


GambitTales — Big Ideas on the Board
A Spark & Anvil companion book — free to download and share.
Ages 9-14.  Game: chess.  

Licensed under CC BY-NC-SA 4.0. Learn and play free at spark-and-anvil.org.
This volume teaches strategy through the app's cast — 7 big ideas, one per 
chapter.
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A strategy-through-story volume. The other GambitTales books teach how 
each piece moves. This one teaches how to play well — the ideas that sit 
above the moves — told through the cast you already know. One big idea per 
chapter, in the order a player learns them.

Read it with a board next to you if you can. Every chapter ends with a "Your 
turn" that points to a puzzle in the workbook GambitTales — Find the Winning 
Move and to the game itself.

★  ★  ★

Chapter 1 — Wake Up Your Pieces

Captain Castle looked out over the back row on the first morning of a game. 
Every piece was still asleep in its own square — the bishops boxed in behind 
pawns, the knights dozing in the corners, the queen not yet ready to travel.

"A piece that never leaves home never helps," Captain Castle said. "Before 
we look for a clever trick, we do the quiet, unglamorous thing: we wake 
everyone up, and we point them at the middle."

The four squares in the centre of the board are the busiest crossroads in the 
whole kingdom. A knight standing in the middle can reach eight squares; a 
knight asleep in the corner can reach only two. So Pawn Patrol steps a pawn 
into the centre to make room, Trotter and Trundle hop their knights out 
toward the middle, and Sienna and Bran slide their bishops onto open 
diagonals that stare across the board.

Say it out loud: Get everyone off the back row, and aim at the middle.

On the board it looks like this: instead of grabbing one enemy pawn in the 
first few moves, a strong player spends those moves developing — a new 
piece into play each turn, all of them pointing toward the centre. When your 
whole team is awake and the other side still has pieces asleep, the game is 
already leaning your way, and you have not even attacked yet.

 



Your turn: In the workbook, the "Wake Up" pages show two openings side 
by side — one where every piece is developed toward the centre, one where 
a player chased a single pawn instead. Which side would you rather have?

It is easy to feel behind when you are not attacking yet. Developing your 
pieces IS the work — the calm start is what makes the clever finish possible 
later.

★  ★  ★

Chapter 2 — Tuck the King Away

King Pumble the librarian and King Sable the gardener are the two calmest 
characters in GambitTales. They only ever step one square at a time, and 
they never rush. But there is one special move where a king moves two 
squares at once — and a rook jumps over to stand beside him. That move is 
castling, and it does two good things in a single turn.

"I step into my little house in the corner," said King Pumble, "and Gable 
slides across to guard the door."

Castling tucks the king safely behind a wall of pawns, away from the busy 
centre where all the fighting happens — and at the same time it brings a 
sleepy rook (Gable or Garrett) toward the middle, connected to its partner. 
Two jobs, one move. That is why strong players castle early, usually in the 
first handful of moves, before the position gets sharp.

Say it out loud: Castle early — one move that hides the king and wakes a 
rook.

The mistake to avoid is leaving your king stuck in the centre while both sides 
open lines. A king caught in the middle is a king in a crossfire. Tuck him away 
first; go looking for a win second.

Your turn: The workbook's "Safe House" pages show positions where one 
king has castled and the other is still in the centre. Count how many enemy 
pieces are pointing at each king.

 



Safety first is not the exciting part of the story — but it is the part that lets you 
play boldly without fear. A tucked-away king lets the rest of your team attack.

★  ★  ★

Chapter 3 — Spot the Free Piece

Merle the Gleaner walks the edges of every field after the harvest, picking 
up what everyone else has left behind. "A piece with no one guarding it," 
Merle likes to say, "is a piece waiting to be picked up. It is a free piece."

Before you plan anything fancy, Merle teaches the first habit of every good 
player: look at what your opponent left undefended. A bishop that no pawn 
or piece is protecting. A knight sitting alone. If you can attack it and they 
cannot save it, you simply take it — no trick required.

Say it out loud: Before I move — is anything of theirs undefended? Is 
anything of mine?

This is a habit that runs both ways. Half of Merle's lesson is spotting the 
opponent's free pieces; the other half is making sure you never leave your 
own hanging. On every turn, the quiet question is the same: is that piece 
defended?

Warden Snare adds a cousin to the idea. Sometimes a piece is not 
undefended, but it has nowhere safe to go — it is trapped. A trapped piece 
falls just as surely as a free one, because when you attack it, it cannot escape.

Your turn: The "Free Piece" workbook pages each show one position. Find 
the enemy piece that nobody is guarding — then check the answer to see 
why it is truly free.

Missing a free piece happens to everyone. Noticing it next time is the win — 
the habit grows every game you play.

★  ★  ★

 



Chapter 4 — Two Threats at Once

The Twin Knights of Fork Hill never chased just one thing. On the day both 
twins reached for the last honey-cake, neither grabbed it — they stepped 
together to the one square that put a hand on both plates at once. "Take one 
back," they grinned, "and the other is still ours."

On the board it is the same. The strongest single move is one that makes 
two threats at the same time. A knight can leap to a square that attacks two 
enemy pieces in one hop — the opponent can only move one to safety, so 
the other is yours. That double blow is the fork, and the knight is its most 
famous author because it jumps to squares other pieces cannot reach.

Say it out loud: Two threats at once — they can only stop one.

Captain Crossfire teaches the same idea with the long-range pieces: one 
move by a queen or rook that attacks two targets down two different lines. 
The name changes — fork, double attack — but the engine is identical: force 
your opponent to save one thing and lose the other.

Your turn: The "Two at Once" workbook pages ask you to find the fork. Look 
for the square that touches two enemy pieces at the same time.

A fork feels like magic the first time you land one. It is not magic — it is a habit 
of looking for the square that does two jobs. The more you look, the more 
you find.

★  ★  ★

Chapter 5 — Freeze It on a Line

Sir Pinwell has a quiet, patient kind of power. He does not chase pieces 
around the board — he freezes them. When Sir Pinwell lines up his bishop 
against an enemy knight, and behind that knight sits the enemy king, the 
knight cannot move at all. If it stepped aside, it would leave the king in 
check, and that is not allowed. The knight is pinned — stuck, useless, and easy 

 

 



prey.

"A piece that cannot move," said Sir Pinwell, "is a piece already half-
captured."

Lady Skewer works the same line in reverse. She points at the valuable piece 
first — the king or queen — and forces it to step out of the way, so the smaller 
piece hiding behind it is left exposed and falls. Pin freezes the piece in front 
to win the one behind; skewer pokes the big piece in front to win the small 
one behind. The Glass Lantern shines the same beam even further, its light 
passing through one piece to reach another (an x-ray).

Say it out loud: Line up on a line — pin the piece to what it must protect.

These are the "lining-up" tactics, and they all share one setup: a bishop, rook, 
or queen aimed down a straight line at two enemy pieces on that line. Learn 
to see the lines, and half the work is done.

Your turn: The "On a Line" workbook pages show a piece aimed down a 
rank, file, or diagonal. Which enemy piece is frozen, and which will fall?

Pins and skewers reward patience over grabbing. Sometimes the best move 
does not capture anything yet — it just freezes a piece and waits.

★  ★  ★

Chapter 6 — Make the Winning Square

Sometimes the winning move is almost there — but one enemy piece is in the 
way, guarding the very square you need. This is where the cleverest 
characters in GambitTales go to work. They do not attack the target directly. 
They deal with the guard first.

Sir Sidetrack chases the defender off its duty (a deflection) — "lure the guard 
away, and the door it was watching swings open." Vale the Wayclearer 
moves one of her own pieces off a line so the power behind it can land (a 
clearance) — "step aside so the piece behind you can do its work." Siren Lyra 

 



sings a piece toward the exact square where the next move wins it (an 
attraction), and Mason the Interposer cuts the line between a defender and 
the thing it defends (an interference).

They are four different tricks, but they answer the same question: what is 
stopping my winning move — and how do I remove it?

Say it out loud: If a guard is in the way, deal with the guard first.

This is the moment a game stops being about single moves and starts being 
about plans — two moves that work together, where the first move sets up 
the second. That is the leap from "I see a good move" to "I see a good idea."

Your turn: The "Clear the Way" workbook pages each hide a two-move idea. 
Find the guard, remove it, then win.

Two-move plans take longer to see, and it is fine to miss them at first. Every 
one you spot trains your eyes for the next.

★  ★  ★

Chapter 7 — The Finish

Every plan in this book has been building toward one moment: the finish. 
Kester the Finisher knows exactly what it looks like. A checkmate is a check 
the enemy king cannot escape — it cannot run, it cannot block, and it cannot 
capture the attacker. When Kester delivers it, the game is over.

But the finish rarely appears by itself. Linnet the Netweaver shows the 
deeper skill: checkmate in two. Her first move is not the mate — it is the 
move that forces the enemy's reply, so that her second move springs the 
trap. "The first thread pulls them where I want them," Linnet said. "The 
second thread closes the net."

To see a mate in two, you have to do the thing Captain Castle has quietly 
asked for since Chapter 1: think one move ahead. Before you move, ask, 
what will my opponent be forced to do — and what will I play then?

 



Say it out loud: Think one move ahead — force the reply, then finish.

That single question is the whole story of playing well. Wake your pieces, 
tuck your king away, watch for free pieces, look for the square that does two 
jobs, line up your pieces, clear the way — and always, always ask what comes 
next.

Your turn: The "Finish" workbook pages are all mates in one and two. Force 
the reply first; then close the net.

You will not see every mate the first time, and that is exactly how it should be. 
Seeing one move further than yesterday is what getting good feels like — 
quiet, steady, and yours.

★  ★  ★

Keep playing at spark-and-anvil.org — the tactics trainer runs every idea in this 
book as a live puzzle, with the cast right there beside you.



Keep playing

(Scan the QR codes on the printed edition, or type the links above.)

 

Play every idea in this book as a live puzzle: https://sparkanvil.org/pla
y/gambittales

Meet the cast + read their chapter stories: https://sparkanvil.org/cast/
gambittales

Find more free companion books: https://sparkanvil.org/books

https://sparkanvil.org/play/gambittales
https://sparkanvil.org/cast/gambittales
https://sparkanvil.org/books
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