him to prove he was truly the number one?

A Champion who cannot eclipse the former Champion's light is doubted. One must shine as brightly as the sun to erase his predecessor's light.

That's the best respect I can pay. To leave the loser as a complete loser.

To completely silence the whispers of those who might say he could win if given another chance.

The seemingly even game began to change dramatically around move 30. Clearly, I had been the one defending until now.

I had deployed my pieces defensively to block his fierce attacks, and after defending well, I gained a small positional advantage.

The material score was equal, but my positional advantage was significant. If the game continued this way, I would win.

In this situation, ordinary players would choose to exchange pieces and enter the endgame. But my choice was different.

Instead, I avoided exchanges and counterattacked. As if unleashing pent-up frustration, I pushed back and attacked.

If you're winning, exchange pieces; if you're losing, exchange pawns. A common chess adage.

But in the current situation, I, who was winning, avoided piece exchanges, while the Champion, who was losing, sought them.

Even if we entered the endgame now, I would win. But I wanted to win by a larger margin, so I delayed the exchanges.

I believe that even if the result is the same 1 point win, the process makes the value different. I would defeat the Champion with everything I had.

I would crush him so thoroughly that he would never set foot in a Championship again, forcing him into retirement.

Wasn't he already quite tired? His competitive spirit had waned, and he was only pretending to burn with passion out of habit because that's what he had always done.

The Champion, my idol and teacher. Friend and protector, and perhaps even a father figure.

We were rivals and good partners. I didn't want to see my precious person become any more unsightly.

At least, I wanted to send him on his final path by my own hand.

With that thought, I pushed the Champion mercilessly. There wasn't much time left to call him Champion.

I had 42 minutes left, while the Champion... had 8 minutes and 30 seconds. We had just played move 31, meaning the Champion couldn't spend even 1 minute per move.

The current material score was equal. But with tactical possibilities overflowing, the difference would soon exceed 4 points.

I knew the outcome of this match. The Champion probably knew too. Perhaps everyone watching knew.

The Champion played his moves with an expressionless face, doing his best until the end. Even with less than 8 minutes remaining, it was a position prone to mistakes.

After 4 minutes of contemplation, he barely found the best defensive move. The Champion held on even in an incredibly disadvantageous position.

Even if his resistance was merely delaying the inevitable, like removing a lower stone to prop up an upper one, he still held on.

A solemn silence descended upon the Championship venue.

A chilling silence was added to the already quiet place. A person who had held the number one position in chess for decades was about to lose that position.

A historic moment approached.

A match that would remain in chess history forever.

Finally, he reached a point where no move could prevent material loss.

The Champion, no. Henry Campbell, an elderly Scotsman, closed his eyes gently.

The chess clock ticked down. Only about 100 seconds remained. He looked at me with what seemed like a relieved expression.

It was the look of someone who had let go of his attachment to chess. He didn't make his final move. If you only counted the pieces on the board, they were equal.

"This is my last pride. Forgive me."

"Of course, Sir Henry."

"...Damn, I maintained the Champion position because I hated being called that."

He was a proper recipient of the British Empire Medal. The title "Sir" could be added before his name. We shook hands, laughing.

It was the moment the ownership of the Champion's position changed.
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The greatest of all time, the longest reigning champion. The giant of the chess world who seemed invincible, both past and future, had fallen.

The emergence of a "new Champion" who defeated Henry in rounds 1, 7, 9, 10, and 11. Even those with no interest in chess couldn't help but be shocked by the news that "the Champion has changed."

People had said the gap between him and second place was so overwhelming that the Champion would never change until he retired. Yet that Champion lost to a Korean girl and was stripped of his title.

Even chess enthusiasts were shocked by the one-sided result. A score of 5 wins, 1 loss, and 5 draws.

No one could blame Henry's decline in skill. In terms of gameplay, he was nearly perfect. His opponent was simply too strong.

The news of Yeon's victory defied everyone's expectations. The only person who accurately predicted her victory was Grandmaster Jin Ra-hee, also Korean and known to be quite close to Yeon.

She had stated on a radio program that "Yeon will secure victory around the 11th round." Everyone laughed at the time, but she turned out to be the only one who got it right.

After Yeon won the first round and lost the second, people expected a close contest.

The prevailing theory was that Buyeo Yeon, known for her aggressive chess style, would attack, while Henry, famous for his solid and stable style, would defend.

A battle between spear and shield.

Buyeo Yeon, who proved herself to be the "strongest spear" by dominating everyone in the Candidates Tournament, versus Henry, the "strongest shield" who achieved an unprecedented unbeaten streak in chess history.

Numerous Grandmasters and commentators predicted the championship winner. About 60% expected Henry to retain his title.

Although Buyeo Yeon had shown impressive form in the Candidates Tournament and had been on an upswing lately, most believed the giant could not be overcome.

Even the 40% who predicted Yeon's victory thought she would struggle in the championship.

They believed that despite falling slightly behind, her unique determination and flashes of creativity would help her prevail. The dominant opinion was that she would force a 7-7 tie after 14 rounds and win in the tie-break.

Until the championship, many viewed Yeon as "not championship material."

She was undoubtedly a strong player. Looking at chess history, there had never been a stronger Woman Grandmaster than her. But she wasn't seen as number one material.

Photos circulating online—mostly of her clinging to Si-woo's arm and throwing tantrums—reinforced this. Though Yeon was an adult, her mental age seemed younger.

She possessed a childlike purity that made her creative, and a childlike simplicity that allowed her to pursue clear goals. She was a player who had shown novelties that would go down in chess history, but she lacked stability.

Even those who predicted Yeon's victory shook their heads when asked if she could maintain the Champion title.

One spot in the Candidates Tournament goes to "the loser of the previous championship." The giant who had held the Champion title for over 30 years would compete in the Candidates Tournament.

He would easily advance to the championship, and Henry, who had honed his skills for two years, would defeat Yeon to reclaim the name "Champion."

Everything Yeon had been thinking throughout the championship was true. If the result had been ambiguous, people wouldn't have accepted her as Champion.

Her first-round victory sparked thoughts of "maybe?" but her second-round loss changed them to "as expected."

The draws from rounds 3 to 6 were neutral.

Those predicting Yeon's victory said "she'll win in the tie-break," while those expecting Henry to win said "he's holding back to show his strength later."

And then round 7 arrived.

Yeon, sitting at the board looking tired, showed skill like a different person from the middle of the game.

She seemed to make moves without much deliberation, yet every move was optimal. Moves that eliminated her opponent's possibilities and advanced toward victory.

After a display of moves that inspired admiration just by watching, she finally brought her opponent to his knees.

Yeon still didn't look to be in good condition, but the moves she showed were truly amazing. People turned their attention to her again.

Perhaps, perhaps she would show such potential again.

The draw in round 8 was unavoidable, but in round 9, Yeon secured another victory, making herself known to everyone.

She had gained a two-point advantage against the chess god, chess machine, idol of all chess players, and historically strongest chess player.

Before round 10 began, the streaming site crashed. It happened because the number of viewers was more than 10 times what had been expected.

Fortunately, it was restored before the game started. The round, which had many complications before it even began, seemed to be proceeding in Henry's favor.

But... that game too ended in Yeon's victory.

It was hard to say where the game turned. From beginning to end, Henry was dancing in Yeon's palm. The former Champion was desperately defending, while Yeon easily shook her opponent.

A shocking result.

Yeon's two consecutive wins that no one had expected.

And while people were still in shock, round 11 began. Yeon was getting stronger in real time.

Top-ranked Grandmaster commentators frowned and shook their heads. It was a game they couldn't explain.

After much contemplation, they could barely understand Henry's moves. But Yeon's moves were incomprehensible. Though they couldn't understand them, a few moves later, Yeon would gain an advantage.

Only after seeing the result could they follow the process and make inferences. Though they were also "Grandmasters," they were on a different dimension.

Only Henry could pretend to follow that game. He barely managed to hold on, walking a tightrope between falling behind and not falling behind.

People shed tears watching the former Champion's desperate struggle.

A new era was coming. The god of chess had his wings clipped and became human, and a new sun was rising.

The person who had held the position of the strongest for over 30 years lost with dignity until the end.

He recognized his shortcomings and spent time trying to fill them, and when he finally ran out of time, he humbly accepted defeat.

The person referred to as "Champion" had changed.

Champion, Buyeo Yeon.

A young girl dressed in a neat suit. Her baby fat hadn't fully disappeared, giving her a cute rather than pretty impression. A cute girl who would look better in a school uniform than a suit stood at the interview spot, looking at everyone.

"Hello. Nice to meet you all."

Yeon scratched her chin with a smile, as if the people's gazes were burdensome. Taking a slow, deep breath, she looked at everyone and said,

"I am the World Chess Champion, Buyeo Yeon."

How long had she been running to say these words? Yeon couldn't hold back her emotions and tears streamed down her face.

She laughed as she cried. She wiped away her tears with her hands, but they kept flowing.

The one she had defeated wasn't the former Champion, Henry. It was herself. By winning against herself, she had broken through the wall and moved forward.

The person who helped the tearful Yeon was the former Champion. With a face that looked relieved despite losing, he approached Yeon and handed her a handkerchief.

Yeon wiped her tears with the handkerchief he gave her. Finally, her tears stopped.

"Thank you. You deserve a lot of credit. Maybe... about 10 percent is thanks to you."

"Is that all? Give me a bit more."

"Let's make it 15 percent. Heh, honestly, I didn't mean what I said intentionally. Quit chess and live your life... that doing so would help me win..."

"Yes. I said it because I was worried about you. But it seems that was the right thing in the end."

"Indeed. I really didn't expect this. The world is so vast. If you get the chance, try experiencing love. It really changes how you see the world."

"Ha, no thanks. Love at my age?"

The former Champion made way for the new Champion. Before leaving, he asked one last question.

"If I'm 15 percent, who gets credit for the other 85 percent?"

"30 percent goes to Si-woo, my children get 15 percent each, and I'll take 25 percent."

"That's a complicated division. But... 'children'?"

"There's a high chance they're twins. It's not certain, but they seem to be twins."

"Oh my, it was 1 against 3. No wonder I lost."

The former Champion smiled and made way. A new Champion's era had begun.

Champion Buyeo Yeon. The person who holds the only title higher than Grandmaster in chess.

She smiled brightly, enjoying the joy of victory.

Ch.264 - Champion (2)
Chapter 264

Looking at my past and present self, I realize I've changed so much that it's hard to believe I'm the same person.

I've gradually changed through many experiences. Those changes were positive, and thanks to them, I was able to defeat the "former Champion" and take the champion's seat.

But there are a few things that haven't changed, and one of them is my desire to boast about myself.

They say the most impressive people don't praise themselves but wait for others to praise them. Looking at history, I haven't seen many successful people who go around bragging about their own achievements.

I know that, but... what can I do when I'm so proud of myself, so amazing, and so cool?

"Could you display the 29th move from round 8 next to this? Yes, show them side by side. The move I showed in round 11 actually has a similar idea."

Complete absorption. Literally a state where I've forgotten myself. It originally means being so focused that you forget your own existence, but I'm using it a bit differently.

"The meaning of this move can be seen as transcending human limits. It doesn't contain just one meaning but multiple meanings. Let's first look at it from an offensive perspective."

My self-praise is so shameless that I'd be embarrassed to even call it boasting.

It's not easy to lavishly praise others in an official setting, yet here I am, lavishly praising my own actions.

This couldn't be done without forgetting myself.

People nodded at first, but now they're looking at me with eyes that say, "How long are you going to keep bragging?"

If I just stayed quiet, they would surely reveal the meaning of the moves and praise me... but this "nature" of mine is impossible to overcome.

I kept holding back until I reached the champion's position. No matter how good I was, there was a ceiling above me, so there was a limit to how arrogant I could be.

What's the point of shouting "I'm amazing!" until I'm out of breath? If the former Champion humbly maintained his position as the strongest with modesty, all my self-praise would turn to foam.

*But now I am the sky. I am the law, and what I say is truth and principle. Because I'm the strongest.*

Not only that, but I've also become someone who "needs to do what I want to do."

It's a well-known fact that a pregnant woman's mental state affects the fetus. A pregnant woman needs to be happy for her child to grow happily.

For me to feel happy right now, I need to keep talking and boasting about myself during interviews.

I spend 20-30 minutes answering a single question, and no one stops me. People everywhere have their recorders on, recording my words.

Even those with expressions tired of my boasting have to sit and listen to me now.

Because I'm the person who changed an era in chess. At the moment when an era changes, could the journalists sitting there leave using "boredom" as an excuse?

This interview won't end until I get tired of it.

*This is so good! I'm happy! This is life!*

I understand why principals and vice principals talk for so long. There's a strange pleasure in forcibly injecting topics I want to talk about into other people.

The fact that the sport is chess also contributed to my boasting. One characteristic of chess is that it's a turn-based game. Only I can act during my turn.

Unlike other sports where situations change rapidly in real-time, chess is much more relaxed and situations are easier to grasp.

Let's say I'm an MMA fighter, and what I just accomplished was defeating a champion who had achieved an undefeated KO record across five weight classes after a close match.

Would I be able to give such a lengthy explanation as I am now? I don't think so.

It would be possible to explain things like "At 2 minutes and 30 seconds into round 1, when the opponent gave a fake look, I shook my shoulders and changed my stance," but it would be difficult to explain in as much detail as chess.

In chess, the phrase "the match was decided in a split second" cannot be used. Being a turn-based game with a set order makes analysis easier and boasting easier.

An action only possible for a chess champion like me: boasting until I get tired of it.

It was about time to get tired of it, but I didn't stop. At this point, I had to continue just to see when someone would stop me.

Despite having already enjoyed enough pleasure, I continued my explanation out of curiosity. Chess is a game where you can explain things at length if you want to.

I answered all the journalists' questions, explained all the parts I considered highlights, and finally explained my opening choice reasons.

Going further, I shared tips for tactics and strategy, and even passed on my mindset for the endgame.

...Yet no one stopped me.

I give up. I could talk longer, but I'm too drained to continue. It's about time to rest.

"I think that's enough. Does anyone have any remaining questions?"

The journalists instantly looked around with murderous gazes. It seemed like they would collectively glare at anyone who dared to ask a question.

I did tend to unnecessarily stretch out my answers to questions. I would needlessly bring up other matches to show off my knowledge.

And so, the lengthy interview time finally came to an end.

Well... I think it was a symbolic time in its own way.

It showed the change from the taciturn and quiet former Champion to the energetic and vibrant me.

That person only captures the core and explains only the important parts. The genius-specific "this much explanation should be enough" is ingrained in him.

Now that the era has changed, I think it's fine to show a completely opposite image from the beginning.

After finishing the interview, I left the tournament venue. The place I had been in and out of for nearly two weeks... seeing it again like this brings new emotions.

Gently stroking my belly, I spoke to my child.

*Child, this is where mommy's legend began.*

I didn't use the expression "end." Does the world end when you become champion? Champion is just a position.

I'm now a young woman who has just become an adult, a mother to children, and Si-woo's wife.

The world is wide, and I still have much of my life ahead. Gaining the champion's position is a new beginning. It's time to erase the light of the former Champion and make myself known to the world.

After leaving the tournament venue and walking a bit, I was able to meet Si-woo.

"Si-woo."

"Yeon-a."

We called each other's names and embraced tightly. Thump, thump, thump, the sound of our hearts resonated.

We've known each other for almost three years, but I still feel as excited as when we first met. This excitement is also proof that we can become closer.

We held hands tightly and sat on a nearby bench. Si-woo laid down his handkerchief because sitting on a cold bench isn't good.

I looked around. There were a few people, but they weren't paying attention to us. We were cleverly hidden by nearby trees.

There were quite a few people walking around, but no one was near us. It was an amazing coincidence.

Somehow, this scene feels familiar. The end of the championship, a bench we were drawn to sit on, people not paying attention.

But Si-woo is beside me, and a new life is wiggling inside me. I didn't lose in the championship and am enjoying the joy of victory with a smile.

*So, strictly speaking, it's a completely different situation.*

I leaned on Si-woo's shoulder. Si-woo covered and stroked my head with his large hand. I smiled, enjoying the relaxed atmosphere.

"Si-woo, I'll ask you a question. Who's the best chess player in the world?"

"Let's see... probably the most beautiful, cute, and cool person in the world. Someone who looks pretty even when crying, but even prettier when smiling, someone I always want to hug."

"And?"

Si-woo gently pulled me closer. I sat on his lap, facing him.

"Sexy, charming, and lovable."

"What do you want to do to that person right now?"

My heart is racing, and the corners of my mouth keep twitching. Si-woo's direct compliments drove me crazy.

I gently closed my eyes and pursed my lips.

"I love you, Yeon-a."

A sweet confession reached my ears. And our lips met.

Our deeply pressed lips slowly parted, leaving traces of love.

"I love you too."

We looked at each other and smiled. I was glad no one was paying attention to us.

It would be a shame to ruin this nice atmosphere, and it's not easy to do this in a crowded place.

I got off Si-woo's lap. I stared into space, enjoying the leisure. Suddenly, I saw a man in the distance.

He was wearing a T-shirt with a chess board drawn on the back. I smiled and placed the final game scene on that board.

Thinking about it again, it was an excellent move. It's hard to understand how I came up with such a move.

Thanks to that move, I was able to win. Giggling, I cleared the chess board from my mind.

The man wearing the chess board T-shirt was looking around with his phone when our eyes met. Startled, he dropped his phone and rubbed his eyes.

With his mouth wide open, he rummaged through his pockets and took out a handkerchief and pen. Then he rushed toward me.

"Ch-Champion...!!"

The man approached me, knelt on one knee, and handed me the pen and handkerchief.

"Please give me your autograph...!"

"What would you like me to write?"

"Congratulations on successful promotion."

It was a unique request, but I granted it. I flamboyantly scrawled what he asked for in English and returned the handkerchief.

The man was very happy, hugged the handkerchief, and disappeared into the distance.

Far, far away. Until he was out of sight.

As I blankly watched him, I felt a sense of relief.

Ch.265 - Champion (Complete)
Chapter 265

The best moment after winning a tournament is lifting the trophy, and the second best is when the prize money hits your bank account.

The Championship—the biggest and most symbolic tournament in chess. This Championship garnered much more attention than the previous one, so the prize money was substantial.

The viewership was enormous, and I heard the cost for placing a company logo at the venue was astronomical. As the stars of this popularity, the old man and I were rewarded with money deposited into our accounts.

To be honest, I was a bit disappointed when I first saw the amount. It was a lot of money—enough to live comfortably for quite a while if managed properly.

But... this thing called "tax" was stronger than I thought.

While it's a citizen's duty to pay taxes on earned income, it's also human nature to feel wronged when watching your hard-earned money get swallowed up.

*Hmm, but Korea's taxes are relatively low.*

Compared to Northern European countries, we're better off. I heard those countries take so much in taxes that sometimes the winner receives less than the runner-up after deductions.

In comparison, I was fleeced somewhat conscientiously. Still disappointing, though.

I looked up at the blue sky. A leisurely sky with wisps of clouds drifting by. The sunshine was warm and pleasant.

The best part was that this place was "our home." We had set up beach chairs in the yard, complete with a parasol.

Thanks to that, whenever I got bored, I could come out and photosynthesize with Si-woo.

Lying mindlessly with sunglasses on, I'd purse my lips, and Si-woo would place a straw in my mouth. It was a blissful time—heaven on earth.

"Hmm... Si-woo, should I establish my own country?"

"Really? Then our Yeon would become Queen?"

"Ah, no, I was just joking."

"But if you want to, you should. Should I contact an event company to set up a coronation ceremony? Our princesses... will become real princesses."

Si-woo leaned on my shoulder while caressing my slightly swollen belly.

Twelve weeks pregnant. The gems I carried were two, and both were pink. Since I'm young and healthy, our children will be born healthy too.

Above all, I feel secure because I have a husband who takes meticulous care of my body and mind.

The parenting books at home fill an entire shelf. He was always good at matching my moods, but since I became pregnant, he's been caring for me with utmost devotion.

He gives me foot massages three times a day, reads books good for prenatal education before bed, and makes sure I don't lift anything heavier than a chess board.

*But I think he gives me foot massages because he wants to. Is it really that necessary for pregnant women...?*

I let it slide. He's already proven multiple times that he has an excessive fondness for certain body parts.

As I stared blankly at the sky, photosynthesizing, drowsiness washed over me. It was almost time for our walk.

But a pregnant woman should do what she wants. Si-woo had already brought a blanket and gently covered me.

"Let me hold your hand while I sleep."

"Just hold hands?"

"Um... if it's too much for you, I wouldn't mind some help..."

"I'm kidding. Sleep well."

I was secretly hoping for something, but fatigue won out. As my body warmed in the gentle sunlight and relaxed, sleep began to tempt me.

My eyelids slowly descended. Si-woo adjusted the parasol to make it less bright. I took off my sunglasses and began to drift into sleep.

...
..
.

As I fell asleep, images began to float in my unconscious. What we call dreams.

Most of the time, we only realize "ah, it was a dream" after waking up. But sometimes, we become aware that we're dreaming while still in the dream—like now.

A lucid dream. And among lucid dreams, this one was quite vivid.

I was sitting on a cold bench. Wondering where I was, I looked around and saw familiar scenery.

Actually, "familiar" doesn't quite describe it.

Rather than familiar... it was a place that left a strong impression. About 3 years and 6 months ago, I was here, feeling miserable.

The Championship venue.

Not the Championship I won, but the one where I lost.

*They say dreams reflect the unconscious, but sometimes that doesn't seem true. This is really random.*

It's been almost two months since I became Champion, and the memory of that defeat has long faded.

It used to appear in my dreams occasionally, but seeing it now is truly unexpected. Even when it did appear in dreams, it was usually the match scenes, not this place.

As I got up from the bench and took a few steps, the scenery changed.

I saw myself sitting in front of a chess board. Across from me... sat the old man in his younger days.

*Seeing him like this is nice. He was really cheerful back then. Now he's just a shabby old man.*

How strange that two Champions could exist simultaneously. I smiled as I looked at the young old man's face.

He silently extended his hand to me. After I accepted the handshake, the chess match began immediately.

Though it was a dream, it felt surprisingly real. Maybe because my concentration was extraordinary, the game was relatively normal.

The content of the game wasn't normal, but at least the atmosphere was that of playing chess. The pawns weren't opening their heads and breathing fire or anything like that.

The young Champion was intensely focused on playing "something like chess but not quite," and I followed along, even though I didn't know the rules well.

After a while, the young Champion grinned and extended his hand to me.

*Did I lose? It's my dream, but I don't understand the rules.*

From the atmosphere, it seemed I had lost at a crucial moment. I laughed and accepted the handshake. Then, the scenery changed again.

The exact bench where I had died.

It was a bit unpleasant. Making me play strange chess, forcing me to lose, and then showing me this place to remind me of that day.

It was my dream, yet I couldn't control it—a strange feeling. Like watching a B-grade gore film.

It felt like being forced to watch a pathetic movie with no substance, filled with cruel and shocking developments to gain popularity through sensationalism.

"Well... time to wake up from this dream."

I positioned myself and delivered a knife-hand strike, intending to break the bench. Since it was my dream, it should break.

I hit the chair once. The surface broke, revealing letters written underneath the paint.

A handwriting too familiar.
Letters that I had definitely written.
"The best move," scribbled with lingering regret before dying.

"Ugh...! How embarrassing, really."

Thinking about it again, there's no such mental victory. Writing on a chair after losing and then claiming "I still won somehow."

It's as ugly as an elementary school student watching TV with a gloomy heart after arguing with a friend, thinking, "If only I had said that, I would have won!"

I punched the chair once more. The letters of my lingering regret fell off, and a chess board appeared.

Should I, the number one in the chess world, smash a board? It felt a bit uncomfortable, but there was no reason not to.

I can break it because I'm the Champion. Even if I retired right now, I'd remain a legend.

The performance I've shown proves my skill.

I am the Champion.

I hit the chair again, and the surface completely shattered, revealing what was inside. At the very core were... two of me.

Two versions of myself.

One who is a mother of two children, Si-woo's wife, the Champion, and a woman.
One who learned chess abroad through sheer determination and made it to the Championship.

The two sat side by side. It felt like they were waiting for my choice. Were they asking which version of me I preferred?

"What kind of question is that...?"

Without hesitation, I stepped forward and embraced them both tightly.

Why choose just one? I could choose both.

Living a comfortable life with Si-woo, continuously challenging myself to reach the Champion's position.

There were two options, but in the end, I achieved both.

As I hugged the two people who were one, they began to transform into particles of light and slowly disappear. I watched until the last of the light vanished into the sky.

"Goodbye, little ones. You'll become Champions in the future."

I giggled. The dream world began to collapse.

I regained consciousness. This time it was reality. Si-woo's hand was in mine, and he was sleeping soundly beside me.

I gently kissed Si-woo's forehead.

Having just woken from the dream, the events within it were still vivid. I think my final line was a bit awkward.

Becoming future Champions is a given... I should have said something more shocking.

If I had told them they would meet a wonderful man and become pregnant with twins, wouldn't they have been startled, even in a dream?

Well, that probably would have been better than telling them they'd become Champions.

Let me think of better words as I recall the situation. Soon I'll give birth, so like an old tale:

Once upon a time, there was a child who really loved chess.

The child had talent for chess and was very, very good at it. But there's always someone better.

The child felt a wall because of someone called the Champion, no matter how much chess they played. Eventually, the child almost gave up in frustration.

Fortunately, the child had a second chance.

Meeting the kindest prince in the world, experiencing new things, falling in love, and realizing what chess truly was.

The child worked hard. Despite difficulties, they didn't give up and moved forward with the prince.

Finally, the child succeeded in defeating the Champion and becoming the new Champion.

The child who became the new Champion lived happily ever after with the prince.

Promotion ~Pawns Become Stronger When They Promote~

<The End>

Ch.266 - Side Story) It's the First Time for Both of Us (1)
# Side Story 1

A story between chapters 252 and 253

Two bodies intertwine on the plush hotel bed, sharing a passionate kiss. It's a hot, sticky kiss that makes all their previous ones seem like mere play.

They exchange breaths while kissing deeply, their tongues intertwining. I savor Si-woo's scent with each breath, absorbing his essence deep into my lungs.

This kiss is more intense than any before, probably because I've decided to go all the way this time.

"Phew, haa..."

"Yeon-a."

"Y-yes."

Si-woo speaks in a low voice. His deep tone tickles my eardrums and makes my heart flutter.

"You shower first."

"Okay..."

The fact that it was a command rather than a suggestion excited me. It contrasted with Si-woo's usual gentle, patient demeanor, making him even more attractive.

I slipped out from under him and scurried to the bathroom. Normally, I would have stripped and teased him, but I couldn't bring myself to do that now.

Because this time is real.

I have no intention of resisting, and Si-woo has no intention of stopping halfway.

I modestly entered the bathroom, took off my clothes, and locked the door. I had imagined my first time would be much more natural and skillful, but now that the moment has arrived, my mind has gone blank.

Originally, I planned to tease Si-woo with flirtatious glances, tell him to shower first, then barge into the bathroom naked.

But... today's Si-woo possessed an irresistible charisma. He wasn't the gentle Si-woo I knew, but a wolf targeting me.

*That thing pressing against my leg earlier, that was... that thing that will soon be inside me.*

My face burns hot. I knew about it, but today it feels more real than ever.

I take slow, deep breaths to calm myself, then turn on the shower. Warm water cascades down my head, soaking my entire body.

Before the mirror fogs up, I stand in front of it and look at my naked body.

Beautiful. It was the most ideal female body I could imagine. My skin is clear and transparent, smooth and flawless.

My large, soft breasts are my greatest weapon, and the light pink areolas are slightly large, giving them a sensual appearance. Even the nipples look cute.

Looking down a bit, I see my wide hips, proportionate to my chest.

We'll be making a baby soon... with these wide hips, childbirth should be easier, right?

"Haaah..."

Rubbing my flushed face, I look at the place Si-woo will soon use. The hair there is thin and fine, with just a little visible on the pubic bone.

No need to observe further.

After all... someone else will be using this. Now that I've confirmed it's a pure pink color, there's nothing more to see.

I start washing my body, holding my pounding heart. Though he always denies it, Si-woo is quite the pervert. I never know where he might kiss or lick.

I thoroughly wash my face, as well as my scalp, behind my ears, neck, collarbone, navel, armpits, and elbows. I carefully clean the opening Si-woo will use, and wash my feet about three times.

I'm not usually one to take long showers, but today I had no choice.

Because the person I love most will be touching and licking me...

I dry myself thoroughly with a towel and shake out my hair. I put on a bathrobe over my naked body and tightly secure the front.

I carefully open the bathroom door and peek out. Si-woo is sitting on the bed with his shirt off, a pillow on his lap.

"I'm... done showering."

"I'll go shower too."

"O-okay... but before you go... could you hug me just once?"

My kind Si-woo didn't refuse my request. I snuggled into his firm embrace. Si-woo looked like he wanted to remove my bathrobe right away.

"The rest, after your shower."

I broke the hug, fearing I might get devoured by the wolf if we continued. The bathrobe with nothing underneath must be quite stimulating.

Si-woo gently stroked my head with a smile and headed to the bathroom.

"Haa, phew..."

My strength leaves me. I throw myself onto the soft bed and remove my bathrobe.

I'll have to take it off anyway... might as well do it now. But showing my naked body right away is embarrassing, so I'll lie facing away.

I'll wait like this, and Si-woo will come to me, lift me up, and lay me on the bed. And then...

"Eek!"

I shake my body, stomping my feet. First experiences are both frightening and exciting.

Giving my preciously kept virginity to Si-woo, and him giving his to me.

It's scary because I've never done it before, but also exciting.

I create scenarios in my mind while listening to Si-woo shower. Like calculating moves in chess, I read all possible situations and prepare. After all, this is also a kind of game.

As I imagine and wait, my tension fades and excitement begins to rise.

*Oh no, what do I do... I've been teasing Si-woo for being a pervert... but I seem much worse...*

I'm already wet...

I'm sure Si-woo would love me even if I'm perverted, but I still felt very embarrassed. I got wet just from imagining things.

*Should I... wipe it?*

While pondering and looking around, I heard the doorknob turn. Si-woo had finished showering.

I hurriedly covered my chest with my hands, though I'm not sure why.

Thump, thump, thump.

As I heard Si-woo approaching, my excitement grew uncontrollably. I covered my chest with both hands and crossed my legs to hide my lower body.

And finally, Si-woo embraced me from behind.

"Yeon-a, I love you."

"I-I love you too!"

"Will you turn around and sit?"

I couldn't disobey Si-woo's gentle words. I squirmed and slowly turned to sit facing him. Si-woo was... completely naked.

"Ah, uh, ah..."

"I want to see too. Let's look together."

How should I express this emotion? Even searching through a dictionary, I'd struggle to find the right word.

Setting aside emotional expression, let me just state the facts.

*Big, thick... and, it's moving.*

I stared at Si-woo's manhood with my mouth hanging open. Perhaps sensing my gaze, it kept bobbing up and down.

"Could you spread your legs a little too?"

"U-um..."

I removed my hands from my chest and slowly spread my legs.

Suddenly, I remembered I hadn't wiped away the wetness, and I quickly covered between my legs in surprise.

"Are you embarrassed?"

"I-I don't mind showing you... but could I wipe myself first?"

"Why?"

"I'm... wet..."

"Why are you wet?"

"B-because of you!"

I snapped in irritation, but Si-woo just smiled, looking pleased. His large thing seemed to grow even bigger and harder.

Si-woo gently smiled and moved my hands away.

"It's okay. Look how big I've gotten too. We're both first-timers, so let's take it slow."

"O-okay."

"Can I touch your breasts?"

"Touch them all you want! T-they're yours now..."

Si-woo smiles softly as he comes closer. I arch my back and thrust my chest forward to make it easier for him to touch.

Si-woo's large hands approach me. His fingertips are trembling slightly.

*Si-woo is also experiencing this for the first time. Though it's his first time too, he's taking the lead for my sake.*

His slowly approaching hands finally touch my breasts. It's the first time someone else's hands have touched my chest. Hands much larger than mine. Masculine hands...

"They're really soft."

"Be gentle when you squeeze them, or it'll hurt..."

"Okay. They're beautiful. Big and beautiful. Lovely."

"Hmph."

"Your nipples are... cute. They're protruding so nicely, really beautiful. Lovely."

Si-woo gently caresses me while complimenting my body. The tension in my facial muscles relaxes, and I can't help but smile.

Si-woo kneads my breasts with a fascinated expression. Seeing him so fixated on my chest when he was so charismatic and cool earlier... he looks kind of cute.

"O-our Si-woo... do you like touching my breasts?"

I gently stroked his head as I spoke. Though he's acting experienced, Si-woo is ultimately a novice too.

He diligently taps my nipples and tries his best to touch them properly, but there's a certain awkwardness to it.

"If you call me 'noona,' I'll let you bury your face between my breasts and suck on them!"

Si-woo's pupils dilate. My large breasts, whose volume is visible even through clothes.

Could he resist burying his face in them, making wet sounds while sucking, and being held and stroked?

I cup my breasts with both hands and playfully shake them while giving him a mischievous smile.

*Are you satisfied just touching them with your hands?*

Si-woo seems to have planned and practiced many scenarios, but reality doesn't always follow the plan.

My finishing move—making a heart shape with my breasts and squeezing them—completely subdues him.

"Noona... Yeon-i noona..."

"That's right, our Si-woo. Do you want to drink from noona's breasts?"

In the end, Si-woo couldn't resist my soft breasts and abandoned his pride. I giggled and hugged him tightly, embracing him with my ample bosom.

Si-woo with his reddened ears was cute too.

He clings to my chest and sucks like a baby. Since this is his first time sucking on a woman's breasts since being weaned, it only tickles.

"Mmm?!"

W-well, it was just ticklish a moment ago.

Si-woo looks at me and smiles.

If that smile seems to say "Now I understand," is that just my imagination...?
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Si-woo is clinging to my chest, suckling like a baby. I gently stroke his soft hair.

"Do you like this, Si-woo?"

No answer was needed. I could tell how much he enjoyed it from the way he desperately clung to me.

What's so special about breasts? They're just soft, squishy lumps of fat that smell like skin.

But thinking about it again, I can see why he likes them. Something soft, squishy, and nice-smelling—of course you'd want to touch it all day.

Si-woo had my breast in his mouth, gently tapping it with his tongue. My body grew hot as he seemed to be trying to please me in his own way.

It actually felt good. Si-woo was studying my reactions in real-time, researching what made me feel good.

"Mmm, that tickles... Ahh... Si-woo... mmm..."

I stroked his hair, caressed his broad back, and massaged his shoulders.

Looking at Si-woo so absorbed with my chest, I enjoyed my man's body. The words "attractive physique" came naturally to mind.

He must have trained hard every day for me. Maybe he even added an extra set of exercises, gritting his teeth while thinking about this moment.

Come to think of it, it's quite unfair. I've never done any activities to maintain my body.

My skincare routine ends at applying lotion, I don't work on my figure, and I just wear neat clothes. That's it.

Si-woo likes me anyway, but... I wondered if he might think it's unfair.

After burying his face in my chest for a while, Si-woo sat up. I pulled him close, kissed him, and said:

"Should I... do something for you too?"

"What?"

If we're talking about external effort, Si-woo might feel shortchanged. I don't invest time in my appearance, while he invests time every day.

To balance things out, I needed to show my sincerity.

If I serve him wholeheartedly, Si-woo would appreciate it. Men like that sort of thing.

"Should I... use my mouth on... yours?"

I averted my gaze out of embarrassment. As we embraced, I kept feeling it against my stomach. I should be getting used to it by now... but it's still overwhelming.

"Yes. Thank you, Yeon-a."

"Let me kiss you one last time first, since it'll be hard to kiss after..."

After sharing a deep kiss, I led Si-woo down to the floor beside the bed. I spread a blanket and knelt down.

It was my way of getting into a serving mindset. Si-woo seemed pleased.

"Should I call you Master...?"

"I-I'd like that, but are you sure?"

"Yes... Master."

I knelt respectfully before Si-woo and looked at his thing.

My heart pounded. It looked big from a distance, but up close, it seemed enormous.

Could I fit this in my mouth? It's much bigger than any ice cream.

I cradled Si-woo's precious orbs in my hand and caressed them. I could feel him flinch nervously.

"Master, may I slap them?"

"No, don't!"

Si-woo frantically waved his hands. I smiled playfully and stroked them gently.

After releasing his orbs, I moved to the main part. I told myself that fear meant defeat. I boldly grasped it with both hands.

It felt like firm muscle. It throbbed in rhythm with Si-woo's heartbeat.

I stroked it tenderly, gradually moving upward. I discreetly measured its length—it was just under two hand-spans by my measure.

I'm taller than the average woman, with larger than average hands and feet, so...

*Eep!*

My cheeks burned automatically.

I complimented Si-woo on his impressive endowment—not with words, as that would be too embarrassing, but by gently stroking it.

After looking at and touching it for a while, I grew more comfortable. I boldly grasped it with both hands and slowly began moving up and down.

"Master, is this okay?"

"You could grip a little tighter..."

"In that case, command me. Tell me to grip tighter."

I was committed to the role.

We were both first-timers and very nervous. I noticed our conversation dwindling. They say men can't get hard when they're nervous.

Since I was mentally older than Si-woo, I needed to take the lead. I needed to set the mood and help him relax.

With burning enthusiasm, I boldly brought my face close to Si-woo's thing.

Gripping it firmly with both hands, I opened my mouth, thinking of it like eating ice cream. Then I put it in.

"Mmph...!"

It was harder than I expected because of its size, but still manageable. After taking the turtle-head-like part into my mouth, I tried to take in more.

Just until before it reached my throat.

I looked up after pushing in as much as I could. Si-woo was panting.

*He seems to be enjoying it. That's good.*

It had no taste and was difficult, but if Si-woo liked it, I was happy too. Being careful not to touch it with my teeth, I wrapped my tongue around Si-woo.

"Ah, Yeon-a...! W-wait a second."

I wrapped my tongue around Si-woo's head and caressed it. I carefully licked the ridged area just below the cap, like the gills under a mushroom.

Si-woo flinched and gradually backed away. Was the stimulation too strong?

I removed him from my mouth and asked:

"Master, are you okay?"

"It was great, really great. Can you... do more?"

"Don't say it like that... say 'suck it'... I, I think Si-woo is handsome when he's bold too."

"Okay... suck it."

"Yes! Master!"

I pressed my lips against Si-woo's large head. I looked up to check his reaction and kissed the cute little hole.

Smooch, smooch, smooch, smooch, smooch.

I deliberately made kissing sounds, and Si-woo really liked it.

Smiling broadly, I licked the cute hole with my tongue. Si-woo flinched every time I moved my tongue.

His reactions were so cute. This huge person, flinching and avoiding just from the movement of my tongue.

I felt a sense of conquest. Though I was kneeling and servicing him, having his extension in my mouth made me feel like I had conquered him.

This time, I took Si-woo into my mouth more boldly. Enduring the touch against my throat, I looked up and sucked hard.

"Good, so good... Whew, Yeon-a. I love you."

Si-woo stroked my hair. Giggling, I served him more enthusiastically.

Creativity isn't just for chess. In fact, chess uses only a small fraction of creativity.

There are countless ways to apply creativity in life.

What you can do with your mouth, tongue, and lips is limitless. I moved my tongue with love, paying attention to what Si-woo liked.

Sometimes fast, sometimes slow, caressing, tapping, and wrapping around.

It was awkward at first, but I gradually got used to it.

Just as I was becoming more skilled...

"Mmph, mmph, mmph?!"

Something hit my throat. A liquid with a unique taste and scent from Si-woo's head.

Looking up in surprise, I saw Si-woo looking even more shocked than I was.

"S-sorry! Yeon-a, are you okay? I'm really sorry!"

Si-woo was startled and tried to back away. But he couldn't because I was holding him tightly.

Meanwhile, liquid continued flowing from Si-woo's thing. Being his first ejaculation... the amount and concentration were quite overwhelming.

"I'm sorry... really, really sorry..."

Si-woo was flustered. I hugged his thighs tightly, looked up, and opened my mouth.

"Tissue, I'll get you a tissue. Spit it out."

I held Si-woo tight so he couldn't leave, and showed him as I swallowed. Honestly, the taste was terrible.

To be specific, I swallowed it because it was the first time Si-woo released for me, and I would do it again if he wanted, but it's not a taste I'd seek out.

"It's okay, Si-woo."

"I'm sorry. I couldn't control it, I'm really sorry."

"No, it's fine. It's our first time. Mistakes can happen. Don't worry about it."

I hugged Si-woo tightly.

Not being able to hold back means I did too well. It was because of my skill that Si-woo finished.

If anyone's to blame, it's because I was too good, so Si-woo doesn't need to apologize.

"I'm really sorry..."

"I'm truly fine. I swallowed it all, so there's no trace left of what Si-woo did! It's like it never happened."

"I wanted to do better..."

"Let's learn together. I'm okay."

Si-woo and his extension both looked dejected.

I thought I could probably fit his now-smaller extension entirely in my mouth.

It's a wife's duty to boost her husband's confidence. In a relationship between peers, the mentally more mature person should take the lead.

I took Si-woo's dejected extension into my mouth and began cleaning it.

Si-woo just made a mistake because it was his first time. It was a bit quicker than expected, but I knew we could still do more.

If I eat all traces of the mistake, we can start fresh.

I cleaned him with love, restoring his diminished pride. It gradually grew, filling my mouth again, and Si-woo's confidence returned.

I looked up at him with a giggle.
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I've carefully analyzed the text and will translate it following the guidelines.

## Side Story 3

Si-woo really loved oral pleasure. He seemed to enjoy it much more than when I sucked on his chest.

Since he enjoys it, I'm happy too. When he sincerely thanks me, strokes my hair, and praises me for doing well, my heart flutters.

I diligently serviced Si-woo's manhood—the part of him that would give me beautiful children—licking it devotedly and sucking on it.

When Si-woo said he was having trouble holding back, I immediately stopped sucking and put my breasts in his mouth instead. He may lack experience, but his theoretical knowledge is quite solid.

Men find it difficult to go multiple rounds. Climaxing more than ten times and continuously pouring out like a never-drying well only exists in fiction.

Today, I absolutely won't tease Si-woo.

I intend to fulfill my role as a wife who boosts her husband's confidence.

"Um, Yeon-a."

"Mmm—yes?"

"Could you also use your breasts?"

"With my breasts?"

"Wrap them around it, and use your mouth on the top part."

"Of course I can! I'll try it. You're so big, it should work."

I kissed his confident manhood with my lips. It's attractive because it's hard and big. I can really feel Si-woo's masculinity.

Since he's so big, I should be able to embrace him with my breasts while servicing him with my mouth.

I was happy that Si-woo was asking me to do something for him. Although I had decided to take the lead, this was still something we were doing together.

I sat Si-woo on the bed and knelt in front of him.

After adjusting the height, I estimated if it would work. It definitely would. More than enough.

With a playful smile, I enveloped Si-woo with my breasts. The part that remained exposed after being wrapped in my breasts, I took into my mouth.

*Si-woo has been swallowed by my body!*

I felt proud. I was happy to have a body that could embrace my husband's proud possession.

Si-woo is the kind of person who would tell me it's okay if my breasts are small, but he's not twisted enough to say he prefers small breasts.

Si-woo is the one who kept feeding me desserts whenever he noticed my breasts getting bigger as I gained weight.

I'm proud of my large breasts. It's nice to be able to embrace Si-woo tightly.

I pressed my breasts firmly with my hands and showered Si-woo with kisses.

"Do you like it?"

"I like it... I like it. I love you, Yeon-a."

"If Si-woo likes it, I like it too."

I took him fully into my mouth and caressed him with my tongue. I was worried he wouldn't feel anything because my breasts are so soft, but fortunately, he enjoyed it.

The thick rod wedged between my breasts. Looking at it continuously, it kind of resembles a sausage in a hot dog.

I caressed it diligently with a heart full of devotion. Using the term "service" might make it seem like only Si-woo was enjoying it, but that wasn't the case.

It's strange. I'm simply holding Si-woo's thing between my breasts and licking it... yet my heart is pounding and I feel good.

It's difficult to explain it as a feeling of conquest.

When Si-woo isn't looking, I gently touch my nipples with my fingers and softly rub my thighs. My body heats up as if I'm doing something naughty behind Si-woo's back.

Having Si-woo in my mouth is exciting too. The unique taste and scent.

If I had to describe it, it would be an erotic taste and an erotic smell...

To put it more explicitly, it feels like I'm getting aroused by the smell of Si-woo's cock.

"Ahh... that feels good."

While Si-woo was enjoying my service, I secretly freed one hand. He wouldn't notice since he was covering his face with his hands, savoring the pleasure.

*Technically, it's Si-woo's fault... it's because he keeps giving off that erotic smell...*

He wouldn't notice that one hand was free. After all, my breasts are soft, and pressing hard with soft breasts wouldn't make much difference in sensation.

Without Si-woo knowing, I moved my hand downward.

Gently, I caressed the moistened crevice.

My body shivers. Just a slight touch of my hand makes me twitch.

It seems my body has become foolish because Si-woo keeps seducing me with his erotic scent.

*Oh god, this is driving me crazy...! What do I do? It feels too, too good.*

As someone with sexual desires, I occasionally masturbate to relieve them. I've never tried penetrative masturbation as it seemed intimidating, but I sometimes rub myself with my hands.

Usually, I masturbate after returning home from a date with Si-woo, wearing his t-shirt (stolen).

I typically have quite satisfying sessions... but this time, the feeling is incomparably ecstatic.

I haven't even properly started yet. My fingertips have barely touched. Yet it felt so good that my mind was going blank.

I slowly moved my hand while sucking on Si-woo's hard thing in my mouth. I shouldn't stimulate too much.

*Si-woo's smell is so good. Oh god, I'm going crazy...! What do I do? My body feels strange.*

My hands are trembling. A sensation I've never felt before. Pleasure far stronger than when masturbating alone.

I became increasingly intoxicated as I rolled Si-woo's erotic cock with my tongue. I was clearly becoming strange.

"Yeon-a, should I help you?"

I looked up, startled. Si-woo was watching me.

I hurriedly covered my face with my hands. Even then, I still had Si-woo in my mouth. I foolishly tried to cover my face while still sucking.

Embarrassed, I removed the rod from my mouth and covered my face with both hands.

"It's okay. I'm sorry. I was enjoying it all by myself."

"N-no... I also, I liked sucking your thing..."

"Yeon-a. Could you call it a cock? I want to see you use vulgar words."

"O-okay. I liked sucking Si-woo's cock. Your cock smells so erotic... when I suck it, my body gets weird, and before I knew it... it's all Si-woo's fault..."

I made excuses, rambling. Si-woo said it was fine, stroked my head, lifted me up, and placed me on the bed.

I looked at Si-woo through the gaps between my fingers. He was sitting in front of me, smiling kindly.

"Will you spread your legs?"

I shook my head from side to side, still covering my face with my hands. I don't want to because it's embarrassing.

I had just been touching myself. I was embarrassed when we first started our relationship, but now I'm even more embarrassed.

Getting caught masturbating secretly is embarrassing enough. But I secretly masturbated while getting aroused from sucking Si-woo's cock.

It wouldn't be strange at all if I just burst into tears and collapsed under the covers.

Asking me to spread my legs and show him was too much.

"Yeon-a. I'm fine with it. I really love that you're so erotic. I love you."

I slightly parted my fingers and looked at Si-woo through the gap. He was staring at me, comforting me.

As always, I couldn't win against Si-woo.

I carefully spread my legs. I showed Si-woo my... pussy, which I had been secretly touching until just now.

"Wow, it looks so erotic. I knew our Yeon-i was a pervert, but this is a super perverted pussy."

"D-don't say mean things..."

"It's a compliment."

Si-woo came closer to me, and suddenly started showering my pussy with kisses.

"Eek! S-Si-woo? Uh, uhh...! D-don't do that...!"

Kiss, kiss, kiss, kiss.

He kisses as if tasting every corner. I'm so embarrassed that I don't know what to do. I pushed Si-woo away while stomping my feet, but Si-woo is stronger than me.

Si-woo persistently clung to me and kissed. I tried to push him away forcefully, but I gradually lost strength.

"Mmph, mmm, eek...! S-Si-woo...!! Really, stop it..."

After lips came his tongue. Since the day of our first kiss, we've kissed almost daily, intertwining our tongues.

I know very well what Si-woo's tongue looks like.

The sensation touching me was definitely a tongue. Si-woo was licking my pussy with his tongue.

"Ahh, d-don't, mmph, mm...! Stop it, Si-woo, hic, heee..."

My voice mixes with nasal sounds. It was the pussy I had been touching with my hands until just now.

The person I love most in the world is licking it diligently, and it's driving me crazy.

The feeling is so ecstatic that words fail me. He holds my waist with his large hands and persistently licks.

As he licks and loves it as if it were delicious spring water, my body gradually became strange.

"Mmph, hic...! Si-woo, mmph...! Stop it, my body feels strange...! The feeling, mmph, hic, mmm...!"

Si-woo, who had been diligently licking, raised his head and looked at me.

"Do you really want me to stop?"

Sometimes Si-woo plays mischievous pranks. After making someone's body feel so strange, saying "Do you really want me to stop?"

With a sulky face, I glared at Si-woo and said:

"P-please continue... Yeon-i's pussy... has become strange, so please... treat it quickly..."

Only then did he start licking again.

Every time Si-woo's tongue touches me, sparks fly in my head. My body becomes strange because of Si-woo lovingly caring for my body.

It's all Si-woo's fault. I was originally a rational chess master with excellent self-control, but Si-woo made me strange.

Si-woo's cock seduced me with its erotic smell, making me foolish, and Si-woo's tongue licks me with love, gradually making me strange.

My body gets hotter and hotter, heating up to the point where I wonder if this is okay.

The increasingly hot body eventually bursts with a bang.

A feeling of white light embracing me. The moment when my heated body completely explodes.

"Mmmmph!!!!"

I tightly grip the bedsheet, raise my waist, and with my entire body tensing, I experience an unbearable joy.

It was climax.
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## Side Story 4

When I woke up, I felt even more dazed than before. I couldn't understand what had just happened to my body.

A "Grandmaster" is supposed to coolly assess situations and analyze them to achieve the best outcome, but I couldn't even maintain a calm mind, let alone analyze anything.

"Hoo, hah, haaa, haaa, haaa..."

I gripped Si-woo's shoulders and gasped for breath.

"Wh-what... what did you just do...?"

"Our pretty Yeon, your pussy looked so delicious I had to taste it."

"Don't say things like thaaat... seriously. I felt so strange. My body got so hot, and then it just exploded..."

Si-woo smiled gently and hugged me tight. He stroked my back with his large hands, comforting me.

My body gradually calmed down. That hot explosion I just experienced was definitely what people call an orgasm.

In crude terms, I "came." Because Si-woo licked my body... I came.

"Yeon-a. I'm really sorry, but... you look incredibly cute and pretty right now."

"Um, yes? I'm always pretty, cute, and awesome."

"Even more than usual. It's driving me crazy. So, I'm apologizing in advance."

"Huh?"

I looked at Si-woo with a puzzled expression. He was staring at me with the eyes of a predator.

A wild beast. Eyes that clearly showed he was about to pounce on me.

It was a little scary, but I trusted Si-woo, so I laughed without trembling. Whatever it was, he had apologized, so he must have done something wrong.

I soon discovered that my assumption was mistaken.

Si-woo hadn't just apologized—he had apologized "in advance." Apologizing in advance was essentially announcing that he was going to do something wrong.

I was extremely pretty and cute, even more than usual, and that excited Si-woo. In this situation, there was only one thing that warranted an advance apology.

"Eehik?!"

Si-woo grabbed both my legs, spread them wide apart, and buried his face between them to lick me again.

The first time he licked me, it was full of love and tenderness. But now his tongue movements were simply to satisfy his desire.

It was a bold act to play with my body and observe my reactions.

He was literally like a beast. A beast using my body.

"Uhngh, Si-wooo...! Hik, huuh, heeek...!"

It probably didn't even taste good, and it probably looked strange if you stared at it, but he was sucking on it so intently.

I couldn't understand it, but I was happy in a way.

This was what I'd wanted for a long time.

For Si-woo to be completely infatuated with me, unable to live without me, obsessively fixated on me, sensitive to my every move.

A somewhat perverted desire I never dared tell Si-woo. The desire to have the person I love be dependent on me.

I never expected it to manifest this way.

So absorbed in my body... going wild like this, to the point of losing his reason.

Si-woo lapping like a puppy. My heart pounded and my body heated up. Even his rough licking felt good.

I grabbed the back of Si-woo's head and trembled. Si-woo tormented me with his persistent licking.

I wanted to hold out longer, to receive more of Si-woo's devoted licking because it felt so good...

But my body seems to be quite sensitive.

When the person I love acted roughly after seeing my body, it felt too good to resist.

We were completely absorbed in each other's bodies.

"Hnnngggh!!!"

I twisted my body as I reached my second climax. Even though it was my second, the pleasure was similar to the first.

The only difference was that I wasn't shocked because I knew what it was.

Si-woo returned to being the gentle Si-woo I knew and hugged me. He comforted me, patting me as I panted heavily.

...But he was patting my chest, not my back.

It wasn't really patting, more like kneading. He was the gentle Si-woo I knew, but with a lot of lewdness mixed in.

*It's a little sad, but I should forgive him. I've teased him a lot until now, and today is Si-woo's turn for revenge.*

Si-woo kneaded my breasts for a while and subtly rubbed his cock against my thigh.

"I'm sorry. I wanted to be more romantic... but I'm too excited."

"It's okay! I'm a Grandmaster! I'm someone who considers all possibilities and thinks about what comes after. I... I even imagined being pounced on right after showering!"

"Thank you... your body is so sexy, I can't calm down."

I nodded and hugged Si-woo.

I deliberately pressed my breasts against him and caressed his cock with my thigh. It was hard and hot. It seemed ready to fulfill its role at any moment.

I gently bit Si-woo's ear, licked it with my tongue, and said:

"The devil inside me says... if you can't calm down, just pounce on me...!"

I held his ear between my lips and blew on it. Si-woo's body twitched.

"The woman in front of you is more perverted than you think...! Every night, I masturbate imagining you pouncing on me. Don't apologize, just put that vicious cock inside me...!"

"Y-Yeon-a?"

"Mercilessly thrust it deep inside, press down with your heavy body, grab my hair, and pound me...!"

I broke the hug and returned to my innocent self, blinking my eyes.

"Si-woo, what's wrong?"

I felt embarrassed for my stupid little act. But... maybe now, Si-woo would do it.

I love gentle Si-woo. I love the Si-woo who always considers me, waits for me, and endures until I'm ready.

But corrupting that gentle Si-woo is insanely good.

I want him to be so infatuated with my body that he loses his brakes and suddenly pounces on me. Pins me down so I can't escape, pulls my hair, slaps my ass.

I want him to pour his lust into my body without caring if I'm sad.

Licking each other, praising each other, loving each other. It's a nice atmosphere.

It's nice, but... if this is going to be my first experience that will stay with me forever, wouldn't it be better to make it more thrilling...?

Like gentle Si-woo going crazy and pouncing on me.

I smiled innocently and spread my legs. I gently pulled apart the plump flesh of my pussy with both hands.

My pretty pussy that had made me come twice because of Si-woo.

My pussy that had the charm to temporarily turn Si-woo into a beast.

I seduced him by gently stroking the hole with my fingertips. I checked in the bathroom mirror while showering. I have a hymen. Quite clearly.

I did all the seduction I could.

The rest was up to Si-woo, whether he would follow the devil's words in his heart.

But honestly, I don't think anyone could resist in this situation. If he resisted this, he'd deserve to be called impotent.

Of course, Si-woo wasn't impotent.

"You seduced me first."

"No I didn't. You were the one who seduced me. You kept giving off a sexy smell and awkwardly pretending to hold back."

I tickled Si-woo's chest with a mischievous smile.

"Are you annoyed? Angry? Then show me what discipline means."

Without a word, Si-woo hugged me tightly and laid me on the bed. His heavy body pressed down on me, making it hard to breathe.

I was firmly fixed in place, unable to move. Even if I tried to escape... I couldn't.

My heart was pounding. It was closer to excitement than fear.

Si-woo was pouncing on me. The person I love was overcome with lust for my body and couldn't hold back.

Si-woo pressed his hard rod against me without saying a word. Though caught up in the moment, he couldn't find the hole.

I gently guided him to the right position. My small hole greeted him eagerly as soon as he touched it, pulling him in.

It felt good, like inserting a key into the perfect keyhole. We looked at each other and breathed heavily.

"Aaah, Si-woo is pouncing on me. Stop it, I trusted youuu...!"

My acting was a bit awkward. Anyway, since Si-woo was pouncing on me, such lines were necessary.

"I love you."

"I love you tooo."

Si-woo slowly pushed his hips forward. I could feel the hard rod forcing its way into my narrow hole.

The first experience was more painful than I expected. It felt like something was forcibly widening me as it entered.

Si-woo looked at me with concern but didn't stop. Slowly, slowly, Si-woo's cock entered me.

I hugged Si-woo tightly. I clung to his firm body, trying to alleviate the pain even a little.

Si-woo slowly pushed deeper into my body. When he finally entered as deeply as possible, we both exhaled.

"Whew... I-I can't tease you about being a virgin anymore."

"You never teased me about that."

"I did in my heart every day. I said we'd just hold hands while sleeping, and I called you a virgin who really only holds hands."

"Hey... isn't that too much?"

I chuckled and stroked Si-woo's head. He could have been rougher, but he was still gentle.

Now my body bears Si-woo's mark. I'm really happy that Si-woo is my first experience.

I can live happily with Si-woo for the rest of my life. It would be perfect if we just made a baby.

"It doesn't hurt anymore... want to try moving...?"

Even if a man and woman sleep under the same blanket holding hands, a baby won't be made. I guess this is the only way to make a baby.

Si-woo nodded and slowly began to move.
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## Side Story 5

The moment Si-woo entered my body. The moment I enveloped Si-woo completely.

It hurt a little at first, but now there's no pain at all. My heart is pounding and I feel so fulfilled that the pain seems to have disappeared quickly.

This is my first experience in the true sense. A much more significant event than licking him with my mouth or swallowing his seed.

Now I can no longer proudly claim to be a virgin anywhere. Because Si-woo has taken my first time.

I held Si-woo's back tightly.

Si-woo, inside my body, slowly begins to move. What was deeply embedded starts to retreat gradually.

"Huh, mmm, ahh..."

Such a strange feeling. As what was inside me gradually withdraws, I feel disappointed and regretful. I wish it would come back quickly.

After slowly pulling his hips back, Si-woo begins to push forward again. My narrow flesh parts once more to welcome him.

"Mmph...!! Hah, mmm, nngh...!"

I can feel it. My body is accepting Si-woo.

Though we've just met, it greets him warmly and embraces him tightly. When he withdraws, it holds him tight as if saying "don't go," and when he enters, it embraces him in welcome.

The tiny muscles inside my body that I cannot control all welcome Si-woo.

My moistened flesh gently embraces him, lubricating him, and wraps around the lubricated Si-woo from all sides, showing affection.

It loves him, embracing him so tightly that I can feel every contour of Si-woo's manhood.

"J-just a moment... this, hah, too much... the stimulation is, too strong..."

Sexual compatibility, I suppose. Without a basis for comparison, it's hard to say precisely, but this was definitely fantastic chemistry.

It feels like my body is changing to fit Si-woo's manhood.

My moistened flesh, softened and wet, is gradually adapting to Si-woo's body. It clings stickily, confessing love and serving him.

The sensitive parts of my flesh are being stimulated. Because of Si-woo's large manhood stimulating my delicate flesh, my body heats up to the point of dizziness.

"Haah, Yeon-a... I'm going crazy. Why is your body so erotic?"

"I don't know... it keeps, clinging to Si-woo's manhood..."

As if my body knows how much I love kissing, it's clinging to Si-woo's manhood like it's kissing him.

I'm already in danger. We've barely gone back and forth once, and I already feel like I'm going to climax.

I've heard that sex feels good, but I never heard it was this fantastic.

No one told me that moist flesh would melt stickily and cling. I really had no idea my body would welcome Si-woo's manhood this much.

"Ahh... I think our compatibility is amazing..."

We clung tightly together, pressing our flesh against each other. It was also happiness to press flesh with the person I love.

We have plenty of time. We'll continue to be together in the future, and we can mix our bodies anytime.

Today is just a preview of what we'll do in the future. Since it's our first time, we're keeping it light, and later he'll probably take me like he really means it.

Today I only serviced him with my mouth and breasts. Si-woo is such a pervert with an abnormal preference for certain parts of my body, and I plan to indulge those desires one by one.

Like feet, toes, or soles.

If the mood is right, he might ask me to step on him right away. Well... I'm not the type to grant such requests immediately.

I plan to tease Si-woo by calling him a pervert before finally touching him lightly with my toes. That's more fun.

"Yeon-a, can I go a bit harder now?"

"Of course... today is Si-woo's day, so you can do whatever you want. You can be rough, you can spank me, you can pull my hair."

"Okay. Thank you, I love you."

"I love you too...!"

Si-woo began to move his hips faster. My body welcomed and greeted him intensely.

Our compatibility was too perfect. Even the slightest movement feels so good it's hard to breathe.

Unable to control my body, I clung to Si-woo. He stayed close so I could hold onto him easily as he moved his hips.

"Yes, mmph, nngh...! Hah, mmm, haah...! Si-woo, mmm!"

"Yeon-a, haah... Yeon-a...!"

A warm lovemaking as we call each other's names. Today's experience will surely remain a good memory.

Romantic, warm, and good. Though it started at my request, it was more romantic and passionate than anything.

My moistened, softened flesh swallows Si-woo. It caresses his hard rod from all sides, enjoying the movement.

Si-woo moves inside me. His hard, wonderful, masculine thing thrashes in my body.

Si-woo gets increasingly excited and becomes rougher. He thrusts into my soft flesh, devouring me. My body, saved for Si-woo. I'm finally offering it to him.

"Haah, Yeon-a...! I'm going to cum!"

"You can cum...! Inside, all of it, you can cum inside, ah, it's a safe day!"

I wrapped my legs around Si-woo's waist to hold him firmly so he couldn't escape. It wasn't a conscious thought but an instinctive action.

Just... we're going to keep doing this until we make a baby anyway, so it would be a waste to spill it outside.

Si-woo buried his manhood deep inside me and held me tightly as if to press me flat, then began to release his baby seeds.

I can feel it pulsating and ejaculating. Seeds that could potentially become our baby are entering my body.

How can I receive more seeds? If I do a handstand, wouldn't they go deeper inside?

After pondering briefly, I came up with a good idea. I just need to extract more. It's impossible to ejaculate more than ten times without rest.

But with effort, five times should be quite possible, right?

"Haah... Yeon-a, I love you."

Si-woo was already creating an atmosphere of finishing. He looks at me with warm eyes and pats me gently.

That's nice, but who said we're finishing already? Pregnancy doesn't happen just by ejaculating once carelessly.

When you can, you need to put in as much as possible to increase the chances.

I clearly asked Si-woo to "make a baby with me." There's no way we'd finish with just once.

I firmly locked Si-woo's waist with my legs and hugged his back with my arms. Si-woo tried to withdraw from my body but was caught by me.

"If you love me... quickly, get this hard again."

"Huh, what?"

"We only did it once... We've known each other for over 3 years, and we've slept just holding hands for months."

And he thinks he can settle that with just once?

That's nonsensical. After taking so many supplements, where does he think he's running off to?

I caught the flustered Si-woo and rolled over.

"I'll let you touch my breasts... so get hard quickly. You can do it."

As I placed his hands on my breasts, he began to respond again. Since he hadn't pulled out since ejaculating, he was still somewhat erect.

Before it completely softened, I succeeded in reviving it by letting him squeeze my breasts during this golden time.

"Good job, Si-woo. You can do it well, so why pretend you can't?"

Sitting on top of Si-woo and looking down... this feels quite interesting too. Si-woo's dumbfounded face was cute.

Si-woo did try his best to thrust deeply. But perhaps because he's naturally kind, even his strong thrusts weren't as strong as I'd hoped.

He could thrust roughly enough to make my belly bulge.

I placed my hands on Si-woo's chest and slowly began to move. We understand each other's hearts just by looking at each other, but the details are beyond that.

Conversation exists to fill in those details.

What we need now is bodily conversation. I can show directly how strongly he needs to do it to satisfy me.

"Y-Yeon-a?"

"I'll show you how I want it done..."

Due to physical structure, I can't press down like Si-woo does, but I can be forceful.

I smiled at Si-woo's surprised face. Actually, this is all Si-woo's fault too.

When I asked him to be rougher, why does he keep being considerate? I was prepared to understand even if he choked me, as long as he properly apologized afterward.

This happened because he kept being gentle like a girl.

"Spread your legs. You little female..."

"Uh, uhh? Th-that's a bit..."

"Do as I say."

I covered Si-woo's mouth and commanded. Si-woo obediently spread his legs and submitted to me.

Nodding, I placed his hands on my breasts. Since I let him touch my breasts, it should be fine.

"Mmph...! Haa, ahh..."

Looking down at Si-woo, I slowly began to move. As if showing him how to conquer my body, I took Si-woo in to the deepest part.

I started to increase the pace gradually. That feeling I couldn't get when Si-woo was being too gentle rises up.

I really tried to be considerate... but it seems taking control is much more comfortable.

Chess and sex are similar in how they reveal a person's tendencies. I like taking control and attacking in chess, so I'm more comfortable taking control in sex too.

My sweet Si-woo seems to have become immersed in being dominated.

Looking at his appearance, he seems like a manly guy, but in reality, Si-woo hasn't taken much initiative. So this time too, it makes sense for me to be on top and lead.

I smiled as I rode Si-woo's manhood, stamping my feet.
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## Side Story 6

I ride on top of Si-woo, moving my hips. Rather than waiting for him to move, I'm taking the initiative, positioning myself and moving on my own.

If someone asked which feels better, this is definitely better. No matter how well Si-woo knows me, it's difficult for him to please me in something we're trying for the first time today.

It's better when I move myself and stimulate the parts that feel good. That's just common sense.

"Mmh, ahh, Si-woo... this is more comfortable for you too, right? Hmm? Ah, mmh...!"

"Y-yeah. It is comfortable."

"You like this better too, don't you? Right? Ah, so... mmm... just keep your thing properly hard."

I tap his chest lightly as I speak.

The economic structure of our household consists of the wife earning money and the husband supporting from home. I'm the one who works outside, and Si-woo is the one who keeps the house.

The person who stays at home should naturally take care of the needs of the one working outside. Since I work hard to earn money, he should at least do this much.

It might sound somewhat sexist, but Si-woo would agree.

"Mmm, Si-woo, it feels so good... You feel good too, right?"

"I do. I love how warm and soft you are inside, Yeon. Whew. Really."

"If it feels good, then you can do this five times a day, every day from now on, right?"

Si-woo flinches. When he tries to avoid my gaze and look elsewhere, I grab both his cheeks and make him look at me.

"You need to nod, okay?"

I rotate my hips in circles, tormenting his cute thing. It's big, hard, and amazing, but right now it's just a pathetic rod inside my belly.

I thrust my hips down forcefully, demanding an answer. It reaches deep inside.

A place that could only be reached by Si-woo's enormous thing. Movements filled with Si-woo's love.

I can feel my insides clinging tightly, tormenting Si-woo's thing. My chest grows hot, and my body gradually heats up.

"Ah, okay! I'll do it, five times every day! So, please, just a little slower...!"

"That's right, good job."

I stroke Si-woo's chest while gently moving my hips. Pushing him deep inside and wiggling slightly to feel him.

This is plenty pleasurable too.

It feels good to thrust hard and fast, and it also feels good to thrust slowly while feeling his shape.

I guess we're just compatible that way. Even with the slightest movement, I can feel Si-woo and my body responds.

"Don't just keep your hands still, stroke my waist or hips. You need to touch me."

"Mmm."

I speak in a commanding voice.

"Isn't it nice that I'm leading? With such a splendid body and hard thing... you like being pinned down by me, don't you?"

Si-woo doesn't answer.

By now, I think I understand.

"You're a perverted thing, aren't you? I asked if you like it. You like me riding on top, tormenting your thing, cursing at you, degrading you."

Again, he doesn't answer.

Silence means consent. Si-woo clearly enjoyed being pinned down, tormented, and degraded by me.

I can feel Si-woo getting harder inside me with each movement of my hips as I curse at him.

"You pervert."

"Ugh...!"

I pull up the corners of my mouth into a smile. Not a genuine smile, but a mocking one. Not my usual playful smile, but one that seems to ridicule.

I can feel Si-woo getting excited. He's already plenty big, but he's getting even harder and bigger.

I changed my position slightly. Moving my body backward a bit, supporting myself with my arms, and extending my feet toward Si-woo.

"My feet. You like them, don't you? You pervert. Did you think I wouldn't know?"

"Th-that's a misunderstanding."

"What misunderstanding? You fiddle with my feet when you offer to massage them when I'm not wearing socks, and you sneak up and touch my feet when I'm sitting down. And you still say it's a misunderstanding?"

I put my foot near Si-woo's face. I poke his cheek with my toes and bring my foot to his lips.

Si-woo doesn't avoid it. He looks extremely conflicted.

"There's something you've wanted to do when looking at my feet, right? If it's now, you can do it."

"It's really a misunderstanding. But... since we're doing this kind of play right now... it's all because you ordered me to."

He could just admit it.

It seems he's embarrassed to admit his foot fetish. He keeps saying it's a misunderstanding, but I don't understand why he insists on that.

Before, he said he liked my entire body, not just my feet, but now he doesn't even make that excuse.

I stepped on Si-woo's face with my foot. Somehow I expected this, so I washed my feet thoroughly.

Si-woo is a perverted foot-fetish masochist, so this was bound to happen.

"You pervert. Your thing is getting hard while your face is being stepped on. Disgusting."

Si-woo kisses my foot devotedly while being cursed at. I can imagine what he was thinking when looking at my feet normally.

Such a loving kiss. Isn't it a waste to give such a kiss to feet?

Feeling a bit jealous, I thrust my hips down hard. Since I was supporting myself with both arms and one leg, it wasn't easy to control my strength.

I lowered my hips carefully to avoid causing a penile fracture.

My plump buttocks swallow Si-woo's thing. Si-woo's thing is growing bigger as he shows love to my feet.

Now that he's fully erect and can't get any bigger, all that's left is to suck him dry to the root.

"Do you like feet that much? Ha, you're really hopeless. Mmh, your uselessly big and hard thing... ugh, mmm."

"Well, seeing how much you enjoy it, it doesn't seem so useless."

"Shut up. Mmh, tell me honestly... how many times have you masturbated thinking about me?"

When Si-woo hesitated to answer, I stepped on his face hard. His thing twitches.

"Tell me. How many times have you masturbated?"

But stepping on his face was a reward for Si-woo. Since it wasn't a punishment, he didn't tell me.

By now, Si-woo's thing was making my body hot, and I was getting annoyed that he kept refusing to tell me, so I spoke first.

"I masturbate thinking about you at least four times a week. With my fingers, rubbing here like this... wondering if you'll pounce on me someday, or if I should pounce on you first."

I poked Si-woo's cheek as if to say it's his turn now.

"Twice a day..."

"...What?"

"I have to do it once before going to see you, and once after seeing you. So twice."

I was surprised it was more than I expected. Recently, we've been living together like a cohabiting couple, so when did he masturbate so much?

Thinking about it again, I guess he did have plenty of time.

Even while living at Si-woo's place, I needed to shower, and I took long showers because I didn't want to smell bad when I was with Si-woo.

Usually, Si-woo would shower after me, and knowing this, I deliberately left my underwear behind. Sometimes I'd come out with just a towel after showering... I guess I did give him reasons.

When we went out, I'd deliberately press my chest against my arms while linking them, and at home, I wouldn't wear a bra and would bend over to show glimpses.

Maybe masturbating twice a day is understandable.

"I guess I did provide a lot of material."

"So you admit this... Honestly, I thought I was going crazy every time you tortured me with your chest. Even when we slept together, you kept pressing your chest against me."

"Since you've masturbated a lot until now, from now on, masturbation is forbidden. Understood?"

I announced unilaterally. Si-woo silently accepted this condition too.

Like with kissing, the first time is difficult, but once you've done it, it gets easier afterward.

Now that we know how good this feels, it's clear we'll be mixing our bodies several times a day whenever we have time.

There's no need to explicitly forbid masturbation; he won't be able to do it anyway.

After caressing Si-woo's face with my foot, I started to milk him again. The masturbation ban starts today.

I plan to milk him until he trembles like a virgin even when I approach him naked.

I want a baby.

I want an adorable baby that resembles Si-woo and me, the most lovable baby in the world. I want to create a new life to dispel the strange anxiety that's overshadowed by the pleasure of sex.

I tormented Si-woo's thing while moving my hips. My breasts sway gently.

My breasts have become plump because Si-woo keeps feeding me snacks. It's frustrating that nothing comes out no matter how much he sucks.

Another word for breasts is "milk," so why doesn't milk come out of my breasts?

"Mmm, Si-woo. If you make a baby quickly... I'll let you drink fresh milk. So, let's work hard, okay?"

"I'll try. I'll scrape the bottom and get you pregnant, our Yeon."

"That's a good attitude. Since you spoke well, here's a reward."

I stepped on Si-woo's face. This seems to be the right reward indeed. His thing twitches as if it's about to ejaculate any moment.

Perverted foot-fetish pathetic-thing Si-woo. Still, he's my kind and gentle husband. The person who will soon become a father. The person who will continue to plant his seed in me until we have a child.

I put my foot in Si-woo's mouth and rotated my hips, urging him to ejaculate.

The night is long, and the tournament day is far away. We need to create an opening and analyze the Champion's matches to find weaknesses, so we can't play for too long.

But three days should be fine.

Let's indulge ourselves for exactly three days. And during those three days, I plan to receive his seed at least 10 times.

I stroked Si-woo's chest and smiled brightly. Si-woo should be capable of that. More than 10 times.

Ch.272 - Side Story) It's the First Time for Both of Us (7)
Side Story 7

It feels energizing to suck up Si-woo's energy. I'm starting to get used to Si-woo's large member, and I think I'm figuring out what feels good.

I've always been a quick learner. I thought I wouldn't be good at this since I have no talent for physical activities, but fortunately, I learned quickly and became skilled.

"Mmm, Si-woo. Lift your hips more. That's it, good job."

I straddled Si-woo and moved my hips skillfully. Si-woo, pinned underneath, was trying hard to do something.

When I see him trying so earnestly, I briefly consider changing positions.

But since Si-woo is a masochist who likes being dominated, he probably prefers being underneath like this.

"You like being pinned down and dominated, don't you?"

He didn't answer, but he clearly enjoyed it. Why won't his pride let him admit what he likes?

I sway my hips gently, feeling the shape of Si-woo's member. Moving up and down, rotating clockwise and counterclockwise.

My body is getting hot. Si-woo's perverted member is about to make me climax again.

Such a perverted, oversized masochist member making me come again. I want to resist and hold back, but it's too big to resist easily.

Feeling the shape filling my stomach, I started riding faster.

Like riding a horse, I straddle Si-woo's member and move my hips rhythmically. I shake them vigorously, determined to extract everything.

"Hah, mmm, ahhh... Such a big, hard masochist member. It seems to get harder when you're pinned down and dominated. Hah, mmm, don't resist, just come quickly...!"

"I wanted to hear you talk dirty, but I didn't expect you to get so into it..."

"You are a masochist. Getting hard when stepped on. Enjoying me on top. You should just admit it...!"

"Being stepped on... honestly, it felt good. Not because I like feet, but because your parts looked pretty when you stepped on me. But I'm not a masochist."

Si-woo lifted me up and changed positions. He was on top again.

"You're about to come, aren't you?"

Si-woo hit the mark. My moment of hesitation without answering revealed the truth.

"You were about to come, and you didn't want to be embarrassed by coming first, so you tried to push me and tease me. Did you think I wouldn't notice?"

With a gentle smile, he gets on top of me and moves his hips. More forcefully than when I was on top, he thrusts deeply and roughly.

"Ahh... mmm, ahhh..."

We were indeed compatible. When Si-woo enters deeply, I tighten and cling to him.

It feels like my body is being affectionate. I clung to Si-woo's broad back.

"I've been holding back. I could be rougher... but I love you, and I was afraid of hurting you."

"Th-then be rougher. I think Si-woo is handsome when rough... our Si-woo is so kind that even when rough, he's still kind."

"Alright. I'll try my hardest."

Si-woo nodded with a serious face and began thrusting boldly.

I can feel his hip movements have become much more skilled than when we first started. If at first it felt like clinging, now it feels like pounding.

Boldly, strongly, as if to break through to unreachable places.

Feeling Si-woo's relentless thrusts, I rushed toward climax.

"Haa, you're cute. Yeon-a, you look so cute right now. Do you like it when I thrust hard? You pervert."

"Mmm, ahhh! Hah, yes, I love it! I love it so much! Mmm, ahh, hahhh...!"

"You said you wanted me to keep thrusting until you get pregnant, right? Don't worry. Men think about that whenever they have the strength to hold a spoon. I'll make you regret it."

Si-woo truly began thrusting in earnest. So roughly that I could hear his panting breaths.

He thrusts his member as if pounding against my cervix.

"Good, good! More, harder...! You can thrust into Yeon's parts however you want! Hah, mmm...! Ah, ahhh!"

Each time I ask for harder thrusts, his hip strength increases. He thrusts so strongly that I feel flattened under his member.

The feeling of being taken. The feeling of being used by Si-woo.

It's ecstatic and feels so good that my mouth opens involuntarily and moans escape.

I reached climax tightly embraced in Si-woo's arms. My body trembles as I open my mouth wide and come.

"Hnnnngggg!!!"

The pleasure was so intense that I saw stars. My head spins, and fireworks explode.

Even after I came, Si-woo didn't stop. He continues thrusting into my sensitive parts that just climaxed, as if ravaging them.

"Ah! Ahh, hnngg! Mmm! Mm, ahhh! Ah! Ahh!"

I cried out like a fool from the mind-blowing pleasure. Clinging to Si-woo, I wailed wildly.

I was taken by Si-woo's member to the point where my memories became hazy.

I think I understand what it feels like to become mindless.

I was taken like that until Si-woo ejaculated. Si-woo held me tight and released his fluid as if to impregnate me, then pulled out.

"Phew... let's rest for a bit. Because of perverted Yeon-i, I'm too exhausted."

I wanted to grab him and devour him again, but this time I had no strength either. Si-woo had taken me so roughly and strongly... my legs gave out.

"Si-woo... come here. Since Yeon-i used her body, you need to let Yeon-i clean you."

Si-woo's cute, limp member. The valiant thing that had just pleased me.

I caught Si-woo as he was heading to the bathroom and sat him in front of me. I wanted to kneel and do it, but I didn't have the strength.

I lay down in front of Si-woo, took his shrunken member into my mouth, and began cleaning it.

It was inside my body, so I should clean it. Also, Si-woo would probably like it if I did this.

The taste is really awful, but I can do it if Si-woo likes it. I sucked on his cute, shrunken member.

"Mmm, next time, keep it inside even after you finish. Look how much is left in here."

After sucking and cleaning what remained inside, I opened my mouth to show him.

If this had been inside me, my chances of getting pregnant would have increased. I forgive him since we've only done it a few times.

"Give me a tissue. This tastes bad. I want to spit it out."

I showed him how much was left and was about to spit it out. But Si-woo looked disappointed.

"No... this really tastes weird. It's salty, fishy, and the texture is strange... I'm a foodie so I never eat things like this, but I tried it once because it's yours..."

"Mmm. Spit it out. I'll get you a tissue."

He tells me to spit it out, but his face shows he prefers me to swallow.

I closed my eyes tight and swallowed. What wouldn't I do for my husband? It doesn't taste good, but it's not horrifically bad either, and with the power of love, it's somewhat edible.

"Ugh, why do you want to watch me eat it? Is it about dominance?"

"Just... when you swallow something that came from my member... it makes me feel truly loved. I really liked it when you cleaned me just now."

"I think I understand how that feels. Alright... I'll try to get used to it."

Feeling truly loved? When he puts it that way, how can I refuse?

It's a wife's role to convey love to Si-woo, and if he's happy about getting cleaned after such rough sex, I should do it.

It's not something I particularly want to do, but if he wants it, it's not something I can't do.

"Now that the cleaning is done... time to make it dirty again?"

"It's not up yet. I think it might rise if a pretty person licks it while holding it in their mouth..."

"That's easy!"

I took Si-woo's semi-erect member in my mouth and licked it diligently.

His cute member with its sensual scent. A magical rod that makes my body heat up just by holding it in my mouth.

I looked up at Si-woo while diligently sucking his member.

Si-woo looked at me with a pleased expression, stroking my hair.

Si-woo's member began to grow. Thanks to multiple ejaculations, it wasn't as firm as before... but it would become firm again once inside.

I'm confident in making Si-woo's member hard. We're compatible, so even just keeping it inside, I can stimulate it by squeezing.

Si-woo is weak, so he won't be able to hold out long before getting hard.

Now we both completely know each other's bodies. From friends to lovers, from lovers to spouses.

As our relationship developed, we could do more things together, and today we finally completed the alpha and omega of marital relations.

It was clumsy at first, and the unique sensations were surprising, but overall it was a happy experience.

We competed over who would be on top... but in the end, I'll be the one on top.

Si-woo is gentle, so if I say I want to be on top and take the lead, he'll let me.

"This is exercise too. To manage my health during pregnancy, I need to build up my stamina early."

Doing squats on top of Si-woo will definitely be good exercise. From now on, every day, without missing a single day, I'll exercise diligently.

I looked at Si-woo and smiled brightly.

Please take care of me from now on, my husband.
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Regardless of the field, the person called "The Champion" exerts a tremendous influence on their discipline.

When everyone can clearly see that person is number one, their influence grows even stronger. In chess, the former champion played this influential role.

People admired him and many tried to imitate his chess style.

His influence was so strong that in overall chess player statistics, the percentage of 1. d4 briefly surpassed 1. e4. This happened because he kept using Queen's Pawn Opening in tournaments, and many players followed suit.

You can see it clearly in the Grandmaster statistics.

During his reign, the draw ratio gradually increased, as did the Queen's Pawn ratio.

*That's the path to ruin. People don't like draws. Clear wins and losses are what drive progress and create excitement.*

As the new champion, I made up my mind at my first tournament.

I would not allow a single draw in this tournament. I'd rather lose than draw. In equal positions, I'd sacrifice pieces to turn the situation around.

With a new era, trends must change as well.

The former champion's "draw-oriented safety chess" is now over.

It's time for the current champion's "victory-oriented variable-creating chess" to begin. First step: increase the King's Pawn Opening ratio and decrease the draw ratio.

Ratings will rise for those meant to rise and fall for those meant to fall. I'll break the former champion's peak rating and reach an even higher position.

A new era. A new champion. Time for a new meta.

*Chess history's first pregnant champion... I wonder if I might even have a meaningful impact on birth rates.*

I chuckled as I rubbed my now slightly protruding belly.

With two lives inside, my belly seems to be showing earlier. Still, it's not heavy. My babies are good and don't give their mother a hard time.

I put on loose-fitting clothes that wouldn't press against my belly and headed to the tournament venue.

Everyone welcomed me warmly. Since becoming pregnant, people have been speaking and acting more gently around me, worried about any negative effects on the baby.

Believing that today's good deeds return tomorrow, I offered advice and approached people with humility and without pretense.

Acting this way, I've gained everyone's goodwill.

*It's thanks to my treasures. With my original personality, I would have been teasing and laughing at people.*

The only people who still dislike me are those who disliked me from the beginning. But it's a pregnant woman's duty not to see the negative.

By treating such people as if they don't exist, it's as if everyone likes me.

"Hello, Champion. Looking forward to another great tournament."

"Ah, it's been a while. Do your best. Was that issue I mentioned helpful?"

"Yes... you were absolutely right. I'm working to change it. Thank you. At this rate, I might see you at the next Championship."

"You can do it. Keep it up."

After shaking hands and greeting them, I chatted with others as well.

This is a positive change since I became champion. There's a big difference in accessibility between a champion in his 60s and a fresh female champion in her early 20s.

When the former sits in his place clearing his throat with an "ahem," the atmosphere naturally becomes heavy.

A pretty woman like me brightens the atmosphere just by existing. I don't project authority, so people find me approachable.

Not just the masters I'm talking with, but the overall atmosphere is much brighter.

This can be considered a positive change for chess.

After chatting in this comfortable atmosphere, I return to my seat as the time approaches.

Today's tournament follows a mixed system of Swiss and knockout. After 12 rounds under Swiss system rules, the top 16 advance to the main draw.

Those 16 compete in a knockout tournament to determine the winner.

It combines the advantages of both the Swiss system and tournament format. The disadvantage is... the schedule is quite long.

*I was planning to stay in Europe for a while and participate in several tournaments, since frequent air travel during pregnancy could cause problems.*

I hope my schedule doesn't get messed up to the point where my children become foreigners.

If they were boys, being born abroad wouldn't be so bad, but since both twins are girls, the benefits of foreign citizenship aren't that significant.

After pondering briefly, I pushed the thought aside.

Pregnant women shouldn't worry about difficult things. I should leave such headache-inducing problems to Si-woo and only think happy thoughts.

*They're like cheat keys, my little cheat keys. My babies are already being filial to their mother. Such good daughters.*

I shook hands with the person sitting across from me and began the chess game.

My opponent was staring at the board with a very tense expression.

Unlike the former champion, against whom one could at least draw by stubbornly defending, my style is to decisively settle matches.

Rather than trying for a draw and ending up losing, it's better to play properly from the start.

Ordinary people might say "the champion's dignity has fallen," but masters say "the pressure when facing her in tournaments has increased."

Unlike before, when trying hard could earn you a draw, now you lose even when you try your best.

My opponent was already intimidated before we began. I wanted to advise them to relax their shoulders and think more calmly, but... the game had already started.

The match proceeded without any surprises.

My opponent probably knew. I've been breaking my career high almost daily. Even highly skilled players are left in awe, so it's impossible for an ordinary Grandmaster to stop me.

I wanted to win the tournament with a perfect score, but that was difficult. No matter how good I am, I sometimes make mistakes and have off days.

I felt a little disappointed, thinking I could have achieved a perfect victory if I had played slightly better.

With two lives to be responsible for, I seem to have neglected practice somewhat.

I comfortably expressed this regret in the winner's interview. Without mentioning the babies, I said I was disappointed because I hadn't practiced enough.

I also gave lip service, saying that players' skills are improving so much that I might not hold the champion's position for long.

While it's true that skills are improving, honestly, I don't think anyone will threaten me within the next 10 years.

Unless I get bored and give up first, I should be able to keep the throne easily for about 10 years.

*20+ years would be difficult. Physical stamina becomes an issue, and I don't think my style will work that long. Let's focus on maintaining it for 10 years first.*

In 10 years, my kids will be 9 years old. Still young, but not so young that they won't have vague memories of that time.

If I want to show my children their "mother as the chess world champion," I need to hold on at least that long.

As I left the venue with the tournament trophy, Si-woo welcomed me. I walked calmly into his arms, and together we got in the car and headed to our accommodation.

Being the chess world champion, I have an expensive car, a dedicated driver, and security guards.

Sometimes I miss the days when it was just the two of us, but I'm quite satisfied with the feeling of being treated well together.

Sitting in the car, I enjoyed relaxing classical music.

They say it's good for prenatal education... I can't remember whose music it is. Beethoven or Mozart, anyway, someone famous.

"Si-woo, give me today's hot news!"

"Hmm... there's rain in the southern region, which should help with the drought."

"That's good news. But is there anything more interesting?"

"There is one piece of surprising news."

"Wait. I need to be careful with surprising news."

I made a fuss while rubbing my belly. It would be terrible if I got startled and negatively affected the babies!

"Is it related to chess?"

"Yes."

"Is it good news or bad news?"

"Good news. I don't think anyone could see it as bad."

"Is it good news from everyone's perspective? No one got hurt because of it, right?"

"Well... I don't think so. It would be strange if anyone was hurt by this."

I tilted my head in confusion. Surprising news in the chess world usually involves cheating or an underdog's rebellion.

*Surprising news that hurts no one, yet is related to chess...?*

I really couldn't guess.

"What on earth is it?"

"Don't be shocked. It's related to the former champion."

Did he die? No, that would be bad news.

"I'll read the newspaper article verbatim. Former chess world champion Henry Campbell... admits to romantic relationship. Partner revealed to be a Japanese woman 24 years his junior."

"...What?"

"They say they're in a serious relationship."

"W-what? The champion, what?"

Si-woo must have misspoken. That stiff, stone-like man is dating? Someone who never had deep relationships even in his youth... romance?

And with someone 24 years younger?

Given his age, even someone 24 years younger would be in their 30s. But a man in his late 50s dating someone in her 30s is different.

I took the tablet from Si-woo's hand and read the news article.

"Ha, hahahahaha! This really is surprising news!"

I never would have thought. Really.
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The news of the former Champion's romance shocked more than just me. It practically shook the world.

Of course it would, since the news announced they were dating, but the entire process leading up to it was completely missing.

If you look at how celebrities or influencers confirm their relationships, you can see the difference.

First step: the two people need to have some connection. They appear on the same program, or get invited to the same festival, something like that.

Second step: the two connected people give off subtle vibes and get caught. Paparazzi stick to them and snap photos of them holding hands, that sort of thing.

After those two steps, questions like "Are they dating?" start popping up on the internet. That could be considered the third step.

After that stage, when their influence has grown enough and their agency gives approval, they can proudly announce, "We're dating!"

That's the usual process. It's the norm.

But in the former Champion's case, he skipped the first three steps entirely and basically said, "We're dating, so deal with it."

No one knew what connection the two had. No one had seen them creating any subtle atmosphere.

Since that didn't happen, naturally nothing was posted online about it. There were only posts like "Will the former Champion make a surprise comeback?"

The former Champion's relationship announcement came completely out of nowhere.

"To drop this without any build-up... that's another surprising thing. Ha, hahaha!"

I laughed out loud.

I can't explain why it's funny, but I just can't stop laughing. I thought he'd spend his whole life playing chess alone and die lonely, but he found a woman!

For someone like me who occasionally worried about him dying alone, it was just hilarious.

After arriving at my lodging, I immediately called the old man on my phone. I wanted to hear about this directly.

Ring ring— Ring ring— Ring ring—

He wasn't answering. Since retiring, he had all the time in the world and would answer my calls promptly.

Tilting my head in confusion, I called his secretary. The secretary answered immediately.

"Um, what is the old man doing right now? He's not answering his phone."

[The boss is currently engaged in romantic activities. He doesn't want to be disturbed by anyone. I'm sorry, Miss Yeon... but I can't stop him.]

"Hahaha! Really?"

[Of course. The boss is having the best time of his life right now.]

"Where did they go on their date?"

[I don't know. The madam is quite a unique person.]

"Unique? What do you mean?"

[Understanding the madam's behavior would be much easier than understanding the bounce of a rugby ball.]

The secretary's comment made me even more curious. The former Champion is a methodical person.

He likes to control situations and enjoys having everyone under his feet—an arrogant man.

His arrogance was forgiven because he had the authority of being the Chess Champion. Without that, he would have just been a grumpy old man with a bad personality.

*He's like the epitome of a medieval nobleman. Well, he actually does have that bloodline.*

A woman that such a person would like?

I thought he'd never have a serious relationship unless AI developed to the point of creating a perfect taste-analyzing dating bot.

Otherwise, I thought the only possibility was if his secretary transitioned. Someone who had quietly stood by his side like the secretary might be able to tolerate his personality.

My curiosity kept growing.

I sent the old man a bunch of messages.

It hadn't been years since the Championship, only a few months, and now a woman? How could I not be curious?

*Pregnant women should do what they want. I'm curious, so I need to know.*

The old man's reply came three days later.

He just threw in one photo with a message saying, "I'm living well, don't worry. Let's meet next month."

His tone seems to have softened a bit. It's shocking that I can feel the difference even in text messages.

In the photo were the old man, looking exhausted as if he'd done hard manual labor, and some woman.

His face was tomato-red and drenched in sweat. He was holding a small hand axe, and his grip looked quite natural.

Behind the two was a uniquely structured building. I don't know how to describe it.

It seemed to be modeled after a house, but also looked like a bathtub, or maybe a tent, or perhaps a bed—a bizarre structure.

*The old man definitely made it, but why that design...?*

That man surprisingly has various talents. He can't draw aesthetically beautiful pictures, but he can draw with proper proportions adequately.

Think of him as the best drawer among ordinary people who never learned art. No formal training, but what he creates looks decent enough.

I've never seen him do design or sculpture, but I imagine it would be similar.

He's a person who knows his abilities well, so if he thinks something won't work after roughly sketching it in his mind, he won't even try.

*If the old man made it like that, he must have intended it to look that way from the start. But what on earth is it?*

I still couldn't figure it out no matter how much I looked at it. I kept staring, hoping to catch some clue, but I had no idea what it was.

I texted the old man again, asking what on earth it was.

He replied asking if I was curious. When I said yes, he said he'd tell me later.

When I asked if that was okay to do to a pregnant woman, he finally apologized and gave me a hint. But the hint was also mysterious.

The hint was "No wax." I asked what wax meant, but he absolutely refused to explain further.

We arranged to meet about a month later. He had changed in such a unique way. I wonder what impression he'll give in person.

...
..
.

After being invited to a chess tournament in Hungary and playing a few exhibition games, I headed to the meeting place I'd arranged with the old man.

When he told me to come to a "Beautiful Green Field," I thought he was talking nonsense, but it turned out to be the name of a café.

"He's changed strangely. He wasn't like this before."

"I know. He seems to have changed quite uniquely."

"Si-woo, you think so too, right? I wonder if he's been bewitched by a nine-tailed fox. Hmm... interesting hypothesis."

I stroked my protruding belly while waiting for the old man.

The old man arrived exactly on time. I was worried because he seemed to have changed a lot when we texted, but he didn't look that different.

His hair was dyed black and he looked healthier with better complexion. The hair was probably dyed, and the complexion likely improved from recent exercise.

I raised my hand to call him over.

The old man nodded and headed our way. There was a woman beside him. Not just beside him—they were actually holding hands tightly.

"Oh my... how embarrassing. How can they behave like that in public?"

Holding hands so affectionately while walking around.

Surprised by this shameless display, I tightly hugged Si-woo's arm.

"Oh my, oh my goodness. Si-woo, Si-woo. Look at that atmosphere."

He opened the door for the woman before entering, escorting her gently. If there were such a thing as an English gentleman, he would look like that.

Textbook escorting. I made a fuss, patting Si-woo's arm.

He really must have changed.

The old man approached us with a proud smile. My eyes naturally went to the woman beside him.

She was clearly in her mid-30s, but looked quite young. She had impressive black bob-cut hair.

Her appearance was ordinary, but... her eyes seemed to sparkle.

It was like the eyes of a curious child who visits an aquarium and makes eye contact with a beluga whale for the first time.

Her eyes were sparkling. She was looking at me with those sparkling eyes.

"Um, hello?"

I greeted her in English first. Since she was with the old man, she must speak English.

"Nice to meet you, Champion! The new star of chess! The new hope! The future of chess!"

Well... my guess that she could speak English was correct.

I didn't expect her to emphasize her words like she was in a musical and bounce around like that. Didn't they say she was harder to understand than a rugby ball? That seems accurate.

I extended my hand for a handshake.

"Ooh... so this is the hand of the chess champion. I'd love to hold your hand and jump around, but I shouldn't! You're pregnant."

"Thank you for understanding."

After a light handshake, we sat down. And before even introducing ourselves, she spread a chess board on the table.

"A chess player's moves contain their heart...! I want to know your heart, Miss Yeon. Please make a move!"

Suddenly?

I blinked and looked at the old man. He just shrugged and laughed it off.

Since she wants to play chess... I might as well. Honestly, I'm curious too.
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The woman with the intimidating aura suddenly suggested playing chess, and I didn't refuse.

How could I turn down a chess match from a chess champion? Of course I had to accept.

As luck would have it, the former champion was sitting right in front of me, so I played some chess while having a long-overdue conversation about the game.

It seemed too unfair for me to take white, so I offered it to her. My opponent didn't refuse my gesture.

"I look forward to playing with you! I'll learn a lot!"

"Yes, looking forward to it."

After shaking hands, we began the chess match. Her first move was advancing the king's pawn two squares—the most common opening.

I usually like to respond with the Sicilian Defense, but I didn't feel the need to seize the initiative against an amateur.

Open Game. A solid move that lets me see my opponent's response.

She nodded and entered into the Italian Game. Without going into any special sidelines, she smoothly transitioned into the Giuoco Pianissimo line.

It's a line where strategic moves shine more than tactical ones.

Some people used to say my strategic judgment was lacking... but that was ancient history.

Besides, how could a champion have such a weakness? Making strategic moves is easy for me.

The world's number one chess position isn't won by rolling dice. I gently pushed my opponent back while accumulating advantages.

If the opponent doesn't notice small mistakes, that's their problem. I applied strong pressure with high-risk, high-return plays.

Before long, my opponent faced the choice of losing either her king or queen. Naturally, losing the king would end the game immediately.

With no choice, she gave up her queen.

I looked at my opponent, waiting for her surrender. A one-queen difference is decisive. Even a rook-knight for queen exchange is hard to overcome, but she simply gave up her queen.

"Are you waiting for me to surrender?"

"Well... if you want to continue, that's fine with me. Shall we?"

"Hmmmm... I see the Champion is already certain of victory!"

She made somewhat exaggerated gestures and spoke with a theatrical tone, flashing a smile.

In this situation, even an engine would struggle. The material difference alone is 10 points, and considering the positional differences, the gap is clear.

"Hmm, I bet the Champion is thinking: 'I could win even against an engine.' Right?"

"That's not wrong."

"I'll return those words right back to you."

She took a blanket from her bag and lightly covered the chess board. Then she removed the blanket and, with an exaggerated hand gesture, pointed at the board.

"Now, no matter what happens, I'll win!"

When I saw the board again, I couldn't help but laugh. All the pawns had been transformed into queens.

I had captured one queen, but there were still five queens left on the board. Even an engine playing in my place couldn't win against this.

"Looks like I've won!"

"Indeed. I've lost. I surrender. I never expected this. Wow, that's really amazing."

There was a reason she suggested playing chess before introducing herself. What an interesting self-introduction.

With a smirk, I extended my hand for a handshake. Her hand was larger than I expected when I touched it again. It seemed like she could hide several cards in that hand.

"I'm Witch Campbell, a street magician. Nice to meet you."

"A street magician. How interesting."

"Thank you! For someone who makes a living from creating wonder, being called interesting is high praise! Now, could you return that?"

She pointed at my finger with a hearty laugh. There was a small ring on my finger.

*When did she put this on...?*

It wasn't there before we shook hands. If something like this had been on my finger while playing chess, I would have noticed immediately.

She must have put it on during our handshake, but I had no idea how she did it.

I took off the ring and returned it to her.

"Thank you. It's my engagement ring."

"If it's an engagement ring, then your stage name, Witch Campbell..."

"Comes from this person's surname! I used to just be Witch, but I thought having a surname would be nice, so I added it."

Not just "witch" but "Witch" with emphasis on the first syllable and a drawn-out ending—a strange word.

I wanted to ask her real name, but that would be rude. She clearly had her own worldview.

"Anyway, nice to meet you, Witch Campbell."

"Nice to meet you too, Chess Champion Buyeo Yeon!"

She was such a bright and cheerful person. Perhaps because she was a street magician, she had high energy and was very active.

Her voice was a bit loud and overwhelming, but not unpleasant. I had been worried about her dating that old man, but now I felt relieved.

*He's really wealthy, so it wouldn't be strange for women to cling to him for money.*

He's not a foolish person, so he wouldn't be easily swayed. But as people age, they can become more emotional, so you never know.

If a professional came after him for money, even a smart person could fall victim.

Fortunately, she didn't seem like that type. If she were a professional, she would be younger and prettier. This eccentric woman living in her own world couldn't be like that.

"That suspicious look... hmm, I've been getting that a lot lately. It is a bit strange, isn't it? The age gap is quite large. Hehe!"

"Ah, I'm sorry."

"No, it's okay. You have reason to be suspicious. Being viewed with suspicion isn't a bad feeling, actually—it makes me feel like this person has lived a decent life."

"Is that so?"

"Of course. You're suspicious because you care about this person and don't want him to experience anything bad."

That was good spin. Even if she had found it unpleasant, there wouldn't have been much I could say.

"Don't worry. I've already transcended material things like money as an Archmage! Money is just numbers."

She said this while making a fist and extending it toward me. Thinking she wanted a fist bump, I tapped her fist, but she looked at me with a confused expression.

Only then did I realize her intention and extended my palm to receive what she was offering.

It was a small marble. The kind used for playing marbles, which are hard to find these days. Even I never played with these.

"This is Archmage Currency. If you ever need a favor, just ask. Since you're this person's friend, I've given you a special mid-tier currency!"

"Oh... then, I want ice cream."

I immediately returned the currency to her, using it.

"Vanilla flavor. Not the stick kind."

"Uh, umm, well... this, this isn't exactly the wrong way to use it... but ideally, you'd ask for something amazing, like experiencing something magical, or flying through the sky, or something..."

Perhaps vanilla ice cream didn't exist in the Archmage worldview.

She rubbed her stomach with disappointment. I wasn't saying I wanted it—the babies did. Now I'll have to ask Si-woo to get it.

"But since I'm an Archmage, I can do it. Just wait a moment, I'll stop time and be back quickly!"

She clapped her hands once, rubbed her palms together, then gently stroked the table. Then she brought her palms together again.

When she opened her hands, a small pocket watch appeared. I couldn't tell when she had taken it out.

The hour and minute hands of the pocket watch were strange. They moved forward and backward. They seemed to move without any pattern.

"Stop, O Time!"

When she uttered those words, the erratically moving watch suddenly stopped.

*Time has stopped... it really has stopped.*

After stopping time, she grabbed her wallet and rushed out in a hurry. It felt strange to have sent her on an ice cream errand.

Maybe I should have asked for a magic trick. She probably would have shown me something truly amazing.

*I'll save that for when the babies are born. I can probably get a few more Archmage Currency coins later. I'll invite her when the babies are born and receive them as congratulatory gifts.*

After becoming Champion, I no longer had to worry about financial matters. Neither Si-woo nor I were interested in luxury brands or enjoyed spending money.

Maybe the Archmage Currency was more valuable than actual money.

I chuckled and looked at the old man.

"She's an interesting person."

"She's a good person. By the way, I have five high-tier currencies."

"Even if you say that, I don't know the value, so I can't react properly."

"You need ten of your mid-tier currencies to equal one high-tier currency."

"So it's like 50 vanilla ice creams."

"What...!"

He took the bait.

The old man usually doesn't get riled up by such comments, but he just got completely hooked by my words. That currency must be something special.

It's like buying one ice cream with Bitcoin and then teasing someone who has 50 Bitcoins by asking if they have 50 ice creams.

"Phew, I almost lost my composure there."

The old man clapped his hands together, rubbed them a few times, then slammed the table. After making a fist and opening it again, a handkerchief appeared in his hand.

"I saw you take that from your pocket."

"Damn it."

The old man was still quite awkward. Both the retrieval and the hand movements were clumsy.

But it was nice to see that he seemed to be enjoying himself.

*That's good, that's good.*

I laughed and looked at the old man. He looked much happier now as an apprentice magician than when he was playing chess.
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The magician sister came running toward me in a hurry, holding two ice creams in each hand, four in total.

Many cafes don't allow outside food, but fortunately this one didn't seem to mind.

"Thank you, I'll enjoy these."

"It's a bit disappointing! I wanted to present these with magic too. Ice cream is tricky to conceal... Hmm, I suppose my creativity is still lacking."

"Not at all. It was really amazing. So, did you enchant that man with those skills too?"

A direct question.

"Um, well... that's, that's a bit difficult to explain..."

"Are you trying to get a story for free? You should at least pay for it."

The former Chess Champion came to the struggling magician's rescue. They seemed like an unlikely pair, but surprisingly, they matched well together.

Fascinating, truly fascinating.

These two people were stimulating this pregnant woman's curiosity. How did that stiff, pine tree-like man end up experiencing something like love?

I glared at the two of them with eyes full of curiosity.

The magician sister was blushing, and the man was acting as if to protect her. It was truly a remarkable scene. I couldn't help but be amazed.

"Wow, this is incredible. People can change this quickly? I could use this for research: 'The Time It Takes for a Person to Change.' That would make a good title."

"All the conditions for change were already in place... there was just no catalyst."

"Conditions for change?"

"Defeat. An overwhelming defeat that makes you unable to even dream of what comes next. That's the greatest gift you gave me."

"Hmm... So when you were writhing in the agony of defeat, this sister helped you. Is that the scenario?"

The man smirked arrogantly and shook his head.

"How cliché. Develop your creativity more. I heard you've been reading a lot of books lately—was that all a lie?"

"What's this? You even look up my interviews? Which competition was it where I said I read a lot? I don't think it was even a major one."

"Of course I have to keep up. Just because I retired as a chess professional doesn't mean I don't play chess. I need to monitor you to make sure you don't ruin my chess."

"Yes, I see. I do read a lot. They're children's novels, that's all. I'm reading them for my kids as their mother."

"Hmm... I apologize. If you're reading children's books, then such a scenario is acceptable."

I stared at him with wide eyes. Did he just apologize to me? Did I hear wrong?

*He's usually too arrogant and conceited to apologize... This is really strange. He normally only apologizes when he's being sarcastic.*

How should I get them to tell me their story?

After pondering for a moment, I looked at the chess board. Now as before, my relationship with this man couldn't exist without chess.

What's the point of chess players conversing with words? Chess players should communicate through chess.

"Magician, could you turn these queens back into pawns?"

I wanted to play chess right away, but the pieces were strange. Whether by magic or trick, the pawns had been turned into queens...

"Asking queens to become soldiers again! How tragic... But if the chess champion requests it, I must comply."

She covered the queens with her large hands and sleeves, then removed them. The queens had transformed into pawns. Even after seeing it twice, I couldn't figure out how she did it.

Her movements were so natural, making it even more amazing. Her skill in changing them while looking straight into my eyes was impressive.

*They say you shouldn't look into someone's eyes when lying... but I guess this is magic, so it's different.*

Perhaps it's more amazing because she's looking at me while performing the trick.

After setting up the properly restored chess board, I offered White to the former champion. I considered removing one pawn to give him an advantage but decided against it.

Honestly, he's not someone who would win even with a pawn advantage.

Although I've become the champion, there's no need to be that arrogant.

"Since we've met, we should play a game of chess."

"Indeed. It seems it's time for me to reclaim my position."

"If you're that confident, you should have won earlier. Only winning 'one game'... hehe."

I deliberately emphasized "one game." After losing more than ten games and winning just one, shouldn't he be more humble by now?

I couldn't help but laugh seeing him still clinging to his pride.

I grinned and set the chess clock. Fifteen minutes with a ten-second increment—classic Rapid. Rapid has many variables, but in the end, I'll win.

Chess is a game where two people play and Buyeo Yeon wins.

The performance of the strongest champion is truly overwhelming!

"I'll teach you humility."

"Learning humility from you... I'd rather learn magic. I wonder if you'll retire again after losing."

The man chuckled and advanced the pawn in front of his king two squares.

"This is your favorite opening. Go ahead and run wild."

"Seems like you want to be crushed so badly you can't breathe. If that's what you want, I'll oblige."

I responded with the Sicilian Defense. Since becoming champion, my Sicilian Defense has been considered "invincible."

Sometimes it ends in a draw, but I usually win. Many players are so afraid of my Sicilian that they avoid advancing the pawn in front of their king.

*I benefited quite a bit from the Sicilian during the Championship too.*

The opening proceeded as a standard Sicilian Najdorf. Since he retired, he hasn't appeared in any official chess tournaments, so he probably hasn't had time to study.

In contrast, I'm still an active chess champion. I entered an interesting sideline of the Najdorf I've been studying lately and put strong pressure on him.

Thanks to that, I started with a significant advantage from the opening stage.

His chess skills are excellent as always, but in straightforward aspects like the opening, there was bound to be a difference.

The advantage from the opening widened greatly in the middlegame.

Based on a small positional advantage, I gained a pawn, and using that advantage, I created an even greater positional advantage.

*This is the style I've been pushing since becoming champion. Quickly rolling advantages. Making moves to secure victory when already ahead.*

He began moving more and more slowly.

"Hmm..."

"Is it time for magic now? I'll acknowledge it if you can turn a pawn into a queen."

"Unfortunately, I haven't reached that level. I don't have anything prepared either."

"Then is it time to resign? You should be used to it from the Championship."

I said with a giggle. He tried to continue playing with a sullen face, but the situation had been heavily tilted for a while.

Finally, after five more moves, he resigned.

"I've lost. I thought I could handle you more easily in a rapid game... When did you become so strong? I don't think I've gotten weaker."

"Your skill remains the same, but mine has improved, so it's natural. I'm still growing. Along with my children. Hehe."

"Then, I'd like to hear the current champion's assessment. How was my chess?"

"Still strong. Broadly speaking, it's the same, but narrowly, it's changed a bit? It's hard to express in words... should I say it's gained freedom?"

"Is that direction positive?"

"I'd say so. I think it's because you don't have the burden of needing to win. Your psychological state seems much more stable now too."

I tapped the table and added one more thing.

"You're not thinking of coming back, are you? I strongly advise against it. I don't think you'd show a good performance if you returned, and your skills would probably decline. Consider your age."

"I have no such thoughts. I'm happy now. There's nothing for me to gain by returning there, so why would I?"

"That's good then."

After setting up the chess board, I asked him again. How he met the magician sister and how they ended up here.

"Are you really curious about that?"

"Of course."

The man closed his eyes as if reminiscing about the past and began to tell me the story.

It wasn't a special or extraordinary meeting. Nothing destined, just a story of developing feelings while talking.

What had seemed like a transcendent love that overcame differences in age and nationality was surprisingly ordinary.

But it was more dramatic because of its ordinariness.

A special meeting implies some kind of event. This was a story of two people meeting and falling in love within ordinary circumstances, with nothing particularly connecting them.

There were embarrassing descriptions and heart-fluttering stories.

It was foolish of me to think he might return. Someone who has experienced such a simple and sweet love would never return to the swamp of competition.

"That's a lovely story. Thank you for sharing."

"I only told it because you weren't the only one listening. Don't tell anyone else. I'll forgive you if you tell your daughters."

"Understood."

We talked for a long time before parting ways.

I'm glad to see he's doing well. It's all thanks to me, of course. He's living so well because I defeated him and made him retire!

I chuckled and rubbed my belly. I dedicate this glory to my children.
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What's the best word to describe the birth of a child?

Joy? It fits, but doesn't quite capture that overwhelming feeling. Of course it's joyful, but I think there's a more fitting word.

Miracle.

In my opinion, miracle is the best word to describe the birth of a child. I can't understand how something like this is possible.

That these adorable, squirming little beings came from me...

"W-wow..."

After nearly nine months of resting comfortably in my belly, two lives finally showed their faces to the world.

My first daughter announced her arrival with loud wails, and about five minutes later, my second daughter cried out as if to say "I'm here too."

I cried while laughing. How, how could something like this happen?

That these two lovely children are really mine.

I pinch my cheek wondering if this is a dream, and it hurts. Realizing it's not a dream makes my heart swell and tears flow.

The nurse looks at our children and says they're healthy babies with ten fingers, ten toes, and everything else in the right place.

Of course! This mother worked so hard for her babies!

I cut down on instant coffee, avoided ramen, reduced fried foods, and carefully balanced my nutrition!

My wrinkly little ones. My adorable children announcing themselves to the world with powerful cries!

"Wow, woooow..."

Looking at them, I cried like a baby myself.

When they were coming into the world, I thought I was dying from the pain, but now that they're here, I'm so happy I can't even remember the suffering.

*My children. The miracle Si-woo and I created. The two most lovable princesses in the world...*

The nurse shows me my baby. How can she be so beautiful? Even all wrinkled and moist, she's so cute and lovable.

I brought my finger close to my first daughter's hand. My adorable child who can't even open her eyes yet. When my finger touched her hand, she firmly grasped it with her tiny hand like a small fern.

I was surprised by how strong her grip was.

The desperate grip of a newborn baby. Her greeting to her mother was quite intense. The sight of her tightly holding my hand was so endearing.

Tears streaming down my face, I looked at my second daughter.

Being twins, they look quite similar. But maybe because I'm their mother, I can already see the differences between them.

I extended my hand to my second daughter too. Our cute second daughter was quite dignified. While the first one desperately held onto my finger and wouldn't let go, the second one just held it briefly.

"Hee, heehee..."

No, no. This mother went through so much to give birth to you two!

And that's not all. To ensure you were born as healthy as possible, I suffered through exercise and study that weren't even in my destiny!

I ate foods that were good for health, went to bed early and woke up early, read childish storybooks, and listened to boring classical music.

I suffered like that for almost nine and a half months.

But... you don't need to try to repay that debt.

Just now, when you cried loudly and held your mother's hand. At that moment, all my suffering was rewarded...

*No parent can win against their child. It's really true. How could I win against our children? They're so pretty and lovable.*

I smiled brightly looking at the two children.

Being twins, it took a bit longer, but it wasn't too difficult. I finished the delivery without any problems, quite normally.

Some people apparently faint, but fortunately nothing like that happened to me. I feel surprisingly fine, like I could get up right away.

The nurse brought a wheelchair, but I refused saying I was fine. What if Si-woo worried seeing me in a wheelchair?

I'll walk out on my own two feet. Because I'm the mother of two children!

With that thought, I got up from the bed, and suddenly felt dizzy. I hadn't completely lost my balance, so I quickly sat back down.

"I think I'll need that wheelchair after all."

I thought I was fine, but apparently not.

Well, after struggling for hours, it's understandable.

I must have entered a state of heightened awareness from the joy of meeting my children. It's going to be really tough for a while. I'm not very strong to begin with.

*I don't mind. Si-woo will have to work really hard though. Hehe, giving birth isn't the end of it.*

I took full advantage of my pregnant woman privileges to boss Si-woo around. Those privileges continue long after giving birth.

And when my strength starts returning... I'll reactivate those pregnant woman privileges again.

I'm greedy. Si-woo might say two children are enough, but I'm not satisfied with just two.

*It's not like I'm old or anything, I'm still in my early twenties. I should work hard at making babies while I can!*

I'm already thinking about getting pregnant again right after giving birth. Giggling, I headed toward Si-woo in the wheelchair.

"Um... could we go secretly? I want to surprise him."

The nurse granted my request. She quietly wheeled me toward Si-woo from an angle where he couldn't easily see me.

Si-woo was outside, pacing anxiously. I've never seen him so flustered before.

Stomping his feet, checking his phone, searching for things, sighing, taking out his handkerchief to wipe sweat.

Si-woo unable to stay still for even a minute. This is rare.

Hidden in a corner, I stared at him. My wonderful husband, how worried he must have been. Seeing him unable to stay still for a moment, I could guess the extent of his concern.

Normally he would have noticed me first, but he was too busy pacing to even think of looking in my direction.

"Please move closer to him now."

After wiping away my tear stains, I slowly approached Si-woo. Hearing the wheels of the wheelchair, he turned toward me.

"Yeon-a!"

"Hey, Si-woo! Good to see you!"

I greeted him nonchalantly. As soon as Si-woo saw me, he looked around with a worried face.

"I'm fine, I'm fine. I'm super healthy. Our children are strong too! The wheelchair is just... decoration, you could say. You know I hate walking."

"Yeon-a, you worked so hard... really. Thank you so much."

"Oh, there's nothing to thank me for. If anything, I should thank you!"

I hugged Si-woo tightly and whispered softly in his ear.

"I... I was the one who seduced you saying I wanted a baby. So... I should be the one thanking you."

Usually I blame Si-woo for most problems, but this time I expressed my gratitude to him.

Giving birth was really hard. No, not just hard, it was insanely difficult, but it was also a magnificent thing that only I could do.

Thanks to Si-woo, I got to do something so magnificent. It's right to be thankful.

After greeting Si-woo, we went together to see the babies.

Our lovely children. Seeing our two adorable little ones, Si-woo shed tears and thanked me again.

We embraced each other and exchanged thanks as if competing to see who was more grateful.

"Si-woo, guess. Which one is the first-born and which is the second?"

An evil question where he becomes a bad father if he gets it wrong. And there aren't any clues to help him guess.

It was quite a difficult question, but Si-woo answered without much trouble.

"Here, this cute one who looks like she might whimper is the first-born. And this cool one who seems to have already adapted to the world is the second."

How did he know?

I thought I knew because I was their mother, but did Si-woo know right away because he's their father?

I opened my eyes wide and asked Si-woo.

"How on earth did you know?"

"I can just tell by looking... just kidding. I watched your eyes when you asked the question. When you asked who was the first-born, you looked at our first daughter, and when you asked about the second, you looked at our second daughter."

He didn't get it right because he was their father, but because he was my husband.

Either way, both made me happy, so I giggled and stroked Si-woo's hand.

"Correct. Our beautiful first princess, this is Eun-i. And our beautiful second princess, this is Sol-i."

Eun-i and Sol-i. Single-syllable names.

Si-woo said he consulted diligently with my father and mother to choose these names.

Bu Yeo-eun and Bu Yeo-sol. Thanks to getting permission to use my rare surname Bu, we were able to give them precious names.

Si-woo and I took pictures with our children. In the photos, our children looked quite ugly.

Being newborns, they were wrinkly with little hair. But they're pretty in their mother's eyes, so it's fine!

Our miracles took their first steps into the world like that.

And not long after, I fell asleep as if I had fainted. It was inevitable after going through so much.

I wanted to stay close to our children, crying and laughing together, but I had used up too much energy.

I fell into a deep sleep without even dreaming.

The next day, when I woke up looking at an unfamiliar ceiling, I was momentarily confused. But Si-woo was beside me, hugging me tightly and expressing his gratitude.

Our children were still healthy.

I was extremely worried because they were still fragile, but they remained healthy until we were discharged. Both mother and children normal!

It was the day I became a mother of two children.
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After giving birth, Si-woo took full responsibility for my deteriorating condition and body. Though I'm not particularly fond of seaweed soup, the one Si-woo made was surprisingly delicious.

It hit my childish taste buds perfectly. Light rather than heavy. The seasoning was just right and it was easy to eat.

"I feel like I'm getting healthier... Mmm, this is delicious."

"I'm glad it suits your taste."

"I knew it would be delicious! You know my taste better than I do."

After chatting pleasantly with Si-woo, I finished breakfast. After eating, I went out to the yard to walk a bit and help with digestion.

I thought our children should see a bit of the world too, so I held them close to my chest as we strolled together.

"Our little angels, hehe... so cute. I wonder who they take after to be this adorable."

"You're just as cute as they are, Yeon. You look exactly like their mother. Even down to your mischievous side."

"No way, our angels are nothing but sweet."

They might fuss a little at night! They're babies after all. As the only beings allowed to disturb mom's sleep, I have to permit that much.

Even if they poop and cry at night just to torment mom, I understand completely. Because I'm their mother.

Sometimes they might trouble me a bit, but when I see them sleeping so peacefully, all memories of hardship simply melt away.

We carefully held the babies and sat down side by side on a chair. Step by step, carefully, because it would be terrible if we fell and got hurt.

After gently taking our seats, we gave the children the gift of warm sunshine. I shielded their eyes from excessive brightness with my hand and covered them with a blanket of sunlight.

"They're so, so beautiful... Honey, take a picture for me."

"A picture? Wait, let me go get the camera."

"We could just use your phone."

"No, we should take a proper picture."

"I'm still swollen so I won't look pretty... No, I'd appreciate it if you brought it."

While Si-woo went to get the camera, I played happily with our two children. There were limited ways to play with newborns who couldn't talk yet.

Especially since they were still sleeping peacefully with their eyes closed.

The only play possible was just looking at their faces and smiling. My adorable children make me smile every time I look at them.

They say babies look around curiously at the world, but I find myself constantly looking at my babies out of curiosity.

Even after staring for a long time, I want to see more. These miracles that came from me, these precious moments that won't be available in just a few years—I want to imprint them on my body.

I held both children close and smiled brightly. My heart feels warm.

I wonder when they'll call me "mom." Since they'll be smart like me, they'll probably call me mom early. I'll make sure they pronounce "mom" before "dad."

Structurally, "mom" is much easier to pronounce than "dad." Even though Si-woo handles all the household chores, I'll definitely make sure they say "mom" first.

"Mom, mom, mom."

I murmured while looking at the children. I wanted to hear them call me mom soon.

As I was murmuring "mom, mom," Si-woo came running with the camera. I greeted him with my eyes and held the children close, posing.

Si-woo positioned himself to take the photo. I smiled naturally while looking at the children.

After taking several photos from different angles and positions, Si-woo came over and showed me the pictures.

"They came out well. Beautiful."

"Three princesses. Our lovely princesses."

"Am I a princess too? But... that makes your position weird. King would be really strange, and prince doesn't work either."

"Y-yeah. I guess it should be the Queen and the Princesses..."

Si-woo looked dejected. I kissed him on the cheek and laughed.

"It's okay. I know what you meant. That I'm still young and pretty, something like that, right?"

"Yeah... that's right."

"Then, does that also mean you want me to have more children because I'm still young and pretty?"

"Are you already planning for a third? If you're asking whether I've thought about a third child... I'd be happy with that."

Suddenly wanting to tease Si-woo, I looked at him with a gloomy face.

"Do you know how hard it was giving birth to our two angels... and you want me to do it again? I'd do it if you really want, but hmm..."

"N-no! If it's hard for you, what we have now is fine. Two is plenty, our princesses are beautiful."

Si-woo immediately panicked and waved his hands. If I were the pre-pregnancy Buyeo Yeon, such jokes wouldn't have worked.

But during the approximately 9 months of pregnancy and the recovery period after birth, Si-woo had become my subordinate. He's anxious about my every word.

I immediately gave him a playful smile and kissed him on the cheek.

"I'm kidding! Actually, it was hard, but when I held our angels' hands, I forgot all the difficulties! Maximum soccer, minimum basketball. I told you before we got married, right?"

Soccer is played with 11 people. Honestly, I think a soccer team would be too much. But basketball with 5 people might be possible.

When I spoke with a playful smile, Si-woo looked at me with a dejected face.

"That joke went too far."

"Oh... did it?"

"Yeah... children are a family matter. I was really taken aback."

"I-I'm sorry... want to touch my breasts?"

I pulled out my apology cheat key. Si-woo, who had been maintaining a dejected atmosphere, immediately perked up at the offer to touch my breasts.

"You shouldn't drink too much, but a little is fine. If too much remains, my breasts will swell and hurt... there's some for Si-woo too."

This was literally a cheat key. Si-woo immediately looked appeased and whispered in my ear.

What he whispered was too inappropriate to let the children hear. Oh my, how scandalous!

My cheeks burned hot. We finished our short walk and returned home. Our sleepyhead angels were still in dreamland.

Only two people were awake in this place right now.

As it happens, those two are husband and wife, with plans for a third child. We can't make one right now... but wouldn't it be good to practice in advance for later?

"It has been a while... we should practice after such a long time. Yes, that's right."

Si-woo lifted me up and headed for the bedroom.

"Ahem, hmm..."

I leaned against Si-woo's broad chest and held him tight. After entering the bedroom together... it was husband and wife time.

...
..
.

"Ah, oo, ah..."

The first to start saying something was our beautiful first daughter, Eun-i. Being twins, I thought their personalities would be similar, but surprisingly, they were quite different.

Our first daughter was always enthusiastic, curious, and had an active personality. A vitamin-like child who smiles brightly even at strangers.

Our curious first daughter had been staring at her mother and moving her lips since she was a newborn, and now she's already trying to speak.

"Uh... ah."

"Mom, ma. Mom, ma."

"Woah!"

"Oh my, that's not it! Hmm, but it was cute, so you pass!"

She'll probably say "mom" within a week. Our beautiful first daughter!

"Ah, would you like to say dad...? Or at least open your mouth for me?"

Our dignified second daughter was very different from the first. Even the way she looked at the world was different.

While Eun-i's eyes sparkled brightly as if everything in the world was fascinating, Sol-i would nestle into my arms when taken outside, as if everything was bothersome.

She preferred staying at home, drinking breast milk, and sleeping comfortably rather than exploring the world.

They both seemed to have taken half of my personality. Eun-i took my active side, and Sol-i took my quiet side.

"Uu..."

"Thank you... Sol-i, dad is grateful even for this much."

Our dignified and quiet Sol-i rarely opened her mouth. She would occasionally move her lips when hungry, but otherwise kept her mouth firmly shut and just clung to me.

She didn't even cuddle well with Si-woo. We took turns holding her as a newborn, so why did she become a child who only likes mom?

"Sol-i, mom. Mom, ma. Mom, ma."

"Uhah."

If it were Eun-i, she would have laughed brightly and said all sorts of things. Our Sol-i just mumbles something and asks to be held even when I say "mom, mom" while playing peekaboo.

Our adorable Sol-i.

I held her close and stroked her head. The child might be a bit awkward with expression, but she actually has a warm heart.

When she's in mom's arms, she closes her eyes with the most peaceful face in the world. Dad's arms won't do. She's only happy when held in mom's arms.

"Dad is sad... Eun-i, do you like dad better?"

"Uu, uh!"

Eun-i loves people. She laughs brightly whether in dad's arms or mom's arms.

She even laughs in strangers' arms. I thought she would dislike the smell of grandfather, but our Eun-i just laughed brightly.

Rejected by Sol-i, Si-woo held Eun-i in his arms and kept repeating "dad, dad."

"Dad, da, da. Eun-i, it's dad. Da, da."

"Uh, ah?"

"Da, da."

Eun-i laughed brightly and moved her lips.

Our adorable daughter will probably say every word once except for mom and dad.

As today's baby language conversation time was coming to an end, Sol-i, clinging to my arms, opened her mouth and said:

"Mom, ma."

"Oh, uhah, woaaa...!! Y-you just said mom...!!!"

I looked at Sol-i in shock. Si-woo also opened his eyes wide and checked the recorder.

We always have a recorder on during baby language conversation time. As he was checking the recording file to play it back, Eun-i, in Si-woo's arms, also spoke.

"Mom."

We were all startled. It was almost enough to make us faint. Her pronunciation was much more accurate than Sol-i's.

Our children called me mom!

I shed tears of emotion and drew stars all over the calendar. The day our daughters called me mom!
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Children grow up so quickly, day by day. That saying seems to be true. The image of my little one who couldn't even open her eyes is still vivid in my mind, yet she's already trying to speak.

"Mama, Mama... Mama!"

Eun-i seems fixated on the word "mama" and calls for me all day long. No matter where I am or what I'm doing, when Eun-i calls, I rush to her like a bullet and hold her tight.

Since I have to keep traveling abroad for tournaments... when I'm home, I do my best to play with the children.

Now that our kids are about 10 months old, flying shouldn't be a problem. But if something were to happen... no, I don't even want to imagine that.

I'd rather struggle a bit myself. Or just retire altogether. I can't risk having a negative impact on our children.

From her urgent calls for mama, it seems she has something to show me.

Our children are always in the living room. I keep my room locked because it has many things dangerous for children to play with—desk, pens, whiteboard, chess sets and pieces.

I gave the children the largest room in the house, the living room, so they'd have plenty of space to move around. I stopped analyzing chess matches and went to my eldest daughter.

My beautiful firstborn smiled broadly after calling me and showed me the scribbles she'd made on the floor.

"Oh my... how did you get the crayons? Hehe, it's okay. You did well. Babies should play and do what they want."

Cleaning is Si-woo's job anyway. He'll find this kind of scribbling cute too, so it doesn't matter.

I hugged Eun-i, who had scribbled all over the floor, and stroked her lovingly. Our kids are cute even when they're causing trouble.

"But where's Sol-i? Eun-a, where's your sister?"

She doesn't understand everything I say yet, but she recognizes names. She must be a genius like me.

Eun-i stretched out her finger and pointed upward. Following the direction of her finger, I looked up and saw the ceiling.

"Mama!"

"You don't know! That's okay. Should we look for her together?"

"Yes!"

Actually, finding Sol-i is the easiest thing in the world. Within 5 meters of Eun-i, in a place that looks cozy from a baby's perspective. That's where Sol-i will be.

'She's hiding behind the curtain.'

I'm not sure if "hiding" is the right word. She looked adorable, wrapped in the curtain like a blanket, looking outside.

Finding Si-woo was also easy. He's always in a position where he can observe both Eun-i and Sol-i simultaneously, holding his camera.

When I pulled back the curtain to find Sol-i, there was Si-woo in front of her, busily taking pictures with his camera.

Feeling playful, I locked the living room window. Then I hugged Eun-i and Sol-i tightly and waved.

"Say goodbye to Daddy. Daddy can't come in now. Say 'bye-bye, Daddy~'"

"Daddy!"

"Daddy..."

My eldest daughter waved her hand with a bright smile, and my second daughter reluctantly followed my instructions.

Si-woo opened his eyes wide and tried to open the window. Of course, he couldn't get in because I'd already locked it.

"This is bulletproof glass! Hmph, use the door. It's good exercise anyway."

It's not even that far to walk around. Si-woo opened the door with a bothered expression.

"Daddy's here now, say 'hello Daddy~'. Hello~"

"Hello~!"

"Hello."

Receiving their greetings, Si-woo's anger melted away. He pushed his hair back and took a picture of the three of us with his camera.

He takes so many pictures. When he first asked for an expensive camera, I honestly thought it was a waste of money, but now I understand why.

If he's going to take pictures so diligently, he should use a good camera. The results are great, and every Sunday he prints them out and makes photo albums.

He works so hard at something I'd find too bothersome to do.

"Did you do word play today?"

"Not yet. I've been playing airplane with the kids all day. Sol-i really loves it. I think she likes it even more than Eun-i does."

"Really? Is it that fun... let me try too."

Si-woo's eyes wavered for a moment. I looked at him with a sulky face, pouting my lips and grumbling.

"Before we got married, you would have done anything for me... now that we have kids, I'm second priority? That's sad..."

"No, no! I'll do it, I can do it. Of course I should do it for my beautiful Yeon. I've always said you're my number one priority."

"But the kids come first. Because you're their dad. It's right that I've been pushed to second place. Hmph."

"You really..."

"Anyway, play airplane with me too."

Si-woo lay down on the floor and grabbed my waist. He applied a little force, then relaxed and changed his position.

"You've lost weight recently... am I heavy?"

"No, you're light! I just changed position because I thought you might be uncomfortable this way."

He supported my arms and legs from below and gently lifted me up. The feeling of flying through the sky... so this is airplane play?

"Vroom, vrooom~ Vroom! Vrooooom..."

Si-woo made airplane noises while lifting me up. From a child's perspective, it probably seems fun.

From my perspective as an adult and current chess Champion... it's embarrassing. I don't know why I wanted to do this.

For the kids, this height must seem really high. For them, crawling is still their maximum height.

But for me, it's much lower than standing height, the position is unstable, and above all, it's just embarrassing. It's even more embarrassing because the kids seem to be watching with jealous eyes.

I hurriedly got down and hung my head, covering my face.

"Was, was it fun?"

"Yeah... I understand now what point I'm supposed to find fun. Do, do it for the kids. They're looking forward to it."

"But this airplane can only take one passenger at a time, so someone always has to wait their turn. You should try it too, Yeon. It's not difficult."

"Should I?"

"Yes. You should play with the kids enthusiastically at times like this. It's no fun if you only study."

"That's true. Sigh, being a chess Champion isn't easy."

There was some talk going around because I couldn't participate in tournaments during late pregnancy and for a few weeks after giving birth.

It was only a matter of a few months, but people questioned whether I had the right mindset as a Champion.

I probably shouldn't care about what's said in underground communities, but it still bothers me. Because of that, I've been working harder since becoming Champion than I did before.

If I overwhelm everyone with absolute strength, there won't be any room for talk.

'But I should be able to take it easier now. Yes, at home I'll rest and play with the kids a lot.'

I started playing airplane next to Si-woo. I'm not particularly strong, but I can manage to play with the kids.

"Whoosh~ Whoo... WHOOOOSH!!"

My airplane was faster than Si-woo's. A supersonic airplane that even created sonic booms. By demonstrating three-dimensional maneuvers and turns, I was able to satisfy even the demanding Sol-i.

After playing with the kids for a while, they seemed hungry, so I breastfed them.

Apparently, you can breastfeed for quite a long time. We're currently feeding our kids both solid food and breast milk.

"Yeon-a, I suddenly understand why you wanted to play airplane."

Si-woo suddenly said while Eun-i and Sol-i were nursing.

I blinked and asked what he meant.

"Imitating what children do... maybe it's instinct. Deep down, everyone wants to be a child again."

"Why are you saying that all of a sudden...?"

After asking again, I realized why Si-woo had said such a thing. I sighed quietly so the kids wouldn't hear and glared at him.

"I told you not to steal the kids' food."

"You, you stole their airplane ride too..."

Even as he said it, Si-woo seemed to realize that wasn't quite right, and his words lacked confidence.

He keeps trying to steal food from our adorable princesses. Now that the kids are growing and eating more, he's trying to take it from them...

I narrowed my eyes, glared at Si-woo, and reluctantly nodded.

I can't really blame him completely. Being twins, my belly got quite big, and because of that, my skin stretched and my figure was quite ruined.

It's better now that I've been taking care of myself, but until a few months ago, I felt a bit depressed every time I looked in the mirror.

Si-woo was the one who helped me regain my confidence whenever I felt down.

When he makes requests like a pervert, it boosts my confidence. Despite my grumbling, I end up giving in every time.

"You can only eat. The kids are still awake, and we'll make a third child after the next Championship defense..."

"Okay, okay. Don't worry."

Si-woo reassured me not to worry. This could be considered my mistake.

Si-woo is a man, and he's often shown that he can't always control himself in these matters, but I trusted him too much.

I can't blame it all on Si-woo since I went along with it... if we were to assign fault, it would be about 70-30.

Still, we didn't drag it out to second or third rounds. Thanks to our beautiful children who can't be left unattended for even a second.

After our adult conversation, we started playing word games with the children.

Cards with simple words and pictures like airplane, apple, banana. The game is for the children to match the words with the pictures.

We spent the day happily playing with the children. Truly, kids grow up so fast.
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The day of the first birthday celebration, a day when our princesses, who we're grateful for just being born healthy, perform for their parents.

For their first birthday, we could have invited many people to celebrate, but we decided to keep it simple with just family at home.

We decorated the house with balloons, colorful strings, and paper with the kids. Neither Si-woo nor I have much artistic sense, so the results weren't great.

It seems our daughters take after their parents in having absolutely no talent for art.

We decorated the house according to what our daughters liked... hmm, the metaphysical arrangement is quite impressive.

After decorating the place colorfully but haphazardly, the celebration began. Though it was just the four of us, it would still be fun in its own way.

The celebration started with Si-woo's video letter.

It was a letter to me, Eun-i, and Sol-i... I couldn't help but cry. He had compiled our story from the day we first met until today into a video.

I laughed while crying, and our beautiful daughters tried hard to comfort their mom.

So we all watched the video letter Si-woo had worked hard to prepare, applauded, and gave daddy kisses for his effort.

And what did we do next? Surprisingly, we hadn't prepared anything else.

I'm not the type to make a big deal out of special days. I thought we should do something because it was our daughters' birthday, but I'm not one to attach meaning to specific dates.

Si-woo knew my personality, so he didn't prepare any grand events, and thanks to that, the doljabi (traditional Korean first birthday fortune-telling) began right after the video letter ended.

"Maybe we should have prepared something after all?"

"Nah, what's the fun in events that go exactly as planned? It's more fun to figure things out on the spot and do whatever comes to mind!"

"My darling seems so different when playing chess versus everyday life... you plan so carefully and strategize when playing chess."

"I save all that for chess time. Heheh."

We gathered items for the doljabi from my room and Si-woo's room. We replaced pencils with crayons since they were too sharp.

Crayons, thread, camera, lipstick, and various chess items. Whatever they picked, we could attach some good meaning to it.

'It would be nice if they picked something chess-related... since it's just us, maybe I can be a little greedy.'

I sneakily increased the proportion of chess items. I put all the pieces from the chess board on the doljabi table.

The probability of randomly picking a chess piece was over 70%.

"Isn't this forcing a dream on them?"

"Come on, it's just doljabi. Si-woo, what did you pick at your doljabi?"

"Me? Um... Mom said I hated crowds so much that I didn't pick anything and just held onto her hair."

"So that's why you're a househusband now...? Hmm, maybe this is a scientifically accurate selection system after all."

I didn't change the doljabi items. It's natural for children to be heavily influenced by their parents. Even without me forcing it, the kids would naturally become interested in chess.

The first doljabi protagonist was our eldest daughter, Eun-i. Our curious firstborn seemed simply delighted by all the items on the table.

She clapped her hands with a bright smile and spent a long time contemplating what to pick.

If there had been fewer choices, she wouldn't have deliberated so much, but there were too many, causing her to overload. After pondering with her hands fidgeting, Eun-i came up with the best solution.

She stretched out her arms and grabbed the edge of the table. Then she tensed up as if trying to lift it, trembling with effort.

"Oh my... I didn't expect that! That's my daughter, creative and smart! That's right, if you want everything, take it all. Choosing the table to get everything—what a brilliant mindset!"

Our extraordinary daughter chose to take "everything."

Interpreting this, she'll become a versatile person who can do whatever she wants.

For a moment, I thought, 'Isn't that just being completely unemployed?' but quickly dismissed the thought. Our daughters will live well even without working, just by managing their money well.

Si-woo took a good photo of Eun-i trembling while holding the table leg. This will go into our family photo album.

After giving Eun-i all the doljabi items to hold, we brought more things from the room. We set up exactly the same arrangement for fairness.

Our adorable second daughter, Sol-i, now allows herself to be held by her dad. She still prefers mom's arms, but at least she acknowledges dad too.

Unlike Eun-i, Sol-i didn't seem very interested in the doljabi.

With a tired face, she briefly scanned the table, then buried her face in her dad's chest and started nodding off.

"Um... Sol-i?"

"It's okay, Si-woo. Let her sleep. This is why we did it just among ourselves, so what does it matter! If the doljabi can remain a good memory, that's enough."

"But shouldn't she pick at least one thing... it is a doljabi after all."

"She can do it again after waking up. Kids doing what they want is their way of showing filial piety. Our daughter is trying to be filial to her parents, right?"

"Okay, then let's let Sol-i take a nap."

Our family values respecting freedom. I myself hate being constrained by things, so how could I impose rules on our daughters?

Forcing tired kids to stay awake and participate in a doljabi just because it's tradition—that's not my style.

Since it's a celebration for the children, letting them do what they want is best. If the kids don't like it, we should be able to call it off immediately.

Si-woo sat on the sofa holding the tired Sol-i.

It seemed like the doljabi was coming to an end. This event would rank among the most makeshift first birthday celebrations ever.

Si-woo looked a bit disappointed, but he respected my wishes.

Just as the celebration was about to wrap up, Sol-i lifted her head and started looking around.

"Is Sol-i awake?"

"Mommy... Daddy..."

"Yes, Mommy's right here."

It was unusual for our Sol-i, who rarely speaks, to call for her mom. I hurried over with Eun-i in my arms.

Eun-i smiled brightly at her sister, but Sol-i pushed her sister away as if to say she hadn't called for her.

Sol-i waved her hands, directing Si-woo. It seemed our filial daughter wanted to do the doljabi for her parents.

After setting up the camera again, we brought Sol-i to the doljabi table.

She still looked uninterested. Maybe there weren't enough varieties? Perhaps we should have brought a glow-in-the-dark dinosaur to catch our Sol-i's interest.

Just as I was thinking this, Sol-i reached out her hand.

The direction she reached toward was... me.

"Mommy."

"Oh... you picked Mommy! This is, um, interesting in its own way. Hmm, very interesting. Yes... our daughters are certainly unique."

I could accept Eun-i grabbing the table leg, but Sol-i picking me was unexpected.

Just to make sure, I looked at Sol-i and asked again.

"Did you pick Mommy? Or do you need to go to the bathroom and are calling for Mommy?"

"Mommy."

Sol-i confirmed once more that she had indeed picked Mommy.

"It seems our daughter wants to become a chess Champion. Hmm, good. I'm looking forward to having a championship match with our daughter someday. Good, good."

"This doljabi doesn't seem like a doljabi. Our daughters... they really take after their mom."

"After me? No way, their uniqueness comes from their dad. Apart from being good at chess, I'm just an ordinary person."

"I don't think so."

I stuck my tongue out at Si-woo and wrapped up the doljabi. After watching the video letter and doing the doljabi, the celebration was over.

Si-woo had prepared a meal for afterward, but it seemed we should eat it after our nap.

Sol-i was very tired and was nodding off in her dad's arms. Eun-i still wanted to play more, but she's a child who goes to sleep well when mom says it's time, so it's fine.

"Eun-i, shall we take a nap?"

"Yes!"

Above all, our daughters haven't yet learned to say "no." They know the word but rarely use it.

That's thanks to having parents who respond immediately even to the slightest frown. We don't even think about doing things the kids would dislike.

We set off small fireworks to mark the end of the celebration and headed to the bedroom together.

Our daughters love their mom so much that they claim the spots on either side of me. Si-woo, unfortunately, has to sleep alone, squished far away.

'If he doesn't want to sleep alone, he could cling to my feet. Would he prefer that?'

The three of us—mother and daughters—fell asleep snuggled close together. Dad stayed up the latest, tucking us in, turning on the humidifier, and creating a comfortable environment.

Our two beautiful daughters soon headed off to dreamland. Before falling asleep, I looked at Si-woo.

"I love you, my husband."

It's something I say often, but it embarrasses me every time. Perhaps because it's a confession filled with sincerity.

"I love you too, Yeon-a."

After exchanging our love, I received Si-woo's good-nap kiss and headed to dreamland. I had a dream after a long time. I dreamed of rolling around in the snow, holding Si-woo and our two daughters in my arms.

Maybe because our family only has four members... it felt a bit lonely.

After the Champion defense match, we should really make one more.
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# Side Story 16

Surprising but not entirely new information: the Championship is held every two years.

This Championship holds special significance as my first title defense. If you ask why it's significant... well, it just is.

Actually, what makes it truly meaningful is that it's the first Championship held in Korea.

The Chess Association president showed great interest in me even when I was just a decent player. While his position prevented him from doing anything too obvious, he managed to arrange this consideration.

It wasn't completely unreasonable since the challenger is from Shanghai, China, which isn't far from Seoul. Just a few hours by plane—much better than traveling to Europe—and the challenger seemed eager to make a good impression on me, as if already knowing his chances were slim.

*Preemptively giving up isn't good, but honestly, it was nearly miraculous that he even won the Candidates Tournament.*

This Candidates Tournament was truly a series of upsets. All predicted rankings were completely off, underdogs rebelled daily, and someone no one expected to win emerged victorious.

I made my own winner predictions before the tournament started and got it completely wrong. I judged based on potential from our previous meetings, but I never expected such a collapse in the Candidates.

Anyway, while the Candidates Tournament was fiercely competitive, the Championship is set to be the opposite—a one-sided victory.

Our head-to-head record is already lopsided: 10 matches with 8 wins and 2 draws for me, 0 losses. Someone who has never beaten me has no chance of winning the Championship.

Thanks to this, I could sleep peacefully the night before the Championship.

With the opponent's skill being manageable and the event being held in Korea, I went to bed early with my two daughters and headed to the venue in the morning.

Due to the significant difference in skill and rating, interest in the Championship was rather tepid—embarrassingly so compared to the previous one. After some handshakes and photos, I headed to the tournament hall.

*With such a skill gap, winning is just meeting expectations. Let's finish this quickly before round 10. No need to drag it out.*

In the first round, I played Black. My opponent opened by moving the pawn in front of his King two squares, and I responded by moving my King's pawn two squares as well.

Rather than pushing aggressively with the Sicilian Defense, I needed a stable path to victory.

After some standard development, we entered the Ruy Lopez. I chose the Closed variation, which is the main line.

The Berlin wasn't an option since it aims for draws, and the Marshall Attack also tends toward draws when deeply analyzed. I didn't feel like playing the Open, so I went with the Closed.

*Is this approach too complacent? Not studying openings thoroughly before the Championship... is that behavior unbecoming of a Champion?*

But I didn't study openings for the previous Championship either. If anything, starting to study openings now would be stranger.

The game followed the main line of the Closed variation until White deviated first.

His moves showed confidence, as if he'd prepared this line. It's certainly uncommon—even Grandmasters who know openings well might not be familiar with this variation.

*But I learned this line from him.*

I made my moves with an apologetic feeling toward my opponent. Among the many openings I learned from the former Champion, this was one of them.

I played without hesitation, pressuring my opponent.

One of the former Champion's specialties was psychological pressure. Exuding an aura of "I am the Champion, the number one in chess" to intimidate opponents.

I used to think it was an underhanded strategy, but now that I'm at the top, I see it differently.

*It's just fun. Standing above and pressuring the opponent is enjoyable. I can feel their fear!*

This isn't just any tournament—it's the Championship, the biggest event in chess.

From the challenger's perspective, facing a much stronger Champion is inevitably nerve-wracking. On top of that natural tension, I apply direct pressure.

The trembling must be indescribable.

I pressure with time, with moves, with atmosphere. It's hard enough to win playing your best, but I make it difficult to even perform at your usual level.

I relentlessly pushed my opponent, forcing disadvantageous positions.

I latched onto small weaknesses, making them indefensible. I threatened to capture a pawn, and when he defended it, I created an even bigger threat.

*This is my specialty. Once we reach this position, victory is practically guaranteed.*

According to chess analysts, my strength lies in seizing and maintaining initiative. My accuracy and win rate increase significantly when I have the initiative.

That's how I was able to defeat the former Champion with nearly invincible play when I had White.

Conversely, my weakness is supposed to be powerlessness when I lose initiative. The explanation for this weakness was interestingly brief.

*"Grandmaster Buyeo Yeon is weak without initiative. This was evident in the previous Championship. However, we don't know about Champion Buyeo Yeon."*

The reason?

*"Champion Buyeo Yeon has never lost the initiative."*

A simple and clear explanation.

While the issue is more complex than just initiative, I don't think those analysts were entirely wrong.

During the Championship, I had a profound realization that allowed me to play fundamentally different moves than other players.

A concept beyond initiative.

By playing with a sense of controlling and shaking the entire game, I naturally remained in a state of "always having the initiative."

The game ended with my victory, as expected.

My opponent hasn't reached that level yet. He needs to see the chess board with a broader perspective, but his view still seemed narrow.

"Good game."

"Yes, good game."

After the chess match came the review. My opponent didn't seem too bothered by the defeat.

Perhaps because our head-to-head record already showed a big gap, and he knew he would lose.

I kindly pointed out his mistakes and strengths during the review. With a bit more refinement, he could become a good player.

If you ask whether he could become good enough to be Champion... probably not.

With my first-round victory secured, I left the venue.

Outside, Si-woo and our two princesses were waiting for me.

"Mom! Hi, hi! Did you win?"

"Of course!"

"Mom's the best! Mom is amazing, the most amazing in the world!"

Our two princesses have become quite talkative now. They must have inherited my intelligence, as they started speaking earlier than their peers and have rich vocabularies.

However, they were a bit slow to walk.

Perhaps because I carried them whenever they complained about being tired, they were still using walkers while other kids their age were walking around.

"Mom... did well."

"Thank you, heheh."

Sol-i reached out and patted my head. Sol-i understands words very well and speaks clearly when needed, but she gets shy when giving compliments.

"How well did I do?"

"Super, super well."

"How well is super well?"

"The best in the world. Our mom did the best in the world."

I laughed and rubbed my cheek against Sol-i's head. Shy Sol-i is so cute!

After receiving praise from my daughters, it was Si-woo's turn. Since he's an adult, he should give adult-like praise.

"Si-woo, don't you have anything to say?"

"Well... I do have a gift at home."

"A gift? Hmm, you prepared a gift before I even won?"

"Before you won? You've already won. Isn't that obvious?"

"That's true!"

It seems adults replace praise with capitalistic gifts. But... isn't he buying it with my money anyway?

Something felt odd, but a gift is still a gift. I held Eun-i and Sol-i tightly and headed home.

At home, I excitedly held out my hand for Si-woo's gift, but he said he couldn't give it to me yet.

I followed him around all day asking for the gift, but he kept postponing it. Finally, after the kids fell asleep, I discovered what the gift was.

"Eek..."

"Want to try it on?"

"Umm... is 'wearing' the right expression? Wait, is this really my gift? I mean, I'll wear it... but am I wearing it for myself? Aren't these things usually worn by women for special occasions...?"

"I think it would energize me if you wore it."

"I see..."

I understand now.

So it is a gift after all.

Well, well.

Since we made our beautiful twins during the Championship... it makes sense to make our third baby during this Championship too.

Giving me a child as a victory celebration gift—truly an adult gift.

I put on "that thing" Si-woo prepared. I'm not sure if it's something you wear, put on, or drape over yourself.

Actually, I'm not even sure if it's clothing or underwear. I just wore it as Si-woo dressed me. But he took it off not long after putting it on.

...
..
.

I received plenty of "gifts."
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Bonus Chapter 17

My second championship and first title defense naturally ended in my victory. Chess commentators generally agreed there were no surprises.

Though my opponent was stronger than expected and it took until the 10th round to finish, I was satisfied with winning without a single loss.

"Phew..."

I took a deep breath as I looked at the venue. It was a match where my victory was expected, which made it all the more tense.

Winning was the bare minimum expectation; finishing before the 10th round would be considered good, while going beyond would raise concerns. With people thinking this way, I couldn't relax from start to finish.

*Even if I'd definitely win in the end... winning without losing a single game is difficult.*

It's my karma, I suppose. As Korea's first chess champion, I sparked a chess boom in the country.

The problem is that these newcomers haven't moved beyond the "chess ignorant" level yet.

People who don't understand chess can't comprehend why I would settle for draws. Champions in other sports—like boxing or MMA—win everything outright.

Without ambiguous results like draws, they knock out their opponents and claim victory. When people think of a dominant champion, they imagine someone who conquers multiple weight classes and collects championship belts.

To ordinary people, that's what a champion is, so they view me through a similar lens.

*Chess has many draws by nature... someone at my level actually has very few draws...*

I grumbled internally while stretching my neck.

Today marked the complete end of my championship defense—not just the matches, but the closing ceremony too.

I probably won't return to this venue for a while. There's nobody in Korea who can challenge me.

I smiled looking at the venue and gave it a fist bump.

Outside, reporters were waiting for me. Though I wanted to go home and rest, as a professional, I needed to engage with them.

"Hello, I'm Buyeo Yeon, who has defended the champion's title."

Reporters were taking my photos with their cameras. I'd been taking care of my skin and hair for two weeks for this day.

I smiled gently, waved here and there, and proceeded with the interviews.

I liked being able to use Korean instead of English for interviews. There are subtle nuances that can only be expressed in one's mother tongue.

I answered all questions sincerely, showing the image of a capable champion.

Actually, it wasn't that difficult. The Korean Chess Association had already filtered out anyone likely to ask uncomfortable questions.

*Who am I? The hope and money source for Korean chess! One word from me and even the association president can't move!*

But no matter how much preparation was done in advance, there's always someone who slips through the cracks.

While everyone was laughing and saying things like "You're amazing" and "I never thought of that," praising the champion, one reporter threw me a provocative question.

"I'm reporter Kim Su-hyeon. I understand you're quite interested in family matters. In a recent interview, you hinted at 'two being too few,' suggesting more family members. Is that correct?"

Family-related questions were almost taboo.

This might be acceptable in Europe, but asking such a question to a Korean chess hero in Korea? Depending on my reaction, I could sink this reporter's career.

Curious about what he was trying to ask, I nodded and said:

"Yes. We're planning to have a third child."

"Then is it possible you might go beyond that?"

Having had two children, going for a third makes sense. With three or more children, one can receive military service exemption benefits.

It would be impossible for me to be separated from Si-woo for 18 months, and people know our personalities, so when I declared we'd have a third child, everyone just accepted it.

*I don't like family-related questions... but it's not something I can't talk about. I've already discussed it with Si-woo anyway.*

Since I'd just defended my championship title, it wouldn't hurt to talk about it.

"Of course. Are you unmarried, by any chance?"

"No, I'm married but don't have children yet."

"Then you might not understand. How cute and adorable children are. When I see my children smile, I feel like I've gained the whole world. To end such joy after just two or three times..."

I laughed and shook my head as if it were absurd.

"I won the championship because I could win. Winning is joyful, like gaining the whole world!"

I added playfully:

"If I dare compare, the feeling when I first held my daughters' hands was similar to winning the championship. Does that explain it?"

"Thank you for your wonderful answer."

It seemed like a decent response. If I had shown even the slightest displeasure, that reporter would have been torn apart on various online communities.

*That might be entertaining, but I shouldn't allow it! As a mother, I need to be responsible and help create a beautiful world.*

Thanks to my flexible handling, the interview ended smoothly.

That day, the most popular video on internet video sites was the one containing my final answer.

I felt proud to have taken a step toward creating a beautiful world that cherishes children.

...
..
.

Three weeks after the championship defense ended, I received confirmation of pregnancy at the obstetrics clinic.

"Oh, my husband. You're quite robust, aren't you?"

I joked while patting Si-woo's thigh. Compared to his student days, his muscles seemed to have shrunk a bit.

With children around, he naturally did more cardio than intense workouts. Still, I think the current Si-woo is more handsome.

Si-woo hugged me tightly and thanked me.

"Thank you, Yeon-a. Really."

"Come on, there's nothing to thank me for. I should be thanking you. Actually, since this means military exemption, you should be more grateful this time."

The look on Si-woo's face when he went for his physical examination was really amusing. That anxious face looking at me but unable to say anything.

I mischievously avoided mentioning the third child before and after his examination day, making him nervous.

After making him anxious for a week, on a night when we put the kids to bed early... I got to see a truly desperate Si-woo. A fun memory.

"Mom, Mom. Are we getting a sibling?"

Our daughters now speak very fluently. Not just from a mother's biased perspective—they truly speak well.

They must have inherited my intelligence. Their vocabulary and clear pronunciation are extraordinary. Perhaps it's because Si-woo has read them many storybooks since they were little.

"Yes. Eun-i, you're getting a sibling."

"Wooooow...!! A sibling!"

"Can you take good care of your sibling?"

"Yes!"

Strictly speaking, Sol-i is Eun-i's younger sister, but Sol-i doesn't seem interested in being treated as the younger one, and Eun-i doesn't think of Sol-i as her little sister.

They're extremely close... there seems to be a unique sisterly bond that I, as their mother, can't fully understand.

"Sol-i, what do you think about having a sibling?"

"I like siblings. Cute siblings... I can take care of them better than Eun-i. Just trust me. No... you shouldn't just trust me. Trust Eun-i and Dad too."

"Alright. So I should trust Eun-i, Sol-i, and Dad, right?"

"Trust Mom too."

"Yes. Mom will trust everyone! I'm relieved that our whole family will cherish the baby."

"I'll take care of the first sibling, and Sol-i will take care of the second sibling."

"Uh... what?"

Sol-i looked at me as if wondering what the problem was. After a moment, I understood her thinking.

*Our kids think twins are the default!*

We always bought two of everything so they wouldn't fight over toys. We even bought two dolls and called them twin dolls.

Since all their baby dolls were twins, they naturally assumed their sibling would be twins too.

I wanted to correct Sol-i's misconception, but it was difficult at the moment. It was still early in the pregnancy, so we couldn't tell if it was twins or not.

*If I say no now and it turns out to be twins later, I'll be a mother who lied to her children! That absolutely cannot happen!*

Left speechless, I just smiled broadly at my daughters. It was a mother's specialty.

Our daughters love seeing their mother smile, so when I smile, they smile too. And as they say, smiling makes you happy—our happy daughters forget what they just said.

"Let's decide on a name for the baby when we get home."

"Okay!"

We spent the whole day deciding on names for the third child. Since we didn't know if it was a boy or girl yet, we came up with lots of names we liked.

Eun-i suggested "Hihi," "Haehae," and "Haha" as names, while Sol-i recommended "Apple," "Strawberry," and "Teddy Bear."

They didn't seem like proper names... but it was fun, so no problem. Since they were a bit inappropriate as actual names, we used them as prenatal nicknames.

Using all of them would be too long, so Eun-i and Sol-i each chose one, and "Haehae Teddy Bear" became the prenatal nickname.

I felt a bit sorry for our third child. When they ask about their prenatal nickname later... I'll have to tell them to blame their sisters.
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## Side Story 18

When Eun-i and Sol-i were excited about playing with their two younger siblings, I had to deliver disappointing news to our daughters.

Our lovely third child wasn't going to be twins. This would be sad news for my daughters who believed that "babies naturally come in pairs."

*I wish they were twins! But well, that's not something I can control. Neither can Si-woo. Nothing we can do about it.*

I approached my daughters who were sitting side by side playing with dolls. In my hand was an ultrasound image of our third child.

Actually, I'd known it wasn't twins for several weeks already. I just kept putting off telling them.

I thought if I showed them the ultrasound image, they'd be so distracted by seeing their sibling that they wouldn't care about it not being twins.

"Eun-a, Sol-a."

"Hi Mom!"

Eun-i waved with a bright smile, while Sol-i grabbed her teddy bear's arm and waved it at me.

I hugged my two daughters tightly and nuzzled my cheeks against their heads.

Their hair was so soft. Thanks to daily care with the best shampoo, they had a subtle, pleasant scent.

"Hehe, Mommy..."

"Me too, Mommy... Sol-i loves Mommy."

Our second daughter Sol-i was especially affectionate today. I stroked her head, hugged her tight, and spoke with all my love.

"Mommy loves her daughters more than anything in the world. You know that, right?"

"Yes!" they answered in unison.

Looking at my two princesses smiling so prettily, I smiled softly. Then I carefully pulled out the photo from behind my back.

Among several ultrasound images, I brought the one that looked "most like a baby" for the kids to see.

"Ta-da!"

The children stared at the photo with wide eyes, tilting their heads as they tried to figure out what it was.

If Si-woo were here, he'd be taking pictures. Unfortunately, he went out to buy side dishes for dinner. I had the exclusive privilege of watching our daughters' adorable contemplative faces.

"Guess what this is. Hint: it's a photo!"

I handed the picture to my daughters and sat beside them to watch. The two children sat side by side, wiggling their hands and feet as they pondered.

Their cuteness made me smile involuntarily. I covered my mouth and tapped my feet as I enjoyed their adorable expressions.

Their thoughtful expressions were just like mine. I make that same face when I'm studying chess at the living room table.

Daughters who look exactly like their mother. They were so cute my heart felt like it would burst.

"An apple...?"

"Sorry, but it's not an apple."

"Then, a strawberry...?"

Sol-i seemed to just be naming things she wanted to eat. After apple and strawberry, the next guess would probably be peach or teddy bear.

"It's not a fruit. And it's not a teddy bear either."

Sol-i looked at me with a shocked expression. I wondered why our lovely second daughter thought of fruits and animals when looking at this picture.

"Does our Eun-i have any idea what it might be?"

"I don't know!"

Eun-i smiled brightly with an innocent face that suggested she hadn't been thinking about it at all. I laughed along with my first daughter.

When I laughed, our Eun-i laughed too, and when both of us laughed, Sol-i joined in with her own giggles.

Suddenly our family was blooming with laughter. Well, it would be difficult for them to recognize this as their sibling from the image.

"I'll tell you the answer when Daddy gets home! Until then, keep thinking about it."

"Okay!"

My beautiful daughters were so obedient. Whether they were genuinely thinking about it or just pretending, the sight of them huddled together pondering was absolutely adorable.

They held hands tightly as they thought together. They glanced at me and whispered ideas to each other in small voices.

Their shared ideas were just childish chatter, but it was cute, so it didn't matter.

"Ah, ah! Mom. I got it!"

"Wow!"

"The answer is... a photo!"

"Well, yes... it is a photo!"

"Hehe, I got it right."

Did she get it right?

I was momentarily confused. It was indeed a photo, but hadn't I already given "photo" as a hint?

After thinking briefly, I decided to just praise the children. I'd read in a parenting book recently:

To encourage children's creative thinking, respect their ideas.

I'd heard that if adults decide what's "right" or "wrong," children will only provide answers to please adults. The correct answer was "baby sibling," but "photo" wasn't wrong either.

*If it's not wrong, then it must be right.*

I hugged my two daughters tightly and praised them. While we were all laughing and playing together, Si-woo returned home.

We all scurried to the door, placed our hands on our bellies, and bowed politely.

"Hi, Daddy!"

Despite the formal gesture, our greeting was casual. I took the shopping basket from Si-woo and placed it on the kitchen table.

Si-woo shared in the joy of reunion with our two daughters. Though our lovely daughters always answer "Mom!" when asked "Do you like Mommy or Daddy better?", they still love their father quite a bit.

Si-woo lifted the children, one on each arm. Eun-i and Sol-i giggled with delight.

"What were you doing?"

"A guessing game!"

"Wow. Did you guess it?"

"Yes!"

The two daughters dangled from their father's arms, flying around. From behind, I pulled out the photo and discreetly showed it to Si-woo.

The perceptive Si-woo nodded and smiled knowingly.

"Our brilliant daughters said it was a photo."

"Really? That's amazing. I wonder who they take after to be so smart?"

Our lovely daughters answered in unison.

"Mom!"

That's right, of course. My education has yielded excellent results.

Who do they take after to be so smart? Mom, obviously.
Who do they take after to be so pretty? Mom, obviously.
Who do they take after to be so kind? Mom, obviously.

I might have to concede when it comes to cooking well or being athletic, but everything else comes from me.

There might be room for debate regarding personality traits... but if he's upset, he should have brainwashed them first.

I placed my hands on my hips and smiled proudly. Daughters who take after their mother and are smart.

"Our princesses, did you hear whose photo this is?"

"No!"

"Ah, so that part was still saved for later."

Si-woo gently put down the daughters and approached me. When I smiled softly and slightly pursed my lips, he gave me a kiss.

Our family of four gathered cozily on the sofa and looked at the photo.

"Eun-a, Sol-a. This photo contains an amazing secret."

"A secret...!!"

Eun-i covered her mouth with both hands in surprise. Being a curious child, she loved secrets and mysteries.

With an expectant face, Eun-i leaned her ear toward me. I stroked her head and revealed the secret.

"This photo is... your baby sibling's picture...!"

"Sibling...?"

Both daughters blinked and stroked my belly. Their expressions were curious as they touched my stomach. They were probably wondering how the photo was taken.

Suddenly, Sol-i checked my belly with a shocked face.

"M-Mommy..."

Sol-i's eyes began to well up with tears. We hurriedly explained what the photo really was.

"It's an ultrasound image! When they put a special camera on Mommy's belly, it takes pictures like this. Hard to recognize, right? That's because it's an ultrasound."

Sol-i must have imagined my belly being cut open to take the picture. She clung to me tightly, continuously checking on my health.

Only after calmly reassuring her did her tears stop. Eun-i, wanting to verify my explanation, brought a camera and held it against my belly.

"Hmm, unfortunately, you can't take pictures with that camera. You need a special camera. One that can only be used at hospitals."

"Wow..."

"Anyway! Girls, how does it feel to become big sisters?"

"Fun!"

Eun-i's eyes sparkled as she stroked my belly. Our beautiful second daughter's eyes shone just as brightly.

"Sibling..."

"You'll be able to play well with your sibling, right?"

"Yes. I like pretty little sisters."

My daughters were happy about having a little sister. Unfortunately, I had to tell them something shocking.

"Eun-a, Sol-a. Don't be surprised... there's only one little sister."

"Huh?"

"There's only one baby in Mommy's tummy."

Eun-i blinked, as if asking what I meant, while Sol-i looked shocked, probably thinking, "So they did cut open Mommy's belly to take the picture!"

I don't know if Sol-i was really thinking that, but being a quirky child, she probably was.

Because that's what I would have thought.

Si-woo and I paid the price for correcting the misunderstanding too late. It was very difficult to convince them that twins were special.

It took nearly an hour of consistent explanation before they finally understood.

We could have simply said "that's just how it is," but we chose the long and troublesome path. We wanted to see the most beautiful and lovable children in the world grow up wonderfully.

For our children's bright future, we could endure a little inconvenience.

When I think about how they'll grow up to be more wonderful and beautiful than anyone else, even that inconvenience disappears.

"I love you, kids."

Today, our family was happy again.
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Buyeo Yeon's family's second daughter, Sol-i, had a worry. It started with a game they played at kindergarten.

It was a shopping game designed to teach children economic concepts. The kids were divided into roles as store owners and customers, tasked with buying specific items.

Unlike typical children's games, the prices reflected actual market rates, and the money provided was just enough that they needed to spend wisely to buy everything.

Eun-i and Sol-i, being quite clever, finished the game faster than others.

They didn't just look at prices when selecting items; they also checked quantity and quality to come up with perfect answers.

Eun-i smiled brightly with joy while Sol-i maintained her stoic expression while feeling happy inside.

The real problem arose after the game ended.

"The game we played today is something you can do when you actually go shopping. The teachers checked prices at nearby supermarkets."

Curious Eun-i immediately raised her hand to ask the teacher a question.

"Teacher! How much money does a normal person spend in a month?"

A sharp question unusual for a child. The teacher thought for a moment before starting to calculate.

"Well, there's rent, food expenses, gas bills..."

Most children, whose concept of large numbers wasn't yet established, didn't understand, but Eun-i and Sol-i comprehended perfectly.

According to the teacher, about 1.3 million won was necessary. This amount included rent, food, transportation, communication costs, and money for hobbies.

The teacher said it varies greatly depending on the person so they shouldn't worry about it, but Sol-i was shocked by what she heard.

*O-one million three hundred thousand won...?*

With trembling hands, she asked the teacher.

"T-teacher... what happens if someone doesn't have money?"

The teacher was quite flustered and pondered how to answer. Should she explain properly or deflect the question?

If another child had asked, changing the subject might have worked, but not with Sol-i.

The two sisters, who resembled their mother exactly, usually seemed relaxed and somewhat naive, but occasionally showed surprisingly sharp insights.

*It shouldn't matter. Their mother is who she is, so what's the problem?*

The teacher recalled Yeon's image and decided to explain properly. These weren't children from poor families; all the kids attending this private kindergarten came from wealthy homes.

She had mentioned that monthly living expenses were 1.3 million won, but just the kindergarten tuition for Eun-i and Sol-i exceeded 1.5 million won per month.

Without much thought, the teacher explained in detail what happens when money runs out.

"You'd have to move to a smaller house. You'd have some deposit money to get back."

"W-what happens after that?"

"Well..."

"Do you go bankrupt?"

Sol-i recalled a word she'd seen while reading. It was from one of her father's finance books. It mentioned red foreclosure notices and big adults coming to take away belongings.

The teacher looked around cautiously before nodding slightly.

She felt she shouldn't tell children such things, but since the child had mentioned the word first, there was no way around it.

From that day, Sol-i's worries began.

"U-unnie..."

In the school bus heading home, Sol-i whispered to Eun-i in a small voice.

"Yes. What is it, Sol-i?"

"We... we're in big trouble..."

"Big trouble?"

With a face that looked like she might cry, Sol-i explained the reason for her distress.

Actually, she had secretly read a letter that came in the mailbox recently. It was a congratulatory letter to her mother for winning another tournament.

Though such letters came occasionally, Sol-i was particularly curious that day. Her mother won every tournament she entered, and when she occasionally didn't win, she became very sad and troubled her father.

What kind of tournament could make her mother behave that way? Sol-i used her father's laptop to look up the tournament her mother had won.

"That tournament... the prize is one million won..."

"Hmm?"

"The teacher said... we need 1.3 million won to live for a month... what are we going to do now?"

"Um, Sol-i."

Eun-i immediately understood the issue. Being born just a little earlier and thus slightly more mature than Sol-i, Eun-i knew the difference between dollars and won.

After thinking briefly, Eun-i decided to tease her cute sister.

She hardened her facial expression, lowered her voice, and embraced her sister.

"We're in big trouble...!"

Hugging her sister, Eun-i struggled to hold back her laughter. For her, teasing her younger sister was the most fun thing in the world.

"If mom and dad find out we're worried, they'll feel worse. Sol-i, we absolutely can't let them know."

"O-okay..."

"Let's trust mom and dad."

"Alright, unnie."

Eun-i found this situation completely amusing. Looking at her genuinely worried sister, she muttered to herself, *She's still so young.*

The kindergarten school bus soon arrived in front of their house. Si-woo, wearing an apron, was waiting for the children at the door.

"Did my daughters have fun today too?"

"Yes. It was fun."

Eun-i answered in a bright voice, while Sol-i remained silent. Though Sol-i being quiet wasn't unusual, today she seemed particularly downcast.

"...Let's go inside first!"

Si-woo quickly noticed the change in his beloved second daughter.

Whatever her worry was, it couldn't be too serious. The adorable twin sisters shared all their concerns with each other.

If Eun-i was fine and only Sol-i was worried, there was a high probability that Eun-i was teasing her sister.

Si-woo held his daughters' hands and headed home.

"Wow! Did our princesses have a happy day today too?"

"Yes! Did you, mom?"

"Mom is about to become happy now. Because I met my daughters!"

Yeon greeted her daughters with a face full of smiles. Carefully holding a baby in her arms, Yeon approached cautiously to share the joy of reunion with her daughters.

And though a bit later than Si-woo, Yeon also noticed her second daughter's concern.

She exchanged glances with Si-woo, communicating with their eyes. What's wrong? I don't know. It's probably nothing. Eun-i is teasing her sister again.

After quickly assessing the situation, Yeon nodded slowly. Our cute daughters are having cute thoughts again.

Yeon waited for her daughters to speak first rather than asking. They ate the food Si-woo had worked hard to prepare—braised short ribs—and had ice cream for dessert.

Yeon kept giving Sol-i opportunities to speak, but Sol-i kept her mouth firmly shut. She even refused ice cream!

She reluctantly accepted after the second offer, but still, she refused once!

*It seems our Sol-i has a very big worry. But... what could it be?*

It hadn't been long since the chess tournament ended. Yeon had spent nearly a month staying close to her daughters and playing with them.

Her daughters, who didn't yet understand what being a chess champion meant, wouldn't be worried about their mother's champion position, and the common childhood worry about parents fighting didn't apply to Yeon's family.

*Parents fighting... Could Sol-i have seen... that?*

Yeon recalled what had happened a few days ago after putting the children to bed early. Yeon had called out Si-woo's name loudly, and Si-woo had spanked Yeon's bottom with his palm.

It was more an extreme expression of love than a fight, but she thought it might look different to children.

*No, it can't be that. If it were, Eun-i would be acting similarly. And that was already several days ago, so there's no reason to be anxious now.*

Yeon suddenly remembered that incident and her face flushed hot. As she held her cheeks in embarrassment, her eyes met Si-woo's.

The couple had been married for five years now, but they were still as passionate as newlyweds. They stared blankly at each other, eyes locked.

Yeon moved her lips first, mouthing words. To. Night. It was a simple three syllables, so Si-woo understood immediately.

And to have a comfortable night, they needed to resolve their daughter's worry. Yeon asked directly.

"Sol-i, do you have something on your mind?"

"Uh, no..."

"Really?"

Good-natured Sol-i couldn't lie to her mother twice. She kept her mouth shut without answering.

"Mom would like our daughter to share her worries with me. For mom's sake, could you tell me?"

She spoke in a warm voice, matching her daughter's eye level. Sol-i couldn't resist any longer.

"Uu, uuuu..."

Tears burst forth. Si-woo and Yeon were startled and tried to comfort their daughter. Eun-i was also surprised and patted her sister's shoulder.

Shedding tears drop by drop, she began to reveal the story she had kept hidden. Starting with whether they needed to move, the story about seeing her mother's prize money, and the story from kindergarten.

Yeon smiled bitterly at her lovely daughter's cute misunderstanding. Should she be happy that her daughter was mature for her age, or sad that she had such worries?

"Hmm, Sol-i. What do you think mom does for work?"

"Uuu, uuu... I don't know..."

Eun-i chimed in beside the sadly crying Sol-i.

"Mom works too?"

"Uh, huh? Of course I work!"

"I didn't know!"

Yeon's face drooped at Eun-i's innocent answer. She muttered in a small voice, "I'm a chess champion, you know..."

Finally, Si-woo stepped in to clarify the situation.

"It seems our daughters don't know what mom does for work. Should we take them to a chess tournament next time?"

This would satisfy all three girls. In Si-woo's eyes, Yeon was still just a girl herself.

Eun-i, Sol-i, and Yeon were all similar in many ways. The oldest girl liked being acknowledged, so letting her show off to her daughters would work well.

All three girls' faces brightened. Si-woo looked at them and thought, Our daughters really take after their mother.
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After becoming The Champion, I rarely participated in domestic tournaments. Just occasionally playing a few games when invited? Even for chess-related events, I mostly just gave lectures and left.

Because of that, our children never saw their mother playing chess. I do study chess alone at home sometimes, but not in a way that shows the dignity of a chess champion.

Sitting cross-legged on a chair in my pajamas with my hair tied up, just moving chess pieces around—to the kids, it probably looks like "mom is playing house."

*Hmm... even so, mom doesn't work. That was shocking.*

The shock was quite significant. Even though I couldn't always be by their side, I tried to be a cool mom they could always rely on.

My heart ached at the thought of being a bad mother who made her children worry about money.

"I guess children really do need their mother by their side..."

When they were newborns, I was always with them for breastfeeding, and around their first birthdays, I tried to stay by their side as much as possible.

But when our children were old enough for kindergarten, I couldn't be there for them. I was their mother, but at the same time, I was the chess Champion.

I spent more than half the year overseas. Including my breaks until now, I was traveling like crazy. I can swear to heaven that I did my best.

*I squeezed every minute I had to call them and visit Korea whenever possible, but I guess it wasn't enough...*

I thought everything was fine, but apparently it wasn't. My daughter cried because of me. I felt a tight pain in my chest.

"Si-woo, do you think it'll be okay? I'm not sure."

"It'll be fine. Definitely. They're smart kids like their mom, so they'll understand just by seeing it once."

"Mmm... I hope so."

For the first time in a while, I nestled in Si-woo's arms and acted spoiled. After the children were born, I tried to refrain from acting spoiled as much as possible. I wanted to be a mother they could trust and rely on.

But sometimes I needed this kind of mental rest. It should be okay to act spoiled in secret when the kids aren't around.

*I'll show the kids the image of a cool mom and blow away all their worries. I can do it. And if it's our kids, they'll understand their mother's sincerity.*

My mood didn't recover as quickly as when I was a student, but it was still quite fast. I shook off my gloomy feelings and gradually returned to normal.

*They're still young, so they don't understand their parents' efforts! Later when they grow up—no, even by middle school—they'll realize how amazing their mom is!*

It might also be good to casually drop my bankbook. Middle schoolers tend to worry about uncertain futures, and the number of zeros in my account would be enough to blow those worries away.

Si-woo hugged me and patted my back. It was as if he was telling me my thoughts were right.

"Have you calmed down now?"

"Yes. I'm fine now. I won't worry about this again."

"Really? That's impressive. As expected of a champion? Quick mental recovery and confidence. You're amazing, even though you're my wife."

"Of course. But seeing you suddenly complimenting me, it seems like you want something?"

"You're perceptive too. As expected..."

Si-woo's hand moved up to my waist. It was still gentle and soft, but I could feel the heat.

"Where are the kids?"

"I put them to bed. They had a bubble bath after a long time. They played in the water for so long, they won't wake up."

"Is our third child sleeping well too? What if she suddenly wakes up and cries and we don't hear her?"

Si-woo turned on his tablet and showed me the screen. On it was our beautiful third daughter sleeping soundly.

My wonderful husband is always thorough in his preparations. Even if I tried to find fault, he would have prepared for everything.

But I felt like teasing him, so I smiled mischievously and asked.

"Condoms."

"Uh, yeah?"

"You didn't prepare that!"

"No... I did prepare them."

Si-woo said that and rummaged through the drawer. I was surprised by his amazing preparedness. I had said it to tease him, but even that was prepared.

I shook my head and surrendered.

"I was joking. I never imagined you'd actually have them. Why did you buy them? It seems like a bigger waste of money than that caterpillar-flavored drink I took one sip of and threw away."

"You never know."

"We won't need them. Put them back. Save your energy for talking if you have any left."

"Yes, noona."

Si-woo's physical strength is much better than mine, but surprisingly, we were quite evenly matched in bed. If we were to compare our record, Si-woo would win with a ratio of 6 to 4.

Today, Si-woo's condition was quite good, but my condition was fantastic.

A champion is a champion wherever they go. Today, I won.

...
..
.

Our third daughter, Bom-i, is still young, so it's difficult for her to take long flights.

Participating in domestic tournaments would be the best option, but the level doesn't match up. International tournaments are sometimes held in Korea, but the closest one is next March.

I needed a tournament that wasn't too far away, had a high ratio of Grandmasters, and was held in a nearby country.

It seemed like difficult conditions, but... I had Si-woo.

"Of course I looked into it before bringing it up."

I thought he had improvised, but it was prepared in advance. Si-woo was thorough in his preparations when we were in school, and after having children, that thoroughness doubled.

There's a chess tournament in Japan, about 1 hour and 30 minutes by plane. The date isn't too far off either. It's a tournament that will be held in two weeks.

I liked it even more because the tournament period wasn't too long. I immediately submitted the registration form and booked flights to Japan.

It's a tournament that amateurs can also participate in, so its prestige is a bit lower, but quite a few Masters participate. The Japan Chess Association seems to be fully supporting it.

*Japan has fewer chess players because of shogi and go. Our country would have only played go too if it weren't for me.*

I don't know the details, but Japan has been investing quite a lot in chess for the past few years. They've been investing for about 4-5 years.

"Hmm?"

4-5 years... Japan... Something was trying to come to mind.

"Mom! Are we taking an airplane?"

The vague feeling dissipated with Eun-i's energetic question. It's probably nothing important. If it were important, Si-woo would have told me in advance.

"Yes. Won't it be fun?"

"Yes! We'll be flying in the sky, right?"

"Of course. Definitely. Oh, but be careful because it could be dangerous if the window opens."

"Dangerous?"

"You might get sucked outside due to the pressure difference. Remember the movie we watched? When the door flew off, people had to hold onto their seats to avoid being blown away."

"Eeeek...!!"

Eun-i made a strange sound and hid behind Sol-i. The sight of her trembling her small hands and hiding behind her younger sister was too cute.

"Yeon. Don't tease Eun-i."

Si-woo covered my smiling head with his large hand. Teasing? I was just sharing new knowledge with the children.

I shook my head like a wet puppy to shake off Si-woo's hand. Then I brought Eun-i out from behind Sol-i and hugged her.

Eun-i whispered in Sol-i's ear, "You have to hold my hand tight! If Sol-i flies away, I'll catch you right away! Sol-i is small, so you'll fly away quickly!" My heart could barely handle the cuteness.

She's small herself.

"Don't worry! Mom will hold you all tightly."

I held Eun-i, and Eun-i held Sol-i. Si-woo was holding Bom-i, so he couldn't join our formation. He stood at a distance with a fatherly smile.

After completing the boarding procedures, we walked through a long corridor and boarded the plane. When I traveled abroad alone, this path seemed so long, but walking with my family, it felt short.

"Mom, are we on the airplane now?"

"Yes."

"Hmm, I see."

Our adorable two daughters seemed disappointed that the airplane wasn't as exciting as they expected. Compared to the airplane rides their dad gives them, this was nothing special.

As soon as Eun-i sat down, she checked the window.

"Sol, help me."

"Okay."

She stuck to the window and checked it thoroughly. Perhaps because I scared her, she was checking quite sincerely. She checked the thickness by comparing the inside and outside, and tapped it to check its strength.

Though they were just small, young children, their attitude and concentration were no less than adults'.

"Yeon looks a lot like you. When you were researching chess at the living room desk, you had that look in your eyes."

I nodded. She's meticulous like Si-woo and has excellent concentration like me.

I wonder what kind of people our daughters will become when they grow up. I wish they would grow slowly, but on the other hand, I also want to see what they'll be like as adults.

"Hmm. I figured it out. Sol, what about you?"

"Me too."

The two gathered and whispered something, then came to a conclusion.

"Mom. This airplane... might explode."

"Huh?"

Well... just because they have excellent concentration and observe diligently doesn't mean the results are proportional.

Throughout our journey to Japan, we had to correct our two daughters' strange deductions. Sol-i might not, but Eun-i has the initiative to shout, "There's a bomb on the plane!" and it wouldn't be strange.

It's fortunate that we booked first class. There weren't many other people besides us, so Eun-i's deductions didn't spread.

And by the time our daughters were convinced, we had landed in Japan.
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"How is it? This is Japan."

"It is Japan."

Eun-i and Sol-i's reactions were lukewarm. I could understand our second daughter being unexpressive as usual, but I didn't expect Eun-i to show so little reaction too.

Maybe it's because we're still at the airport. There isn't anything particularly Japanese about the atmosphere yet.

After completing the immigration procedures and collecting our luggage, we left the airport. Signs with Japanese writing became visible. To be honest, I wasn't particularly impressed. It's not like this was my first time abroad.

Fortunately, as soon as we exited the airport, the girls' curiosity began to grow. Sol-i held my hand tightly as she and her sister looked around at everything.

"Ooh... strange letters."

"That's Japanese. Different from Hangul, right?"

"Yeah. How do you read it?"

I can read hiragana, but the sign Eun-i was asking about had kanji and katakana on it.

"Mom doesn't know either!"

Eun-i wasn't too curious about it, so she didn't ask further. She seems simply happy to be traveling after so long. Seeing the children's bright expressions makes me happy too.

The truth is, I could travel whenever I wanted. Being a chess player is almost like being a freelancer.

The problem was the difference between "could do" and "doing." Regardless of possibility, it's not easy to execute. Even for Si-woo, it was difficult to drag me out of the house when I typically stay abroad for at least a month each time.

*I should reflect on this. Once I became a mother, my life wasn't solely mine anymore. I can't erase my children's childhood memories just because I find it a bit difficult.*

I didn't feel too guilty. Our kids are still young. They're not even in elementary school yet, so we're just now at the starting point for proper family trips.

They say memories before age five don't really stick because of infantile amnesia anyway...

I just need to do better from now on.

"The kids are really enjoying this... I thought Japan would be boring since it's similar to Korea, but I guess it looks different through their eyes."

"You think? From what I see, they're happy because they're with their mom."

"...Should I retire? Hmm, no. That would be too childish."

I desperately want to be with the kids too, but an adult who has started their professional life shouldn't make decisions based solely on personal desires.

If possible, it would be best to remain Champion for more than ten years. It would be very unfortunate if I couldn't maintain that position.

The world is still nostalgic for the former Champion. The young, vibrant Champion of old, the Champion who became devastated after a "terrible" farewell, the Champion who was revitalized after meeting a new competitor and finally stepped down from the throne.

I've heard there's even a possibility of a movie being made. If I weren't at my peak right now, they would have made it already.

It's probably awkward to make a movie featuring someone who's still active. At best, they might make a documentary, or adapt it into a film ten years later.

Anyway, the former Champion's chess life was tumultuous enough to consider making a movie about it.

If I, who crushed that person and proudly took the throne, foolishly lose... it clearly wouldn't be good in many ways.

"Then there's only one solution! Si-woo! Please make the best travel plan considering our family's stamina!"

"Yes. I thought you'd say that."

My kind, sweet husband gave in to me again today without complaint. The muscles in my face relaxed, forming a natural smile.

I asked in a playful tone, ready to pass it off as a joke if he refused, but our Si-woo once again accepted the troublesome task for my sake.

"Thank you, darling."

It's gratitude I always feel, but it doesn't get conveyed unless I express it verbally. Si-woo is such a fool that I have to tell him all the time.

"I love you."

Especially those words—I have to say them every morning when I wake up because he's such a fool he might forget.

Si-woo hugs me tightly from behind. The familiar scent and warmth. I feel the comfort of being home.

After the young couple's brief love play, skilled parenting began. Eun-i and Sol-i are quiet like their mother, but they're also unpredictable and quirky like their mother.

Unlike other children, our kids are most dangerous when standing still. When they're moving around, they're exploring things, but when they're still, they stare intently at just one thing.

Their creativity is so unpredictable that I can't even guess what they might do, so I need to divert their attention before they cause trouble.

"Eun-i, Sol-i, what are you doing? Let's play with Mom!"

Our daughters looked at me with serious expressions. Their staring eyes conveyed resolute determination.

"Mom... we need coarse salt and chicken blood right now."

Why on earth?

Indeed, creativity that ordinary people couldn't possibly imagine. This must be inherited from their chess Champion mother.

Feeling both proud and anxious, I followed my daughters' gaze. There was a red sedan there.

Could it be because of the color? But our daughters call that color "tomato ketchup color." They wouldn't associate it with something ominous like chicken blood.

A glance at Si-woo showed he had no idea either. I could ask the girls directly, but it might be better to try guessing.

A daughter sharing the same imagination as her mother—wouldn't that increase our intimacy tremendously?
A child's innocence should always be respected, and I have a duty to carefully preserve our daughters' quirky thoughts.

I slowly closed my eyes and began visualizing the surrounding objects in my mind. I needed to discard preconceptions and see through a child's eyes, not an adult's.

Though brief, I maintained a level of concentration comparable to that during the Championship. Synthesizing numerous clues to derive a conclusion was fundamentally similar to calculation in chess.

*I found it.*

The driver's seat is on the opposite side. It's a subtle difference that's easy to overlook, but the children noticed it.

The talk of salt and chicken blood must be about warding off ghosts. I've heard ghosts do the opposite of what people do.

"It's okay. In Japan, the driver's seat is on the opposite side!"

"Why?"

"Before cars were invented, people used to ride in carriages. You've heard about that, right?"

"Yes."

"Back then, as now, most people were right-handed, and since they needed to wield the whip with their right hand, the right side became the driver's seat."

Both daughters made round lips with their faces full of wonder.

"When carriages changed to cars, having the driver's seat on the right meant operating the gearshift with the left hand, so they moved the driver's seat to the left. That's why all cars nowadays have it on the left."

Fortunately, I maintained my image as a good mother today too. I felt relieved seeing my two daughters nodding with satisfied expressions.

We first went to the hotel to unpack. It's almost lunchtime. Si-woo has found a restaurant, but the girls' preferences are most important when choosing the menu.

"What would our princesses like for lunch?"

"Something delicious."

"How about tonkatsu?"

"Hmm... that's acceptable. I'll eat it."

Well, look who's acting like royalty. "I'll eat it," she says. Even though I'm the one paying for the meal.

But seeing myself smiling and patting her head without a single complaint, maybe she really is royalty. I wonder if Si-woo feels this way too.

The tonkatsu was decent enough. Honestly, I prefer the ones Si-woo fries at home.

After lunch, I briefly showed my face at the Japan Chess Association. They must have heard I was participating in the tournament, but I hadn't told them when I was arriving.

I only recognized a few faces. Japan has shogi and go in addition to chess, so the chess population is quite small. They have only a handful of Grandmasters, so it's natural I don't know many people.

After exchanging greetings, I was about to leave when a car with a remarkably distinctive design approached us.

"A spaceship...!! Mom, it's a spaceship!"

It was a vehicle with such a unique design that I wondered what madman had played such a prank on a car. Isn't there a law in traffic regulations that prohibits excessive decoration?

If such a law exists, that car is certainly walking a tightrope. It looks expensive, but seeing the strange color it's painted, the owner must be quite eccentric.

*A multicolored vehicle. That can't be good for the children's education. Let's quickly move away.*

As I was stealthily covering the children's eyes and trying to leave, the car door opened and a familiar person appeared.

No, I'm not sure if they're familiar. Is it someone I know? They look like the person I knew, but also different...

"It's been a while."

I don't know this person.

I absolutely do not know this old man wearing burdensome star-shaped sunglasses, an unbuttoned Hawaiian shirt, and a dazzling gold necklace.

"Hello, grandpa! Long time no see."

"Eun-a, Sol-i. Don't look at things like that."

I covered my two daughters' eyes and quietly backed away. Suddenly, the story of a drug addict came to mind. A sad addict who succeeded in quitting drugs with family help but became mentally twisted.

Chess might have a similar effect. Someone who played chess all their life might become mentally broken after retirement.

"Haha, isn't that too much? You don't know how to respect individuality. Right, you never had any aesthetic sense from the old days."

It's true I lack aesthetic sense, but hearing those words from a fashion terrorist somehow irritates me.

"Sigh... This isn't good for the children's emotional development. Let's meet again later."

"Not good for their development? They like it."

"We're looking because it's interesting."

"That's enough."

Despite my desperate attempts to stop my two daughters, Eun-i ran over and shook his hand. We see him two or three times a year, so we have a somewhat friendly relationship.

"Good to see you! Have you been well?"

"Of course. I've been well. Has our young lady also enjoyed a happy life?"

"Mm-hmm. Of course."

The old man is someone who can have "Sir" attached to his name, and Eun-i became friends with him through her unique sociability. She could use normal honorifics, but she uses that kind of speech pattern when talking to him.

A friend of a nobleman must be a nobleman, and noblemen should talk like this—that's roughly the logic. There's nothing correct about it, but both the old man and Eun-i seem satisfied with it, so I let it be.

With a small sigh, I asked.

"But what brings you here? This can't be a coincidence."

"Well, the tournament you're participating in is one that I'm hosting."

"...What?"

"You didn't know?"

I glanced at Si-woo, who shrugged his shoulders with a smile. So this was all Si-woo's plan. Shaking my head, I shook hands with the old man.
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Meeting that mister during our family vacation was unexpected, but thinking about it, it's not a bad thing. My daughters are quite friendly with him, and it's nice to see him after so long.

The best part is that if I win this tournament, I can legally take his money.

And since my victory is practically guaranteed, I might as well consider it an advance payment. I looked at him with a mischievous smile.

"Why are you smiling?"

"Just thinking about taking your money makes me laugh. Hehehe...!"

"Oh my. Girls, don't learn from this."

When I snickered with a mocking face, he covered my daughters' eyes. What does he mean by "this"? My children adore their mother.

Suddenly having her face covered, Eun-i used some self-defense technique she'd picked up somewhere and twisted the mister's fingers. Actually, it was more like he allowed his fingers to be twisted.

"Hmph, self-defense is a lady's essential skill!"

"Hahaha, you got me."

"If you don't want your fingers broken, let Sol-i go!"

"Alright, I'll let her go."

Sol-i was promptly released, but Eun-i looked unsatisfied. That expression is the one she makes when she wants to play more but the game ends too quickly.

Only a mother truly understands her children's feelings. I took over the mister's role and hugged Sol-i tightly, preventing her from escaping.

"Sol-i has been captured again!"

Eun-i's expression brightened again. She looked so cute that I almost released Sol-i immediately.

Smiling brightly, Eun-i grabbed my fingers and gently pulled, trying to free them. I naturally followed along, joining in her game.

After freeing both hands one by one, she took Sol-i's hand and pulled her out like a hero.

"Sol-i! Your sister came to rescue you."

"Sister, come here too."

But Sol-i didn't follow along and instead pulled Eun-i in. Weak against her younger sister, Sol-i couldn't refuse and slipped into my arms.

Instead of "I came to rescue you! Oh no, I've been captured too," it became "Don't rescue me, let's stay here together!"

The two lovely daughters snuggled comfortably in their mother's arms. The weight was becoming burdensome, but I strengthened my back and carefully lifted them up.

"Hnngh...!!"

It would have been easy with just one, but with twins, the weight is doubled. If I hadn't built up my strength through exercise, I wouldn't have been able to lift them.

After giving my daughters an aerial view for about five seconds, I slowly exhaled and put them down. My arms weren't strong enough to hold them for long.

"Mom, you need to exercise. What if you can't hold us for even ten seconds?"

"That's right. Mom needs to work out. Dad can hold us all day and still be fine."

Pretending not to hear my daughters' comments, I said goodbye to the mister. He seemed to have business with the association.

"Well, see you next time."

"See you at the award ceremony. I'll be the one in first place anyway."

The mister waved his hand with a relaxed smile. He seems to have become quite laid-back. Is it because he's a wealthy old man with plenty of time, traveling around the world?

When he was actively playing chess, he never seemed relaxed even when resting... now he looks like he's resting even when he's working.

I smiled absently as I watched his retreating figure, hands in his pockets, walking with a casual swagger.

...
..
.

After enjoying sightseeing without overexerting ourselves, the tournament day finally arrived.

My heart is fluttering. Just the right amount of tension, not too much. I closed my eyes, listened to my heartbeat, and took slow, deep breaths.

People often ask me the secret to not getting nervous at big tournaments.
I answer that of course I get nervous. I'm actually tense, but I pretend to be fine to hide my nervousness.

Although I've learned to accept defeat and gained a broader perspective on the world, that doesn't mean I enjoy losing.

If possible, I want to win every game. I want to show my skills to those who believe in me and smile as I hear their cheers.

When you have ambition, you can't help but feel nervous. A tournament is a tournament, no matter how small. Every player with a Grandmaster title has the ability to defeat me.

I'm nervous and trembling.

But I pulled up the corners of my mouth into a smile. Arrogant and confident. To hide my trembling and put pressure on my opponent.

Finally, the tournament began. My first opponent was a Japanese International Master. A young prospect in his early twenties with the talent to become a Grandmaster someday.

The rating difference is over 800. In the Elo rating system, an 800-point difference means that for every 100 games I win, my opponent wins just one.

The probability of winning exceeds 99 percent. It's a match I should obviously win, but I never let my guard down.

*How strange. After becoming Champion, I thought I'd be overflowing with confidence to beat anyone, but now, five years into being Champion, I'm actually more nervous.*

Even when winning, I don't get complacent. I defend firmly and look for the best moves.

They don't award extra points for winning with lots of time left. I use all the time given to think and find better moves.

From beginning to end, I overwhelmed my opponent without giving them room to breathe. There's no mercy in my dictionary. A true chess player would want to be crushed like this.

*Young prospects need to be trampled once. These youngsters nowadays don't know their place...*

The final move was an unnecessary queen sacrifice checkmate. I could have checkmated without sacrificing the queen, but I deliberately did it to taunt my opponent.

Teabagging is the winner's right. If it bothers you, just win.

My opponent resigned without waiting for the checkmate. With a red face, he sighed deeply, then jumped up, covered his face with both hands, and spun around.

The sight of him snorting and pulling his hair was quite impressive. He wasn't angry about my teabagging, but at himself for playing chess so poorly.

I tried to induce mistakes, wondering if it would work, and each time he fell into my traps and sacrificed his pieces. He tried to hold on until the end, but the result was a blunder party.

That's what happens when you play chess with someone whose skill level is far above yours. In chess, being "good" means knowing how to create opportunities, and the opportunities given to me are essentially opportunities for my opponent to make mistakes.

If I had played like the former Champion, pettily seeking advantages and slowly wearing him down, he might not have been so frustrated, but unfortunately, I prefer to overwhelm from the start.

After spinning around for a while to vent his frustration, he eventually collected himself and extended his hand to me. Some people refuse to shake hands when they're really angry, but my opponent was quite polite.

After shaking hands, he gestured enthusiastically, pointing at the board. He seemed to be asking for a review. Although we couldn't communicate verbally because he didn't speak English, I kindly pointed out his mistakes.

A young man gaining insights from my help. Smiling at someone following behind well is a privilege given only to those who lead.

After the review, he bowed at a 90-degree angle to thank me. Normally, I would have given a faint smile and acted arrogant, but today, with my daughters watching, I accepted his thanks more modestly.

A cool face with a single nod. Then, savoring the clean victory, I slowly left the seat.

*So damn cool...!!*

Without turning my eyes toward the children, I glanced in their direction and observed their reactions through my peripheral vision.

Hands clasped in front of their chests, mouths open in an "O" shape. They were clearly amazed by their mother's greatness. With an expressionless face, I walked steadily until I reached a place where the children couldn't see me, and there I laughed to my heart's content.

Did my children learn about their mother? Did they learn that their mother is an amazing person? After pondering briefly, I immediately answered. Of course they did.

I know my children's hearts best. My daughters take after me in their simplicity, so they must have realized it.

*But I won't stop at just one win; I'll keep showing them victory after victory. Until they think it's natural for Mom to win...*

Mom winning is natural. Mom always wins and never loses. Mom is the strongest. Mom is invincible. So, when there are difficulties, you should tell Mom.

For my treasures, more precious than anything else, I can easily bear the burden of victory.

After waiting for all the remaining matches to finish and briefly greeting those who wanted to talk with me, I returned to my family.

Instead of going straight back to the lodging after the match, I could return to my family's embrace. A great sense of security I never felt when attending tournaments alone.

"Kids! How was Mom?"

I ran toward the children with a bright smile. My lovely daughters, their eyes sparkling as always, hugged me tightly.

"You were awesome!"

"I didn't really understand, but you looked amazing. Everyone seemed to like you."

My surprisingly observant daughters seemed to have realized their mother's greatness by watching people's reactions.

With a gentle smile, I stroked their heads. I work for these kids.
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What's the biggest advantage of chess as a game? If someone asked me, I'd think for a while before answering "accessibility" and "simplicity."

Chess is the world's most popular mind sport. It's easy to find resources, books, and videos to study. Wherever civilization reaches, chess can reach too.

Thanks to this, chess has enjoyed great popularity in developing countries. Internet games might be difficult to access, and sports like soccer are often the domain of so-called "popular kids," so chess became a beacon of hope for outsiders from ordinary families in developing nations.

The vast materials created over hundreds of years are readily available to anyone who seeks them. Even during World War II, many promising players nurtured their dreams by reading books by chess players.

Chess's accessibility is certainly its greatest advantage. That's also one of the reasons I fell in love with chess, so I don't need to explain further.

Second, chess is a very simple game.

People say it gets deeper the more you learn, but most people don't try to go that far anyway. Only crazy people like me dig into it obsessively.

It's a game where you memorize a few rules and can enjoy playing casually. It's not so difficult that skill differences are overwhelming, and everything can turn on a single small mistake.

At the professional level, this "simplicity" leads to too many draws, but at the beginner level, it instills confidence that you can win if you just reduce your mistakes.

You can see this just by browsing community forums. Comments like "I watched a Grandmaster's stream, and they were thinking almost the same way I do" appear almost daily.

Not realizing that those small differences determine everything, people start wondering "Maybe I have talent?" That delusion is definitely one of chess's advantages.

"Hmm..."

What else is there? I took a sip of wine, savoring its taste and aroma while pondering. Since nothing else comes to mind, chess must really be a terrible game after all.

"Fun" is subjective, and while some might find the pieces beautiful, others might not. When I tried to find advantages without including personal opinions, it was surprisingly difficult.

"Hey, my husband."

I swallowed the wine in my mouth and looked at Si-woo with a slightly tipsy smile.

"Yes?"

"What do you think are my advantages? Without subjective evaluation, something everyone would agree with. To be more specific... facts that at least 70% of people would agree with."

"You're kind, gentle, considerate of others, thoughtful, and above all, pretty and cute."

My cheeks instantly flushed hot at his immediate compliments. I poured a little more wine into my glass and took just enough to wet my lips.

"Ahem... let me refute these one by one. Am I kind and gentle? Well... I'm nice to our family, but I'm prickly to strangers. Someone who's indifferent to others isn't necessarily kind or gentle."

I extended my fingers and folded them one by one as I spoke.

"The same goes for being considerate of others. I just do it to avoid troublesome situations. As for being thoughtful, that's an ambiguous standard. Thoughts aren't visible, so it's hard to judge their depth."

"What about being pretty and cute?"

"Honey, Si-woo. I'm in my mid-thirties now. Our kids are about to enter high school, and you're calling me pretty and cute."

"To my eyes, you're still young, pretty, and cute."

I chuckled and patted his shoulder. It's frightening to think he might actually mean it. Even though my flower-like beauty from my youth is gone, he still loves me.

With a playful smile, I asked, "Are you drunk?"

"Yes, drunk on Yeon's eyes."

"Oh my, you're being silly..."

Though I grumbled, a smile formed on my face. Many things have changed over the years, but the one beside me hasn't changed at all.

It was thanks to Si-woo that I could fight alone on the board for all those long years. Because I had someone who created a home for me, I could keep fighting.

*And this fight will probably be my last.*

I slightly raised my glass. Si-woo, dressed in a suit with his hair swept back, smiled as he filled my glass with wine.

When I was younger, I disliked alcohol because of its smell, but now that I'm older, I can handle it better. I still don't like the alcoholic aroma, but I've learned to enjoy the atmosphere.

I swirled the wine glass to appreciate its aroma and admired the purple color as I gently shook it. Watching the wine swirl made me feel almost hypnotized.

"Anyway... 'objective advantages' are harder to find than you might think, right?"

"So that's what you wanted to say."

"Yeah. I was thinking about chess's advantages, but not much came to mind. But then I realized, there's no need to know many advantages."

There are things that are hard to express in words, things you can only feel in your heart. When someone is attracted to another person, it's difficult to explain why.

I just liked chess. As if drawn to it, as if it were my destiny, I chose chess.

There were times when it was hard, sad, and frustrating, but chess was my joy.

I don't need to list its advantages. Chess and I have that indescribable "something."

*What is that something... it's just that thing. That thing that goes thump in your heart.*

It felt like I was forcing an answer I'd already decided on, but with alcohol's help, I could be more shameless than usual.

"Mmm. I love chess. That's something that doesn't need proof. I'm the Champion, so isn't that obvious?"

"Champion. Right. You're 'still' the Champion."

"When you emphasize it like that, it sounds strange... anything could happen, right?"

Si-woo just smiled silently. Since I'd said something I didn't really mean, I had nothing more to add.

This championship is played with a rule that whoever reaches 7.5 points first wins. Out of 14 rounds, 10 have been played, and I'm at 2 wins, 2 draws, and 6 losses.

That's 3 points to 7. A score difference that could be called overwhelming.

I'm sad about losing so badly, but it was inevitable. When new people come, the old must step aside.

If there had been no talent, I might have remained Champion forever, but unfortunately, this challenger is a true genius.

Breaking all youngest-ever title records with a winning streak, winning the Candidates Tournament before even becoming an adult, and challenging for the championship.

Twice, in fact.

I easily won the first championship, but in the second, I barely won with experience and know-how.

Growing day by day, defeating everyone, and finally about to defeat me in this championship.

*Even if I win all four remaining games, it would only force a tie-break. The chances of winning there are practically zero.*

I suppose I should be glad I didn't lose the title of youngest chess Champion. Since I'm retiring now, that much is fine, right?

"Sigh, I wanted to remain Champion until our kids grew up. How did such a monster appear? Bad timing, just bad timing."

They say this challenger is a once-in-a-generation genius, but I played better than that when I was young. The problem is that with aggressive chess, your skill drops dramatically when you age and your creativity starts to decline.

*Complaining about youth... I really must be getting old.*

Still, mid-thirties is relatively young, isn't it? I wanted to make more excuses, but the more I did, the older I'd seem, so I stopped.

"What do you want to do after retiring?"

"What I want to do? Well..."

"You should have a hobby. Farming would be nice, or learning crafts."

"That sounds fun... but I can't just play around until the kids get married. I'm retiring, but it's only partial retirement. I'll still compete regularly. I'm just not participating in the Candidates Tournament."

"Haha, then nothing's really changing."

"I guess not... I'll just be a little more free."

With five children, how could a household function normally if both parents were idle? Even though we've saved up, it's reassuring to have income coming in.

Si-woo has a talent for investing, so our money is growing steadily, but regardless, people need to work.

It's not a complete retirement yet; I plan to announce a partial retirement and slowly withdraw. It's a pretty good plan, isn't it? A perfect plan that I can't believe I just came up with.

I sipped my wine with a faint smile. I can't taste it well. I must be drunk. Heat rises in my body, and my mind feels hazy.

"Still... this is good enough, isn't it? Joy, anger, love, pleasure. Life has been full of emotions."

My tongue is getting twisted, and I can't speak properly. Giggling, I collapsed into Si-woo's arms. Though I've grown able to overcome alcohol's harsh smell with age, I still get drunk quickly.

Despite being weak with alcohol, I gulped it down, which is why I'm collapsing like this.

Nestled in Si-woo's arms, I felt like I was floating. Si-woo lifted me up, gently laid me on the bed, and covered me with a blanket.

He lay down beside me and patted me. A sense of security enveloped me. As I pursed my lips feeling this pleasant comfort, Si-woo kissed me.

I drifted peacefully into sleep.

The next day, I headed to the tournament venue suffering from a hangover from morning. Thinking this might be my last match, I fought my best and managed to secure a draw despite a disadvantageous opening and middlegame.

And the result was confirmed: my defeat at 3.5 to 7.5.

I smiled and applauded the winner. Perhaps because I fought well until the end, even though I was the loser, I left the venue to everyone's applause.

It was chilly outside, but I was surrounded by people. And most importantly, my family was waiting for me.

With so many kids around, it's fun to watch. I sat down on a nearby bench with a bright smile. Si-woo sat on my left, our twins on my right, our youngest on top... anyway, we filled every available space.

Hearing my family say "you did well," I smiled happily.
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Hello. I'm the author of "Promotion ~A Pawn Becomes Stronger When TSed~," "Ilpalijjeomiii" The prologue of this story was posted on September 30, 2022, and today is January 9, 2024, so quite a long time has passed.

Thank you for reading this far. It's only through readers that these blocks of text truly become a story. Despite its many shortcomings, I'm happy to have completed this work.

After finishing the main story, I lost some motivation and almost abandoned the serialization... but I finished it anyway, so that counts for something, right? Since I'm not exactly known for my diligence, stumbling once made my resolve waver a bit.

Writing and serializing a story feels similar to riding a bicycle.

I remember when I first rode a two-wheeled bike as a child. I had particularly poor coordination and was very timid. Even with training wheels, I couldn't properly move forward for over a week, and after removing them, I still asked my mom to hold onto the bike.

My mom would hold the bike firmly from behind, and as I slowly pedaled, I'd gain speed. Once it got a bit faster, timid me would immediately call out to my mom, "Mom! Are you still holding on?"

And she would always answer, "Of course, I'm holding on. Don't worry, I've got you!"

The first couple of times, she was really holding on. Unable to overcome my fear, I'd look back, lose my balance after riding well, and start to fall—that's when my mom would grab the bike and save me.

But as this became familiar, my mom would let go. Though she wasn't holding on anymore, when I asked if she was, she'd reassure me, "I'm holding on, don't worry."

In this situation, I had two choices: check if my mom was actually holding on, or keep riding without looking back.

If I chose the former, I'd definitely fall. My coordination was truly terrible, and maintaining balance while looking back was impossible.

If I chose the latter, I'd continue forward despite my anxiety.

It's called the gyroscopic effect. Like a rolling coin that doesn't fall, a moving bicycle doesn't tip over. Whether my mom was holding on wasn't that important.

What mattered was pedaling forward without doubt.

On one hand, I'd think, "Mom might have let go and I could fall. I'm afraid of getting hurt. I want to hit the brakes." But I had to overcome that with the thought, "If I keep moving forward, I won't fall. I can do this. I need to keep going."

I think this is very similar to my writing.

As I've mentioned occasionally in my author's notes, I was preparing for the college entrance exam while writing this story.

It wasn't easy. Both activities consume mental energy, so doing them simultaneously was challenging.

Mentally exhausted, I sought an escape from reality and found it in daydreaming and writing.

A mentally struggling protagonist who finds a new life, meets good people, and lives happily ever after.

What a wonderful and dreamlike story...

One problem was that I wasn't mentally prepared enough to focus on writing. Love is a process that needs time to develop, but my impatience seems to have simplified that process.

Yeon's school story and love story were somewhat rushed.

Yeon's friends with unique surnames stopped appearing after a certain point, and the love story became more of a justification later on.

Instead of "these things happened, so they fell in love," it became "they fell in love because this person was like this."

When I first realized this, I wanted to remake the story. Since it was born from a desire to heal through fantasy, I thought about recreating it.

But I didn't act on that impulse. That would have been like looking back while riding a bicycle.

A writer needs to affirm and love their own writing. Once you start denying it, there's no way your writing will look good to you. Showing others writing that even you don't like is terribly embarrassing.

My fragile mindset couldn't endure that. Just as it was natural for uncoordinated me to fall when looking back while cycling, announcing a remake would surely have meant the end of my story.

So I pedaled forward.

I endured the difficulties, created new stories for Yeon, and spent a lot of time imagining a love story that would satisfy readers.

As long as you keep pedaling, you won't fall. The balance might waver a bit, the direction might twist slightly, but eventually, you'll reach somewhere.

Fortunately, the destination was there from the beginning.

From when I wrote the prologue, I had already conceived the husband's personality and had established the Champion's character.

Yeon's final awakening during her match with the Champion—the moment she realizes how vast the chess board is and finally defeats the Champion—was something I had planned since posting the prologue.

My job was simply to safely bring Yeon to that point, and for that, I kept pedaling forward without looking back.

I abandoned thoughts of making money, dismissed the idea that it was a waste of time, and raced toward the conclusion I had originally envisioned.

That's how my story reached its completion.

Now it's my proud work, no matter what anyone says. Though there were some clumsy parts, reading it again, it doesn't seem so bad and ended reasonably well, I think.

Did you enjoy reading it too? If you did, that's enough for me.

This is my first time writing an afterword, so it feels awkward. I thought about referencing others' afterwords, but isn't an author's afterword just about saying whatever you want to say?

When I first started writing this afterword, I had so much to say, but I cut it down significantly to avoid being tedious.

Lastly, one more thing...

I'm going to write another chess novel. This time, closer to a more fundamental chess story.

I'm thinking of writing a chess story without regression, transmigration, reincarnation, or cheat keys—starting from the bottom and working up. I've written about Promotion, so now it's time to write about En Passant.

Come check it out if you're bored later~

Thank you!

Friday, January 19, 2024.
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