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For Sarah Ballard

‘But that the present order of things was not to be taken for
granted, that it presupposed a certain harmony between the
world and the guardians of culture, that this harmony could
always be disrupted, and that world history taken as a whole
by no means furthered what was durable, rational and beautiful
in the life of men, but at best only tolerated it as an exception
– all this they did not realise.’
– The Glass Bead Game, Hermann Hesse,
trans. Richard and Clara Winston

PART ONE
Serotine Term

1: the Rat
Tonight the moonlight makes the floor of the Great Hall into
a game board. Every high window casts a bright lattice,
dividing the hall into black and white, squares and margins.
The ranks of wooden benches face one another on three
sides; in the space between them there is nothing but straight
shadows on stone, an abstract in pen and ink. It is as still as
a held breath. For once not even an eddy of wind rattles the
windows or hums in the great hearth. No dust dances over
the dark-barred floor. The empty benches wait. If ever the
hall was ready for the first move of a grand jeu, it’s now:
midnight, silence, this geometry of light. Someone else would
know how to play, how to begin.
But tonight there is only the Rat, shivering a little in her
threadbare shirt, her arms tight around her ribcage. She
stretches one scrawny foot in and out of the light, thinking
dark, pale, dark, pale. She narrows her eyes at the sheen on
her toenails. She is listening for footsteps; but then, she is
always listening for footsteps. She is hungry; but then, she’s
always hungry. She has forgotten to notice those things. She
scrunches her toes. The stone is cold. The stone is always
cold; even in summer the thin-aired nights are chilly, and
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the daytime heat doesn’t have time to seep through the walls.
But tonight she notices it, because she has spent the day just
gone under the eaves – sweltering breathless under hot slates,
watching threads of gold creep over her sweaty knees as the
sun dipped. She presses the ball of her foot down and relishes
the chill. Cold stone, cold bone. She would like to pocket it
and suck on it through the long days of hiding. But it is late
heat this year. This is the end of summer. Yesterday the grey
ones were unlocking doors, opening windows, sweeping grit
and dry leaves out of fireplaces. Today they were bustling
with their baskets on wheels, making beds, flapping sheets
full of the stink of soap and lavender. Tomorrow they will
be cleaning on the other side of the courtyard, scrubbing the
floors and clanking buckets. They will grumble to one another
and smell of sweat. The young ones will slip sideways to blow
smoke from windows. The Rat always hides, but soon she
will be hiding harder. And then there will be the black ones,
the male ones, loud and greedy. There will be more food and
more danger. For a few weeks she will move more in the
chimneys and less in the corridors. Then, as the days
dwindle, the fires will be lit and she will use the ledges and
roofs and the gaps in the walls, or only move at night to the
kitchen and back. She will sleep and shiver through the long
snows. This is the way the year turns.
For no reason she steps further into the hall. Moonlight
spills up her ankles. She will not enter the space between
the benches, but she stands on the edge of it. There is a line
of silver framing the bare rectangle, like a runnel of mercury
between the stones. She raises one foot, but she is only testing
herself. She already knows she will not cross it. Someone
else would; someone else would step forward with an opening
gambit ready, bow to the empty benches. But she is the Rat,
and she wouldn’t know a gambit from a claw-mark on the
wall. All she knows about this place is that it isn’t hers. To
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the Rat the silver line is a wire, the space a trap waiting to
snap shut on her. It is so alien it makes her scalp crawl. The
silence stretches.
There’s no wind outside. But suddenly there’s a gasp and
a whisper in the chimney, a half-beat of indistinct noise like
fabric tearing. The Rat whips round, poised to run. Something
drops into the hearth, flapping and scratching. A dry knot of
feathers, moving. Talons scrape on the stone. The small sounds
echo, magnified by the stillness. An inhuman voice calls to
her, fierce and plangent. For a moment she stays where she
is, frozen. Then she takes a step towards the hearth, so slowly
she feels every joint in her foot where it meets the floor.
An eagle-owl on the hearthstone. It is small: not a chick
but a fledgling, still blurred around the edges with the last
of its down. But the fierce eyes stare at her, unblinking. Its
head bobs and it calls again, a rising hopeless note like a
question. The wings open into an awkward, lopsided spread
of feathers. It hops, and folds back into itself. A line of moonlight falls across its back, so bright the Rat can see the ghost
of brown and cream in its plumage, the fiery glint in its eye.
It tries again to fly: the same painful flutter, the same sharp,
flinching defeat. She watches.
It tries again, and again. It quavers a long note, louder
now. Echoes hum in the walls, on the edge of audibility. She
imagines the nest it came from, bare stone at the top of a
tower or a buttress, high and out of reach. Somewhere there
will be a mother owl. Until now, the fledgling has been safe.
Until now, it has been fed and watched over. It goes on
calling, as if someone will help. Every time it tries to stretch
its wings she feels a prickle in her chest.
The clock strikes on the far side of the courtyard, a pure,
single note.
She crosses to the hearth and the fledgling bates. She
pauses until it calms again. She glances at the strong claws
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as they clutch and clutch on the hearthstone. She waits until
she is ready. Then she crouches and reaches out, quick as a
blink, and both hands grasp slippery-soft feathers with thin
light bones beneath. She adjusts her grip, and twists.
There is a snap. The Rat is alone again.
She stands up. She drops the fledgling. Some instinct, deeper
than logic, makes her expect a noise like breaking glass; but
whatever sound it makes as it hits the floor is drowned out
by the rush of blood in her ears. She doesn’t kill things very
often. It has made her pulse rise into a drumbeat, a booming
stutter in her head that won’t slow down. She uncurls her
hands. Somehow there is blood on them. A scratch across her
knuckles starts to sting. At one end, where it’s deepest, a dark
bead swells, overflows and runs down her wrist. She puts her
hand to her mouth and sucks at the broken skin, tasting iron.
Her heartbeat trembles in her bones as if they’re hollow.
There are footsteps in the passage. For a fraction of a second
the Rat thinks the rhythm of her heart has doubled or tripled.
But she is always listening; it only takes that split second to
hear the difference between the hot thick thump of her heart
and the click of shoes on stone. She scrats a foothold in the
side of the hearth and swings herself up into the chimney,
bracing herself with her back and feet, muscles taut, deep in
the darkest shadow. There is a movement in the doorway, a
flick of a pale robe. The Rat closes her eyes, wary of the
moonlight reflecting off them. It is too late to climb higher;
any movement will make a noise.
The figure walks forward into the room. The footsteps
pause. The Rat breathes shallowly, her ribs tight with the
effort of silence. Her nose is full of the scent of old ash. A
long time – a minute, a second – passes. Then she can’t help
herself, and she opens her eyes a slit. She stares through the
flickering smudge of her eyelashes. She recognises the figure
in white: the female. All the ones in white are male, except
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this one. The female-male, the odd one out. She is standing
where the Rat stood: on the edge of the space, poised behind
the silver line. She is looking at the moonlight too. But
whatever she sees, it is not what the Rat saw. The Rat clenches
her teeth. Her muscles are aching.
The white one makes a movement. It is a strange cut-off
gesture, the beginning of something and its end, both at once.
It is like a thread linked to her wrist. She lets her hand drop,
and is still again.
Then, as if the Rat has made a noise, she looks round. The
silence snaps taut. The Rat freezes, pulling deeper into
the shadow. Her breath catches. Something tickles the
underside of her forearm. A line of wetness is crawling from
her wrist towards her elbow, dark on her pale skin. Any
moment now it will drip.
The white one frowns. She tilts her head, as if to see a
different angle of light and shadows. In the moonlight her
face is a vertical half-mask. Her mouth opens.
The drop of blood falls. There is an instant when the Rat
feels its absence, the infinitesimal lightening of her body.
Then it ticks on the floor.
‘Who’s there?’
The Rat doesn’t move. If the white one comes closer, she
will claw her way upwards, climb frantically until she reaches
the narrowing in the chimney where she can brace herself
and rest. But every movement will send a rain of old soot and
mortar down into the hearth, and then they will know she
is here. They will search and peer and drag her out. There
will be men with hands, faces with eyes. They will try to
make her human, and hate her when they fail. She knows
enough about the world to know that.
‘Is someone there?’
Sometimes the grey ones have seen her. A glimpse, a flash,
a half-print in the dust. But no one listens to them when
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they say either there is a girl in the walls or the school is
haunted. They would believe this one.
The white one takes another step. The shadows slide over
her. She sees the owl in its fractured huddle on the hearthstone. She stops.
The Rat is shaking all over now. Her shoulders burn. Sweat
is soaking into her shirt, the hot smell of herself wafting from
armpits and scalp. Her hand stings. There is a loose stone
beside her head, where a tall man could reach. If she reached
for it, she would fall. But she would fall with it in her hand.
It is heavy enough, big enough to crack a skull. Her heartbeat
accelerates, so loud she is sure the white one will hear. If the
white one hears . . .
The Rat’s fingers curl against the stone. Grit pushes into
the tender space under her nails.
The white one turns away. One moment she is there,
staring into the Rat’s shadow with a line between her
eyebrows: then she is gone, out of the doorway in a whirl
of white, moonlit to dark in an instant. Her footsteps fade.
The Rat waits. After a long time she lets herself down.
Her bare feet press the floor. She stretches her arms, slowly,
knowing better than to relax. Even when one danger
is past, there is always another. But at least she can
breathe freely. She is glad that she didn’t have to kill the
white one. The thought is like a newly missing tooth: she
explores the shape of it. Perhaps she isn’t glad. Perhaps
she is disappointed.
She shakes herself. Glad, disappointed . . . She is the Rat.
Life is simple for rats. She does what she has to, no more or
less. More and less are for humans. More and less are this
hall, the empty space, the white one’s gesture-that-was-nota-gesture. The Rat has no part in that. She will not be human,
no matter what happens. Only tonight the moonlight tempted
her in.
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Her foot brushes the dead owl. A rat would sniff it and
leave it: scarce tricky flesh, bony and unappetising. It is easier
to steal food from the kitchens, and she has no other use for
a bundle of bones and feathers. But she picks it up. She
crosses the hall with it swinging from her grasp. She knocked
the setting clot off her hand when she lowered her feet to the
floor, and now she feels a fresh tickle of blood rolling down
between her fingers. The scratch itself is throbbing. She will
steal wine and honey from the kitchen, clean it and wrap it
in a rag; even a rat would choose not to lose its paw.
The moon has moved. The rectangles of caged light have
swept around and up, folding into the right angle of walls
and floor. Now the middle of the floor is dark, and the line
of silver is hidden. Soon the mountain will swallow the moon
completely, and the hall will be dark, the game board extinguished. There will be no grand jeu tonight.
The Rat doesn’t give herself time to think; or perhaps it is
the new gap in her head – the thought of a stone in her
hand – that nudges her over the invisible boundary without
hesitating. She crouches and puts the dead fledgling down
in the middle of the space. She spreads the wings into a
lopsided fan of feathers. The dark lies on it like dust. Blood
drips from her hand onto the floor beside her toes. She looks
up, but from here she can’t see the moon, only the bleached
blue-black sky and the hump of the mountain.
She gets to her feet and stares into the darkness as if she
is meeting someone’s gaze. Another drop of blood falls, but
she seems not to notice it. She is listening for something else,
something she doesn’t understand. Then she steps backwards
out of the space, opening her arms wide, like an invitation.

2: Léo
When Léo wakes there’s a theme running through his head.
For a second he can’t place it. It could be a dream: an elusive
melody, a shape that broadens into something abstract, a
fragment of poetry with the sting of a half-remembered association. He rolls over, squeezing his eyes shut as if he can
retreat into sleep, but it’s no good. It echoes in his brain,
exasperating, taunting him. Then, abruptly, he recognises it.
The bloody Bridges of Königsberg. It mingles with the noise of
a door banging and plates clattering in the kitchen below.
That must have been what woke him; otherwise he’d have
slept late, drowsing uneasily after a night of near-insomnia.
He pulls the bedclothes more tightly round his shoulders,
but now he’s awake he’s cold. The blankets are scratchy and
thin, and the pillow feels damp to the touch. Last night the
proprietor gave him a confidential smile as he said, ‘The
Arnauld Suite, sir. I must say, it is an honour,’ and the maid
looked at him sideways as she showed him the room,
expecting him to be impressed by the draperies and the heavy
gilt-framed portraits of grand jeu masters; but there are clusters of dark spots on the headboard where bedbugs are nesting
in the cracks, and the mattress sags in the middle like a
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hammock. Every time he turned over in the night it jangled
and creaked, and now there’s a spring digging into his ribs.
At this moment, Chryseïs will be spread-eagled under
Egyptian cotton sheets, taking up the whole of their bed.
She’ll still be asleep, golden hair tangled, an errant smudge
of eye-black smeared across her temple, while the curtains
billow at the open French window and the scent of hot dust
and traffic fumes mingles with the roses on the mantelpiece.
Sometimes he feels like summer in the city will choke him,
but right now, in this mildewed room, he’d give a year’s
salary to be there, back in his old life. He drags his hands
over his face, trying to wipe away the sticky feeling of not
having slept properly, and sits up. The theme of the Bridges
of Königsberg reasserts itself in his head. It’s like a stuck record,
the move between the melody and the first development of
the Eulerian path, then back to that infuriating tune . . . Out
of all the games to get into his head, it has to be one he can’t
stand. He gets out of bed, pulls on his trousers and shirt, and
rings for shaving water. ‘And coffee,’ he adds, as the maid
bobs a curtsy and turns to leave. She swings back to him, so
eager she almost stumbles, and he notices without caring that
they’ve sent him the prettiest one. ‘Coffee first. Make sure
it’s hot.’
‘Yes, sir. Of course, sir. Will there be anything else?’
‘No. Thank you.’ He sits down next to the window, his
back to her. Churlish, but what does it matter? He’s not a
politician any more.
The coffee, when it arrives, is terrible – half chicory, halfburnt – but at least it’s nearly as hot as he likes it, hot enough
to warm his hands through the cup. He sips it slowly,
watching the sky change colour over the houses opposite.
The sun hasn’t come up over the mountains yet, and the
street outside is still dim, even though it’s almost eight
o’clock. He should be at home, in his study, halfway through
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his second pot, absorbed in one of Dettler’s reports; it gives
him an uneasy, itchy sensation, to be sitting here with
nothing to do. He was buggered if he was going to trudge
up the mountain at dawn, as if he were a student; yesterday
he deliberately ordered the car for after lunch, but already
he’s at a loss, shifting in his musty-smelling chair, wondering
whether he’s hungry enough to ring for breakfast. How is
he going to pass the hours? He winces; the question makes
him think of Chryseïs, standing there on the balcony staring
at him, the evening after his meeting with the Chancellor.
‘What am I going to do?’ she said, and he almost laughed
at her predictability.
‘Have another Martini, I imagine,’ he said.
She hardly blinked. ‘While you’re away,’ she said. She
fished in her glass with a scarlet-lacquered fingernail, drew
out the tiny coil of orange peel and flicked it over her shoulder
into the street. ‘What do you expect me to do?’
‘I’ll still be paying the rent on the flat.’
‘You think I should stay here, alone?’
‘At least until you find someone better.’ It would have
been kinder to say somewhere, but he wasn’t feeling kind.
‘You’ll be all right.’
‘Oh, thank you. I appreciate your concern.’ She tilted her
head and stared at him, but for once he didn’t feel any
answering spark, just weariness. ‘Jesus Christ, Léo! I can’t—’
‘I’ve told you not to say that.’
‘Oh, not that again. I’m hardly saying the rosary, am I?
What are you going to do, report me to the Register?’ She
pushed past him, knocking him with her elbow. She’d had
her hair freshly marcelled, and a whiff of chemicals caught
the back of his throat. ‘I can’t believe you fucked this up. I
thought you were supposed to be the government’s golden
boy. Didn’t the Old Man say you were—’
‘Apparently not.’
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‘You bloody idiot, how could you? You’re a coward, that’s
what it is – now that the Party’s in power, you can’t stand
the pressure – completely spineless.’ She kicked viciously at the
leg of the chaise longue. Liquid slopped out of her Martini
glass and splashed on to her dress. ‘Shit! This is new.’
‘I’ll buy you another one.’ He crossed the room to the
cocktail cabinet and poured himself a whisky. They’d run out
of ice, but he didn’t ring for more.
‘You’d better. And pay the rest of the bill while you’re at
it.’ Her voice cracked. She collapsed on to a chair. ‘Oh, look
at me, dressed to the nines . . . I thought he was going to
promote you – after Minister for Culture I thought, finally, he’s
going to get something important. I got all ready to celebrate.’
‘So celebrate.’ They stared at each other. Perhaps, if he’d
said the right thing, she might have softened; but then, if
she’d softened, he couldn’t have borne it.
She got up. She drank the last of her Martini in one go,
and reached for her wrap. ‘Have a lovely holiday, Léo,’ she
said, and left.
Now he tries to shrug off the memory. Of all the things
he’s left behind, Chryseïs is the least of his worries. She’s
better off than he is, yawning and sitting up in bed, pulling
on her negligée and ringing for hot chocolate. She’ll be fine.
And even if she weren’t, would he care that much? He turns
away from the thought. A month ago, he’d imagined
proposing to her: the breathless articles in society papers, the
flash of an extravagant diamond on her left hand, the Old
Man’s congratulations. Now . . .
There’s a tap on the door. It makes him jump; when the
door opens he’s on his feet, and the maid flinches. ‘I’m sorry,
sir, I thought I heard you say to come in.’
‘Of course. Yes. Thank you.’ He waits until she’s gone
before he crosses to the washstand and splashes his face,
blowing air out through his mouth until his heartbeat settles
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and water soaks his collar. He’s not afraid; there’s nothing to
be afraid of. But sometimes moments catch him off guard:
the unexpected knock, the car going too fast as he crosses
the road, the glint of metal as a drunkard sways into his path
and reaches languidly for a hip flask. Ever since the meeting
with the Chancellor. Ever since the Chancellor looked at him
with that expression, weighing up how much he was worth.
He can still feel the chill of it; as though, halfway through a
shooting party, a friend had swung his gun casually to point
it into Léo’s face. And, a split second behind, the humiliation
that he’d been such a bloody fool not to see it coming, to
think it was all a friendly, civilised game . . . To have walked
into the office a little nervous, of course – like being brought
up in front of the Magister Scholarium – but sure that the
Old Man would come round, only slightly disconcerted when
it was the Chancellor and not the Old Man himself who was
sitting behind the desk with Léo’s letter in front of him. ‘Ah,
Léo,’ he said. ‘Thank you for coming. I trust I haven’t interrupted anything?’
‘I’m sure Dettler can manage without me for an hour.’
‘Well, we must certainly hope so.’ He picked up the telephone. ‘Tea, please. Yes, two cups. Thank you. Sit down,
Léo.’
He sat. The Chancellor folded his hands and bowed his
head as if he was about to say a prayer. ‘Léo,’ he said, at last,
‘thank you for your letter. We all admire your passion and
your energy, you know that. And it is in a young man’s
nature to be forthright. So thank you for your honesty.’
‘As Minister for Culture, I felt it was only right to ask if I
could talk things through with the Prime Minister before the
Bill goes to the vote.’
‘Naturally. And he was very sorry he couldn’t be here
today. I know he was very interested in your point of view.
He asked me to say that he admires your courage.’
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Perhaps it was then that the first misgiving slid coldly down
Léo’s spine. ‘The proposals are quite extreme, Chancellor – all
I was suggesting was that we reconsider—’
‘He was also rather . . . surprised.’ The Chancellor glanced
past him at the door. ‘Come in. Ah, biscuits! Good girl. Yes,
put it down there. On the coffee table.’ The secretary began
to unload her tea-tray, and the Chancellor gestured to the
sofa. ‘Léo, please . . .’
Léo got up, crossed to the sofa, and sat down again; but
the Chancellor hesitated and walked to the window, gazing
out with his hands behind his back. ‘What was I saying?’
‘You said the Old M— that the Prime Minister was interested in what I wrote.’
‘A better phrase would be “taken aback”, I think.’ He waved
a hand at the glinting array of china. ‘Please don’t stand on
ceremony, young man. Help yourself to a cup of tea.’
Léo poured a cup of tea, added lemon, stirred it and raised
it to his lips. Then he put the cup and saucer down, conscious
of the tension in his wrist. How many times, sitting here with
the Old Man, had he heard the tell-tale rattle of porcelain,
as other men tried to master their shaking hands? But this
was different; he was different. It was simple hospitality, surely.
Not a test, not an ordeal. When he looked up the Chancellor
was smiling at him.
‘Ah, Léo, my dear boy. Well, not really a boy – forgive me,
the privilege of age . . . How old are you, remind me? Twentyeight, twenty-nine?’
‘Thirty-two.’
‘Really? Well, never mind . . .’ He turned to look out of
the window, idly tugging at the curtain-cord. ‘The point is,
Léo,’ he said, ‘that your letter was rather unfortunate.’
He didn’t answer. For a vertiginous, dislocated moment he
expected the Chancellor to draw the curtains across, as if
someone had died.
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‘To put it frankly . . . We are disappointed, Léo. You seemed
to have such a promising career in front of you. We were
confident in your abilities. Here is a young man, we thought,
who can help bring the country into a new, prosperous,
liberated era, who understands the Party’s vision, who will
lead the next generation when we are too old to carry the
burden any more . . . I thought you shared that dream, Léo.’
The past tense was like a needle, digging deeper and deeper.
‘I do, Chancellor – I absolutely share the Party’s ideals.’
‘And yet your letter suggests that you do not.’
‘Only this one particular – this one section of the Bill . . .’
‘You find the measures to be – what was your phrase? –
“irrational and morally repugnant”, in fact.’
‘Did I? I don’t remember saying repug—’
‘Please – feel free – if you would like to refresh your
memory.’ The Chancellor waved towards the desk. The letter
was there, on the blotter, Léo’s signature a dark scrawl at the
bottom. There was a pause.
Léo swallowed. His mouth had gone very dry. He shook
his head. ‘I may have been slightly too emphatic, Chancellor.
I apologise if I—’
‘No, no, dear boy.’ The Chancellor flicked his hand at the
words. Léo almost saw them dropping to the carpet like
dead flies. ‘Too late. I regret your impulsivity as much as
anyone, but it serves no purpose to dwell on it.’ Finally he
turned and met Léo’s eyes. It was the way Léo’s father looked
at broken objects in his scrapyards, wondering whether they
were worth the space they took up. ‘The question is,’ he said,
‘what do we do with you now?’
‘I – what? You mean—’
‘We cannot possibly have a cabinet minister who is lukewarm about our policies.’ The Chancellor frowned. ‘You are
an astute politician, Léo, you must understand that.’
‘Hardly lukewarm.’
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‘Please.’ He held up his hand. ‘I am as sorry as you are,
believe me. As is the Old Man. But if we cannot trust you . . .’
‘Chancellor, please – I honestly don’t think—’
‘Be quiet.’ The bell of an ambulance clattered past, distantly.
Léo’s mouth tasted bitter, but he didn’t trust himself to lift
his cup of tea without spilling it. The Chancellor strode to the
desk, picked up a piece of paper, and put it down on the low
table in front of Léo. A letter. To whom it may concern . . . ‘Here
is a letter of resignation.’ He put a fountain pen down next
to it. ‘Be sensible, Léo. If you read it, you will find that we
have made matters easy for you. In recognition of the work
you have done for the Party. The Old Man is fond of you,
you know. I think you will agree it is an elegant solution.’
He had to blink to make the words come into focus
. . . honoured to have served . . . contribution to the Prime Minister’s
vision . . . glorious prosperity, unity and purity . . . but others are
better fitted . . . in my heart of hearts, I have always yearned . . .
He looked up. ‘I don’t understand.’
‘I would have thought it was fairly self-explanatory.’
‘You’re saying – you want me to say—’ He stopped, and
looked again at the letter. ‘“I am proud to have done my best
as Minister for Culture, but it is as a humble student of the
grand jeu that I long to leave my mark.” What is this?’
The Chancellor sat down opposite him. He poured a cup
of tea and tapped the spoon on the gilt edge of the cup with
a brittle ting. ‘You were the only second-year ever to win a
Gold Medal at Montverre, were you not?’
‘You know I was. Is that relevant?’ It sounded more
belligerent than he meant it to.
‘You have played a very highly regarded part in the election of this government, Léo. But you were never cut out to
be a politician – you repressed your personal wishes for as
long as you could, in order to help bring about the greatest
political success of this century – but you have never been
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able to forget the dream of going back to Montverre to study
our national game – and now that the country’s future is
assured, you finally have the opportunity . . . It is a touching
story, the artist returning to his roots, fulfilling his vocation.
Who knows, it’s possible you will be of use to us there.’
‘But I don’t—’
The Chancellor put his teacup down. It was a smooth
movement, almost casual; and yet it made Léo flinch. ‘Either
you are being deliberately obtuse,’ he said, ‘or you are a
complete simpleton. Which, until yesterday, I would have
sworn you were not.’ He sighed. ‘I don’t know how much
more clearly I can put this.’
Léo heard himself say, ‘Perhaps in words of one syllable.’
The Chancellor raised his eyebrows. ‘You have a very easy
choice. Either you sign this letter, tell the papers the same
story, and retire to Montverre for as long as we deem it
necessary, or the Prime Minister will be forced to deal with
you more . . . forcefully.’
‘You mean someone will find me in a ditch with my throat
cut?’ It came out as a joke. But it sat unanswered in the
silence, solid and monstrous, until he realised it hadn’t been
a joke at all. He fumbled to get the cap off the fountain pen
and signed the letter without reading the rest of it. His signature was hardly recognisable. Underneath the first copy was
another. He paused, without looking up. ‘There are two of
these.’
‘One is for you to keep. For future reference. We’ll see
about arrangements for Montverre – it’ll be a few weeks, I
imagine. Your resignation will be formally accepted then. In
the meantime, Dettler will carry out your duties.’ The
Chancellor took a sip of tea. ‘It goes without saying that you
won’t attempt to interfere with the progress of the Bill.’
‘I see.’ He hesitated. Then he put the lid back on the pen,
focusing on his fingers as if only his eyes could tell him what
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they were doing. ‘Chancellor . . . please believe that I had
no intention—’
The Chancellor got to his feet. ‘I don’t think I need keep
you any longer.’
Léo folded the second copy of the letter and put it in his
jacket pocket, next to his heart. Then he stood up, too.
Somewhere a phone was ringing, a secretary was typing, the
business of state was rolling on. It was as if he’d taken his
hands off a keyboard and heard the music continue. He
straightened his tie. ‘Well . . . thank you, Chancellor. If we
don’t see each other again, good luck with government.’
‘Thank you, Léo. I hope our paths will cross again, eventually.’ The Chancellor made his way to the desk and sat down,
reaching for his address book. ‘Good afternoon, Léo. From
now on, if I were you, I would be very, very careful.’
Léo shut the door behind him. The secretary – Sarah –
glanced up at him and then quickly down again. He smiled
at her, but she kept her head down, scribbling something in
a notebook; when he walked past her desk he saw over her
shoulder that it was a tangle of meaningless lines, not even
shorthand.
He came out onto the landing. Two civil servants climbed
the stairs, halfway through a conversation: ‘. . . measures
only reflect the times,’ the first said, and broke off to nod at
him. Automatically he nodded back; then, with a jolt, he saw
that the second, lagging a little behind, was Emile Fallon. It
was too late to duck away. Instead he said, ‘Emile, long time
no see, how are you? I’m afraid I must dash,’ all in one tight
breath.
‘Ah, Minister,’ Emile said, ‘yes, indeed, let’s catch up soon,’
twisting mid-step to give Léo a sliding smile as he passed.
There was something worse than straightforward malice in
his face: irony, maybe, or – oh God, worst of all – compassion.
Clearly news of Léo’s resignation had already spread to the
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Ministry for Information. Léo waited for them to disappear
through the door opposite, holding his own smile in place
as if it was a physical test.
He was alone. Cadaverous portraits of statesmen watched
him impassively from the walls. The dark carpet muffled
every sound; he might have gone deaf. He leant against the
wall; then he slid down into a crouch, his blood singing in
his ears, nausea wringing sweat from every pore. His chest
hurt. The air made a faint rasping sound as it went in and
out of his lungs. He shut his eyes.
Slowly the sickness eased. He pushed himself back to his
feet and placed one hand on the wall, fighting for balance.
If anyone saw him like this, if the Chancellor emerged or
Emile came back . . . He stood up straight, wiped his face on
his sleeve and smoothed his hair. Now only his damp collar
could give him away, and it was a warm day; he would walk
past the girl in the lobby downstairs and she wouldn’t look
twice. He could pretend that nothing had happened – that,
in fact, he had sent in his resignation, explained himself to
the Chancellor, and been set free. He almost believed it
himself.
But when he got to the half-landing, something made him
look back. There on the wallpaper, almost black on the green
pattern, was a dark smear: the mark his sweaty hand had
left, as he tried not to throw up.
He shaves and puts on his jacket and tie, and orders more
coffee. The maid offers him breakfast, but he can’t bring
himself to accept. By the time he’s drunk the coffee the sun
has cleared the houses and is shining into the street. Warmth
creeps along the floor, reaching out for him. He can’t sit here
all morning. He walks to the railway station and buys a
paperback novel from the bookstall. There’s a line of porters
waiting for the first train; the third- and second-years must
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have gone up last week, a few days apart, and today it’s the
first-years’ turn to flood the town for a night. The train arrives
as the bookseller gives Léo his change. He pauses, squeezing
the coins in his hand, watching the young men pile excitedly
on to the platform. There are a few families, too – bluestocking
sisters, proud mamas, mulish younger brothers – who’ve
come along to give their clever boys a good send-off, and
get a few days of mountain air while they’re at it. They’re
not allowed up to the school, of course, and they probably
won’t even be awake to wave goodbye tomorrow when the
new scholars slog up the path at dawn. ‘Oh – how lovely,’
a woman calls to her son, staring across the valley towards
Montverre-les-Bains. She points at the Roman bath-house in
the distance. ‘That must be it . . .’
Léo shoves his change into his pocket. He bends his head
as he joins the stream of people surging through the ticket
office, afraid that someone will recognise him; but they’re all
too intent on themselves. They have to summon taxis, get
trunks loaded, find the grandly named hotels before the sun
gets too fierce. No one looks twice at Léo. He ducks into a
grimy little café and watches until the square in front of the
station is empty again, waiting in the quiet sunshine for the
next train. There’s a newspaper on the bar, and he catches
sight of the headline: Minister for Culture’s Shock Resignation.
But he doesn’t reach for it. Dettler showed him a draft a
couple of days ago. ‘If there are any suggestions you would
like to make, Minister?’ he said, offering Léo a blue pencil
with a funeral director’s delicacy. ‘It’ll be in Monday’s paper;
that way you’ll be safely— that is, you won’t be too troubled
by the attention.’ But Léo waved the pencil away. He didn’t
care any more what they said about him; and he still doesn’t.
He drags his eyes away from the paper, sits down at a table
in the window and opens the cheap novel he’s bought. It’s
a translation from the English, a detective story: the sort of
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thing Chryseïs devours in one go, curled on the chaise longue
with a box of chocolate creams. He doesn’t know what made
him buy it, except that he can’t think of any other way to
pass the time. But after he’s read the first page three times
he puts it aside. When the National Heritage Bill goes through,
fiction will be taxed to the hilt and foreign fiction will be
virtually unaffordable, even for people like him. What was
it the Old Man said? We must find ways to cherish and protect
our national game, which – as you know, Léo – is so much more
than a game . . . At the time Léo thought he was right; or, at
least, not wrong enough to warrant disagreement. He never
disagreed with the Old Man, that was how he rose so high,
so quickly. Not until the Culture and Integrity Bill.
He gets up. The waiter, who has been slouching in the
shadows doing a crossword, jumps to his feet and says, ‘What
can I get you, sir?’ but Léo is already slipping out of the door.
The station clock chimes ten. Only ten! Maybe he’ll get the
car sent early. He walks up the hill towards the Palais Hotel,
but when he gets there the foyer is full of people. A portly
woman in a plumed hat is gesturing fiercely at the proprietor.
‘His father stayed in the Arnauld Suite thirty years ago,’ she
says. ‘I requested it especially – yes, but why hasn’t the maid
been able to . . .?’ Léo turns aside without bothering to listen
to the rest. He walks up the street until he reaches the end,
a little run-down church and a few ramshackle houses. A
path leads up into the forest, climbing steeply, but there’s no
signpost. It might be a shortcut to the school, or it might be
merely a goatherd’s track up to the high pastures or
Montverre-les-Bains. It’s not the road he slogged up on foot
as a scholar, at the beginning of every term – the road he’ll
be driven up this afternoon, while the gradient pushes him
back in his seat and the chauffeur winces at every pothole.
He can pause here, leaning on a tumbledown wall, without
being reminded of anything.
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He shuts his eyes. The sun is bright through his eyelids.
He wonders whether the Palais does a decent lunch, or
whether it’ll be the same indigestible mixture of cheese
and stodge that they gave him for dinner. ‘The best hotel
in Montverre, sir,’ Dettler’s new secretary had said, as she
held out his tickets and itinerary the day before yesterday,
without meeting his eyes. ‘I do hope it will be suitable.’
Part of him wants to write a terse note to her, suggesting
that if she wants to ingratiate herself with Party officials,
he doesn’t recommend exposing them to bedbugs and
heartburn; but it’s not worth it, now he’s not a Party official. Anyway, he’s spoilt. The first time he stayed in
Montverre he didn’t even have a hotel room, just a bed
in a smelly lean-to that was clearly a scullery for the rest
of the year, in a house where the family looked at him
without warmth and asked him for extra money for the
soap he’d used. Yes, now he remembers – it had been one
of his father’s clerks who had booked it for him, which
meant his father must have given instructions not to spend
more than necessary. But he hadn’t minded much, even
though he had to walk for ten minutes in the pre-dawn
chill before he got to the signpost, that first time; he can
still remember looking up at it, Schola Ludi 5½, and the
electric jolt of realising that at last he was really here. He’d
got up hours earlier than he needed to, determined to be
the first at the school gates, and the stars were still out.
The sweep of the galaxy above him was richer and clearer
than he’d ever seen. He stood and breathed, glad to be
alone, his head full of ambition and the grand jeu. He’d
left his trunk at the Town Hall the day before to be picked
up by the porters, so all he had to carry was a knapsack.
He knocked on the signpost for luck, took a deep breath,
and set off as if he had a whole range of mountains to
climb before dawn.
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His pace slackened quickly, and the burn in his calves started
to spread upwards. After a while he forgot to look about him
and walked in a dream, his head bowed. It nearly made him
trip over his own feet when some unconscious impulse made
him glance up, and he saw someone on the path in front of
him, in the same dark uniform. The first thing he felt was
outrage: he was going to be the first to Montverre, not this
skinny youth standing still in the middle of the track, staring
at nothing. The sky was deep blue, now, ripe with the promise
of sunrise, and the shapes of things were starting to emerge
from the shadows, newly solid. It should have been beautiful,
but he wanted to be alone, the first . . .
‘What are you doing?’
The youth looked round. There was something unexpected
about his face, something Léo couldn’t put his finger on.
‘Looking,’ he said. The softness of his voice seemed to mock
Léo’s rudeness.
‘Looking at what?’
He didn’t answer. Instead he raised his arm, his hand open.
Something in the grace of it reminded Léo of the opening
gesture of the grand jeu: here, it said, is my creation, which
you have no choice but to admire.
Léo squinted. ‘I can’t see anything.’ Then he did.
A cobweb. It was huge, a billowing sail of silver, glinting
and flickering as the breeze tugged it back and forth, stretching
right across the path. Trembling on every intersection were
tiny beads of dew: sparkling blue where the light from the
sky caught them, dim and star-ridden in the shadows. Léo
stared, full of a strange rush of elation and melancholy that
was like home-sickness for somewhere he’d never been. It
was the feeling he got when he watched a perfect grand jeu
– and this was as symmetrical and intricate as a game, a
perfect classical game. He wanted to have discovered it
himself; if this other boy hadn’t been here . . .
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He stepped forward – felt the infinitesimal cling of threads
on his face – and through. A broken shred of gauze clung to
his sleeve.
‘Didn’t you see? You tore right through – there was a
spider’s web.’
‘Oh,’ he said, picking the grey strands off his coat. ‘Right.
Is that what you were gaping at?’
‘It was beautiful,’ the other scholar said, as if it was an
accusation.
Léo shrugged. ‘I have to get going,’ he said, and jerked his
chin towards the path that led upwards. ‘I guess I’ll see you
around.’
He felt the scholar stare after him. But what else was he
supposed to do? The cobweb had been across the whole path;
someone would have ripped it down eventually. He refused
to let it bother him. He was on his way up to the school,
and he was going to be first.
And in the excitement of going through the gates and
crossing the famous threshold he almost forgot about that
encounter. Then later, when he was trying to find his way
from the scholars’ corridor down to the dining hall, Felix had
bounded towards him, hand outstretched, and said, all in one
breath, ‘Are you new too? I’m Felix Weber, I’m lost, this place
is a maze, let’s try this way,’ and they turned down a new
passage as a door opened further along. There, heavy-eyed
and dishevelled, was the young man he’d met on the path.
Automatically Léo’s eyes went to the name above the door.
Aimé Carfax de Courcy. ‘It’s you,’ he said, stupidly. ‘Hello.’
‘I’m Felix Weber,’ Felix said. ‘We’re going to find something
to eat. Are you a first-year too?’
He glanced at Léo, and then nodded. ‘Carfax,’ he said.
‘Carfax de Courcy?’ Léo said, pointing to the neat whitepainted lettering. ‘De Courcy, as in, the Lunatic of London
Library?’
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‘Edmund Dundale de Courcy was my grandfather.’
Léo whistled through his teeth. A perverse bolt of envy
went through him. What wouldn’t he have given to be here
by birthright, not just exam results? He grinned, trying to
conceal it. ‘Well, I hope the porters frisked you for matches.’
Carfax looked at him, unsmiling. Without a word he pushed
past them both and disappeared round the corner.
‘What’s the matter with him?’ Léo said. He’d only been
trying to be funny; surely no one should be that sensitive
about something that happened decades ago? ‘It was a joke.’
‘Obviously inherited the crazy strain,’ Felix said, and caught
his eye. They both started to laugh at the same time, Felix
with a high yelping giggle that echoed off the walls.
But it was true, Léo thinks now. Wasn’t it? The signs were
bloody obvious, even then.
He opens his eyes. The sudden brightness is dazzling; he
blinks and wipes away automatic tears. After a moment the
bleached wavering shapes settle into houses and trees.
He catches a movement at the edge of his vision. A man
moves backwards into a patch of shade; a second later he
drops to one knee and fumbles with his shoelaces. But
although his head is bent, his eyes keep flicking back to Léo.
He stays where he is for an improbably long time before he
gets to his feet and lights a cigarette. The smoke drifts along
the path, greyish in the sunshine.
A watcher. It shouldn’t come as a surprise. But somehow it
does, a sick shock of outrage rising in Léo’s belly. He wants to
shout or throw a stone, as though the man’s a vulture he can
scare away. He clenches his jaw. Stupid. Childish. Of course
they’d send someone to follow him; of course they want to be
sure he goes to Montverre. Possibly it’s a kind of courtesy to
have let him spot the surveillance: or a warning. Do as you’re
told. Otherwise there are steep cliffs and treacherous paths . . .
He holds on to the fury, because he knows that underneath
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he’s afraid; and when he turns and walks down the path to
the village – passing so close he nearly knocks the cigarette to
the ground – it’s the other man who flinches, and he’s glad.
He orders the car for an hour earlier. He has lunch in the
hotel restaurant, looking out at the slope of the village,
watching the rising trail of steam as the next train puffs into
the station and away again. More first-years pour into the
streets as he sips bad coffee and brandy. At last the clock
chimes, and he pays his bill and makes his way out to the
car. The chauffeur has already loaded his suitcases. He gets
in and shuts his eyes. The road up the mountain is as steep
and bumpy as he remembered. A tune goes round and round
in his head, almost but not quite keeping time with the
potholes. The Bridges of Königsberg, again. He opens his eyes
and looks out of the window, trying to distract himself, but
the game has taken hold of him and won’t go away. The
bloody tune, the move into the Eulerian path, the mathematical proof, the sweep of Prussian history . . . It’s ungainly,
awkward, and he’s always hated it. It’s the most overrated
game ever played. As they drive up the final bend and come
within sight of the gates, it reaches a crescendo. The chauffeur gets out of the car and knocks on the porters’ door to
ask them to open the gates, and Léo gets out too, suddenly
desperate for some fresh air. The music sings in his ears. He
turns to look back the way they came, down towards the
valley, the forest and the scattered waterfalls, the road disappearing out of sight. It’s almost the view he had from his cell
when he was a scholar. The air is thinner up here and it’s
hard to breathe.
The gates open. The chauffeur says, ‘Excuse me, sir,’ and
gets back into the driving seat.
The tune pauses, and resumes with a new venom. Léo
stays where he is. In a moment he’ll turn and smile at the
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gatekeeper, allow one of the servants to take him to his
quarters, show himself to be charming and humble and
achingly enthusiastic about the grand jeu. But this is his last
moment of freedom, and he wants to make it last.
Then he realises why, out of all the games in the world,
it’s the Bridges of Königsberg that’s got stuck in his head. It’s
not only his subconscious making him a snide present of a
game he’s always despised. It’s because of the theme of the
game: the impossible problem, the way it brings you back to
the same bridges over and over, the way you never escape.

3: the Magister Ludi
She is standing at a window in the middle corridor, looking
out over the courtyard at the Great Hall, letting the breeze
cool her damp forehead and neck. She pushes one finger
under the band of her cap, wishing she could take it off,
irritated by the hot weight of her hair. Her undershirt is
sticking to her. She has been working in the classroom behind
her, enjoying the last quiet day before term begins, the calm
away from the laughter and noise of the scholars, but the
sweltering sun has finally driven her out. She puts her notes
down on the windowsill and draws a long breath. The air
that plays round her has a faint, delightful chill in it. On this
side, in the shade, you can smell autumn coming.
The clock chimes two. Then, droning underneath the bell,
there’s the slow crescendo of an engine. At first, she thinks
it must be the bus, struggling up the road with the first-years’
trunks; but the note is too smooth, with a deep rumble in it
like a cello. She turns her head to listen. The wind sings a
descant in the slates of the roof. She puts her elbows on the
sill and leans out to look.
The gate opens, and the sound sends a bird skirling up
from the flagstones in a flash of wings. A couple of third-years
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– she recognises Collins from his walk, cocky as always, which
means the other must be Muller – stop in the doorway of
the refectory to watch. Then, slow as a drop of crude oil, a
car rolls into view. It purrs to a halt outside the Magisters’
Entrance, and a man in a cap gets out, opens the trunk, and
drags a leather-strapped suitcase to the door. He dumps it
there, goes back to the car and brings out two more.
She blows air out between her teeth. Where are the porters?
Or the gatekeeper? There should be someone already hurrying
up to explain that scholars are not allowed more than one
medium-sized trunk, and that on no account may a car drive
in to the school itself – that the violation of the environs of
the Schola Ludi is grounds for immediate expulsion – that
use of the Magisters’ Entrance is only for—
The gatekeeper comes out of the lodge. He can’t miss the
chauffeur, and that ostentatious pile of luggage blocking the
Magisters’ Entrance; but he doesn’t say anything. Instead
he pauses and waits for another man, leading him into the
courtyard with a sweeping gesture of welcome. ‘. . . changed
too much,’ she hears him say, the breeze scattering his
words. The man behind him emerges into the space and
looks round. He’s wearing a tan suit and fedora that looks
out of place – absurd, in fact. Even from this angle she can
make out the width of his lapels and the eau de Nil handkerchief in his pocket. ‘Like going back in time . . . the old
place . . .’ she hears now, as he tilts his head back to take
in the height of the Great Hall; then he swivels slowly, as
if he’s absorbing the grandeur of the buildings. For an instant
he looks straight up at where she’s standing. She catches
sight of his face.
For a moment she thinks she’s mistaken. She holds on to
the sill, so still she’s hardly breathing.
His gaze slides over her. The gatekeeper says something
and he laughs, pushing his hands into his pockets. They
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saunter to the Magisters’ Entrance. The chauffeur tips his cap
to them both, and gets back into the car. He turns it in a
wide half-circle and drives out through the gate. No one
closes it behind him. Collins and Muller cross to the middle
of the courtyard and stare admiringly after the car as it goes
down the road. The noise of its engine fades as Collins says,
‘. . . kill to have one like that.’
She draws back from the window. She looks down at
herself. Her cuffs are grimy. There’s an ink stain on her thumb.
Her heart is beating so hard the rest of her feels unreal: she
could be floating in space, a ghost with a thundering pulse.
She doesn’t know how long she stands there. When
she looks out of the window again the courtyard is empty.
Someone, finally, has shut the gate. The suitcases outside the
Magisters’ Entrance have disappeared.
She picks up her notes. Distantly she remembers writing
them, but the ideas have lost their clarity; it’s like seeing them
through a cloud of dust. All she can do now is try to find
her way through to cleaner air. Her heartbeat has eased and
some of the feeling has come back into her fingers and toes,
but she still can’t quite catch her breath. She pauses, staring
out at the courtyard, chewing her lower lip. Then she turns
and begins to walk down the corridor, rapidly, as if she doesn’t
want to have time to think.
The Magister Scholarium is at his desk. He looks up when
she opens the door, startled, as if it wasn’t his voice that told
her to come in. ‘Ah,’ he says, ‘Magister Dryden. Do . . .’ He
points at a chair, but she’s already sat down. ‘How can I help
you?’
‘I saw—’ She sees his eyebrows go up. She takes a deep
breath, folds her hands in her lap, and starts again. ‘Excuse
me, Magister . . . A moment ago I was looking out of the
window from the top corridor, and I saw a car drive in. And
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I thought I saw Léonard Martin getting out. He had quite a
lot of luggage with him.’ She is trying so hard to keep her
voice low that she sounds like an automaton.
‘Ah, yes,’ the Magister Scholarium says. ‘Yes, indeed. I’ve
been meaning to have a word with you about that.’ He
glances down at the page in front of him, hesitates and puts
the lid on his fountain pen. ‘You’re quite right, it was Mr
Martin you saw. He’s going to be staying with us for a little
while. To study the grand jeu. I wondered whether you could
possibly—’
‘Staying with us? Here?’
‘Indeed.’ He smiles at her and raises his hand to cut her
off. ‘Now, I know it’s unusual.’
‘Magister.’ She clears her throat. ‘We don’t take guests. Of
any kind. Let alone—’
‘I think you’ll find there is a precedent. Arnauld spent
nearly two years here, as a guest, before he was elected
Magister Ludi. In the past we have sometimes offered hospitality to those wishing to expand their understanding – foreign
scholars, players . . .’
‘Léonard Martin is not a player,’ she says, struggling for
control. ‘He’s Minister for Culture.’
‘Not any more, as I understand it.’
‘What?’
He sits back with a sigh, as if his bones ache. ‘I believe the
announcement is in today’s papers. Mr Martin has resigned
from government and intends to devote his life to studying
the grand jeu. The Chancellor himself wrote to me on his
behalf to ask if we could possibly support him in that – it
having been Mr Martin’s deepest wish to return, ever since
he studied here.’
‘That’s nonsense.’ She leans forward. She has to keep her
fists clenched or she’ll reach out and smash something. ‘I beg
your pardon, Magister, but it is. Léo Martin has shown himself
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to be a cynical pragmatist of a politician. To allow him here
– into the heart of the grand jeu—’
‘He was a Gold Medallist, I seem to recall.’
‘I know that. But since then . . .’ She stops, trembling on
the edge.
‘And I am assured that his political career is over. He will
be devoting his time here to scholarship. Remind me, was
there some personal connection . . .?’
‘It’s not that!’
He blinks. ‘But then – forgive me – what is it?’
‘It’s sacrilege.’
He goes very still. They stare at each other, and for a
moment she can feel the weight of the grand jeu on her side,
the tradition of the school, the stone of the very walls ranged
behind her. She swallows.
‘Very well, then,’ he says. He gets up and walks to the
window, drawing the casement shut with a sharp click. ‘Tell
me, Magister. What do you suggest?’ The warmth has left
his voice.
There’s a silence. ‘I suggest sending him away.’
‘Perhaps you would help me draft a letter to the Chancellor,
to explain.’
‘This is no place for someone like him.’
‘Someone, you mean, with power?’
She opens her mouth and closes it again.
‘Someone,’ the Magister Scholarium goes on, ‘with friends
in government? Someone whose connections could replace
me with a puppet of the Party? Or you? Who could rescind
the school’s privileges? Perhaps even shut it down?’
‘No one could shut down the school.’
‘You would gamble with the very future of Montverre – of
the grand jeu, no less – because you have a personal dislike
of a man who may not be one of us?’ He raises his voice as
she takes a breath to speak. ‘No, I concede, he is not a Magister
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or a scholar, he will perhaps feel himself to be an outsider
– but what do we lose by welcoming him? By all accounts
he is a charming, erudite, intelligent man. He will be an
honoured guest until he gets bored – which may be very
soon – whereupon he will leave of his own accord, with
happy memories and a renewed affection for the school. You
honestly think that is a worse alternative than refusing the
Chancellor’s . . . request? Which, I may add, was hardly
presented as such.’ He clenches his fist and brings it down,
slowly, on to the windowsill.
She bites her tongue until her mouth floods with the taste
of salt. ‘They want to use the grand jeu for their own ends,’
she says. ‘They call it our “national game”.’
‘It is our national game.’
‘Not in the way they mean it.’
‘Magister—’ He breaks off and turns to look at her. ‘Your
scruples do you credit. Truly. But we cannot avoid politics.
Not even here.’
‘Surely we have an obligation to—’
‘We do what we can. And what we must.’ He opens his
arms, and there’s something despairing in the droop of
his hands. ‘Very well, Magister. What shall I do? If I send
him away, I run the risk of far, far graver consequences
– for myself, for you and the other Magisters, for the
scholars. I remember how strongly you felt about having
a Party member on the Entrance panel, and the problems
we’ve had with accepting Christians . . . We are, I would
venture to say, privileged; we’re partly funded by the state,
and yet we have more autonomy than the Civil Service or
the legal profession. We were lucky to be exempt from the
Culture and Integrity Act. For as long as the Party’s input
is merely advisory, I am grateful. It might be much worse.
But what is your advice? Should I stand on principle?
Please. Tell me.’
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There’s a silence. She looks down. Her hands are so tightly
interlaced that the veins in her wrists are standing out. She
says, hardly loud enough to be heard, ‘It will be a distraction
for the scholars.’
‘You will have to make sure they weather it.’
She nods, once.
‘I’m glad you’ve seen reason.’ He sits down and fumbles
with his pen. ‘I think it would be useful for you to speak to
Mr Martin as soon as possible. He has been given a room
under the clock tower. He should be there now . . . He will
be interested in meeting you, I’m sure. And during his stay,
from time to time, you should offer him guidance and help
with the grand jeu, if he wants it. Tactfully.’
‘Yes.’ She ignores the cold lurch of her insides.
‘Thank you.’ He sighs and runs his hands over his forehead.
The movement pushes his cap up over one eyebrow, so that
it sits at a jaunty, incongruous angle. A tuft of white hair
escapes and sticks out sideways. ‘I know you will be able to
put your feelings aside in the service of the school.’
She gets to her feet. ‘Thank you, Magister.’
He smiles at her with a vague benevolence that tells her his
mind has already gone back to his work. At least, she thinks so
until she reaches the door; then he says, unexpectedly, ‘Magister?’
‘Yes?’
‘You may not like him, or what he represents. But please
remember that there are always voices that speak against an
outsider. There were many, for example, who spoke against
you.’
There are no mirrors at Montverre. That is, not officially:
although among the third-years ‘scab-face’ means a new,
naïve scholar who hasn’t got the nerve to break the rules,
and the Magister Cartae had perfectly smooth cheeks from
the day he arrived, without the nicks and grazes you’d expect
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as he grew used to shaving by touch. It must be the only
rule that affects Magister Dryden less than the men; she can
still remember her first day as Magister Ludi, and the way
the Magister Domus’ expression turned from sympathy to
surprise when she said, ‘I’m a woman, for God’s sake, I don’t
need a mirror.’ She almost laughed. But now it’s different;
now she bends over a basin of water, suddenly desperate to
scry her own face. The room is too dim for her to make out
more than shadowy eyes and mouth. A swirl of soap scum
marbles the surface. She leans closer to her reflection,
imagining how she might look to someone else; then, with
a hiss of frustration, she crosses to the window and empties
the basin on to the grass below. She turns back into the room,
catches her wrist on the casement, and drops the basin with
a clang. She stares at it as it rolls to a halt against the wall.
In the bare room – bed, chair, closet, washstand – the stranded
basin draws the eye: already the tidy austerity of her life is
disrupted, ruined. She shuts her eyes and tries to summon
the silence of the grand jeu, that empty waiting that wipes
out everything but the present moment. She fails.
The clock chimes three. It brings to mind the Minister for
Culture – former Minister for Culture – in his rooms beneath
the clock tower. Her skin crawls at the thought that he’s so
close, within the call of the bell; but he’ll be here for a long
time, so she’d better get used to it. She gnaws at her lower
lip. She doesn’t have any choice. Sooner or later she’ll have
to talk to him. Better to get it over now, before she has too
much time to think.
She picks up the basin and puts it back on the washstand.
Then she goes down the little wooden staircase into her study
and collects the books she’ll need for her tutorial with
Grappier at half past three, and the dusty reading glasses she
only uses for Artemonian notation. When she puts them on
the world looms up in front of her, so close she takes an
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involuntary step backwards. Never mind. If she goes now she
can be brisk, on her way to the top classroom to see Grappier,
polite but unable to linger. She pulls her cap down over her
forehead until her hairpins dig into her scalp. Blinking at the
over-magnified world – willing away the incipient headache
– she hurries out into the corridor and turns left, towards
the clock tower.
The door is open. He is standing at the window, his hands
in his pockets, whistling a tune that dances just out of reach,
mocking her with its familiarity. She pauses, unsure whether
to go in: is this his territory, or hers? Some remnant of good
manners takes over, and she knocks lightly on the doorframe.
He looks round, his lips pursed. ‘Come in.’
She is suddenly breathless. It’s ridiculous not to have
planned what to say; even more ridiculous that the idea that
she’s going to have to speak comes as a shock. She steps
forward, but no words come.
‘I’m not sure this room will be suitable,’ he says, over his
shoulder. ‘Does that bloody clock strike all night?’
‘I—’ She stares at him. This is not what she was expecting;
even if her face means nothing to him, surely he should be
suave, smiling, the politician she has always imagined him
to be. ‘Yes. Every hour.’
‘Well, then, it won’t be—’ He stops, checks himself. ‘I beg
your pardon. I thought . . .’
She doesn’t understand; then she does. He took her for a
servant. He read the subtle shape of her body before he
noticed the white gown, and drew his own conclusions. There
was no need for the glasses, after all; he’s not even observant
enough to realise she’s a Magister as well as a woman. ‘I’m
Magister Dryden,’ she says. ‘Welcome to Montverre.’
‘Magister Dryden, of course. Forgive me.’ But the flicker
of embarrassment is gone in a second, replaced by something
colder. ‘Yes, I should have recognised you.’
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Her heart thumps. ‘What?’
‘I believe I saw your picture in the papers when you were
elected. Quite the coup, an unknown woman in charge of
the grand jeu.’
She lets her breath out, slowly, at the thought of his
having seen that blurry, badly posed photograph, accompanied by headlines like Brainy little lady beats the odds or
What a treat for the scholars! But she won’t give him the
satisfaction of seeing her wince. ‘Thank you,’ she says. ‘I
was fortunate.’
‘Fortunate!’ he says. ‘You certainly were.’ He turns his
head sharply to the window, craning sideways as if he’s
watching something at the base of the clock tower. She
should be glad that he’s so uninterested, that she is free to
look at him without worrying that he’ll look back; but a
fierce, deep anger rises until she could scream. She forces
herself to take an inventory of him, as though he’s an object.
He is good-looking, of course, but he’s starting to go to seed;
his beauty is dog-eared, well-thumbed, as if he’s used it
once too often. The blond of his hair is dull – not exactly
grey, but beginning to fade – and there’s a flush in his cheeks
that will eventually be the fine red-veining of a drunkard.
Good.
‘Well, then,’ she says. ‘If there’s nothing more—’
She shouldn’t have said anything. He can’t let her go like
that, of her own accord: he swings back to her, his whole
body this time, and suddenly the famous smile is there as if
he’s asking for her vote. ‘Magister Dryden,’ he says. ‘Forgive
me. I’m afraid the hotel was somewhat primitive, and I didn’t
sleep well . . . It’s an honour to meet you.’
She says nothing.
‘I’m Léo Martin.’ He holds out his hand. ‘Minis— ex-Minister
for Culture.’
She doesn’t move. ‘I know.’

THE BETRAYALS

39

‘Really?’ He drops his hand with an ease that suggests he’s
used to being snubbed; although she imagines him storing it
away, for later. ‘I didn’t think you were allowed newspapers,
here.’
‘The Magisters are. If they choose.’
‘And you do choose . . .? I see. Well, I congratulate you.
So many people think Montverre is an ivory tower. I’m glad
it isn’t. Although I hope it will be a retreat for me, at least.’
‘Retreat from what?’ She shouldn’t have asked. She bobs
her head, avoiding his gaze.
‘Oh, you know,’ he says, in a tone which suggests he
doesn’t think she does. ‘Politics.’ His smile turns into a grin
that is meant, she imagines, to be endearing. ‘Real life.’
She is practiced in keeping her face blank. She nods, and
glimpses his disappointment that she hasn’t responded to his
charm. It gives her a secret twinge of satisfaction. He should
know better than to think the grand jeu is a refuge from life;
if anything, it’s the other way around. But she has more
important things to do than explain that to him. ‘I do hope
you’ll enjoy your studies,’ she says. ‘The Magister Scholarium
has asked me to tell you that if you need guidance I will try
to find time to help you. If I can.’
His eyes flicker, but all he says is, ‘Thank you.’
‘You know where the library is, of course. If there is
anything else you need, please let one of the servants know.’
‘I will. Thank you.’
She starts to leave.
‘I wonder . . . have we met before? There’s something
about your voice.’
She turns back to him. The light catches in a smear on
one lens of her spectacles, but she resists the urge to clean
them on her sleeve. ‘No, I don’t believe we have.’
‘Well,’ he says, ‘anyway, it’s a pleasure to meet you,
Magister. I’ll be interested to see what you can do.’ A
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fractional pause; then, as she takes a breath to answer him,
he waves a hand at her. ‘Don’t let me keep you. I’m sure
the grand jeu is calling.’
Such casual dismissal. It would be perverse to insist on
staying; she doesn’t want his attention. But it takes all her
willpower to drop her gaze and turn away.
As she does, he whistles that scrap of melody again, and
with a jolt she recognises it. The Bridges of Königsberg. She
shoots a glance at him over her shoulder, but he’s looking
out of the window again.
‘Goodbye,’ she says. She feels herself relax, but just as she
pauses to shut the door after herself, he stops whistling mid-bar.
‘By the way,’ he says, with a smile, ‘Your being the first
female Magister Ludi . . . I’m curious if you could tell me
– would you translate it as “master” or “mistress”?’
She’s walking in a dream. She looks down at her feet and
suddenly the ground is black and white. She raises her head,
blinking. She has come out of the Magisters’ Entrance into
the courtyard. In front of her the pattern of black and white
is tinged blue by the afternoon shadows, turning it to watered
milk and charcoal. It’s nothing like the pattern the moonlight
left on the floor of the Great Hall a few days ago: and yet,
in its stark clarity, it recalls exactly the sense of a board waiting
for the first move. She can’t shake that feeling out of herself;
ever since that night it’s been lurking, prickling in her thumbs
like the promise of a storm. She tells herself – has been telling
herself – that it’s merely anxiety about her Midsummer Game,
the early creep of understandable nerves: it’s her first, and
she hasn’t started work on it yet. That her imagination
becomes overactive at night, especially when she walks the
corridors, watching the moon slide from window to window,
until she ends up in the Great Hall as if summoned there by
some silent bell. That anyone, staring into that pale geometry

THE BETRAYALS

41

of light on stone, would feel watched; that the sensation of
a hostile gaze from the darkness was nothing but the silence
and chill of a night in the mountains . . . But it felt like an
omen. And now Léo Martin is here, under the same roof as
her, whistling the theme from the Bridges of Königsberg.
She crosses the courtyard and steps through the doorway
into the soft seasonless hush of the library. Here and there
second- and third-years are bent over their books, brows
furrowed in concentration; as she walks past, one of them
moves his hand unconsciously back and forth as he plots a
move, testing the weight of the gesture in the air. She almost
pauses to glance over his shoulder at the page in front of
him, but today she has no appetite for teaching. She makes
her way through the high bookshelves to the staircase, and
up the stairs. In daylight, this is her territory – her hunting
ground, where everything she could possibly need hides in
an index or a footnote – but after the clock strikes midnight
she’s glad to leave with the last scholars, while the blearyeyed attendant extinguishes the lamps. No one has been
allowed here alone since the London Library was destroyed:
but even if she could, she wouldn’t. On bad days it’s too easy
to imagine losing control, dropping a match, and the dance
of flame-shadows on the plaster ceiling . . . She passes the
attendant’s desk now, and nods to him. Then she turns aside,
fumbles for the key, and unlocks the narrow door of the
Biblioteca Ludi, her own private library.
It smells of dust. After she’s locked the door behind her
she crosses to the windows, stepping over boxes and piles of
books, and pushes the casement open as far as it will go.
From here she can look out over the road and the valley:
somewhere out of sight is Montverre village, and beyond that
the foothills and the fertile flood-plain, and somewhere, miles
and miles beyond that, is home. But it’s not her home any
more. She swings round, turning away from the view as if
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she’s afraid someone is looking back at her. She takes a deep
breath, frowning at the tight-packed bookshelves, the untidy
floor, the draped cobweb in the corner of the ceiling that
hangs so thickly she could have mistaken it for a detail in
the plaster.
Once, perhaps, the Biblioteca Ludi was the secret heart of
the school, a priceless collection of texts on the grand jeu that
were too precious to be looked at by mere scholars. There
are books that are unique, illuminated in gold and lapis,
chained to their shelves against the far wall; others are handwritten by the Grand Masters, or the sole surviving copies of
ancient codices, or contemporary notes from witnesses of
classic games. But it’s been years – generations – since anyone
catalogued what’s here. Since then the shelves have accumulated piles of dark-bound volumes, labelled tersely with
names that even she doesn’t recognise, and tiny octavo notebooks crammed with Artemonian notation, and portfolios of
unlabelled notes in cramped illegible writing. Some Magister
of the last century decided to keep not only his games but
his research material: the floor is cluttered with boxes of
sheet music, mathematical and scientific journals, books
of philosophy and verse . . . And scattered among the dubious
treasures chosen by her great-great-grandfathers are things
that she is almost sure must have been left by mistake: a
pipe, a Latin dictionary, a scholar’s essay. The last time she
was here she found a dingy copy of a thirty-year-old Gambit
next to a first edition of Philidor; she imagined Magister Holt
leaving it there absent-mindedly while he searched for something else, his lumpy rheumatic fingers brushing gently along
the spines. After she was appointed she spent hours exploring,
like a priestess taking possession of her domain, but it palled
before she had got halfway around the room. Now she has
neither the desire nor the arrogance to organise the collection: she treats it as a sort of hiding place, a tomb.
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She goes to the corner furthest from the window and bends
down to reach behind a bookcase, dragging out a little metal
trunk. She sits back on her heels and wipes a clinging cobweb
from her forehead with the inside of her wrist. Then she digs
in her pocket for a key, unlocks the trunk and lifts out a
package. The old oilskin crackles as she unwraps it. It’s a
ledger, covered in blue-grey marbled paper like pebbles underwater; the corners and spine are scuffed leather. An inkblot
bulges across the front. When it was fresh the stain gleamed
like a coin, a blue-and-copper sheen rising to the surface
where the ink was thickest; but time and desiccation have
dulled it to a flat black. It still leaves a smear on her finger
when she brushes her hand over it, and unconsciously she
raises her fingertip to her mouth and sucks it clean. She raises
her eyes to the window for a second, letting her gaze linger
on the sky over the valley; then she bows her head over the
book and opens it.

4
First day of Serotine Term, second year
I meant to get up at dawn this morning but I overslept, so by
the time I was slogging up the hill it was getting warm and I
arrived at the gate thoroughly drenched in sweat. It’s bloody
annoying, having to walk all the way – not because I resent
the exercise particularly, but because after all they’ve got a
bus and they could perfectly well ferry us all up at the same
time as our trunks. I have a theory it’s deliberate: they make
us earn the first sight of the school, so that we’re already
breathless and reeling when we step into the courtyard for
the first time. And then we stand there and look round at the
Great Hall and library and the towers, etc., etc., and feel
overwhelmed and insignificant. The scale of it all, the site up
here where the air is thin and you have to struggle to catch
your breath, the austere grandeur of the buildings . . . It’s
pure theatre. (I couldn’t say that aloud, of course. Imagine,
theatre! In the same breath as the grand jeu! I remember in
the first term, letting slip something about having seen The
Knight’s Check at the Empress, and the way everyone turned
to look at me. There was a pause, and then Emile waved his
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hand languidly and said, ‘Don’t judge him, my dears. I have
a vast collection of erotic postcards, and Felix here is a great
connoisseur of farts . . .’ We all laughed, and I never
mentioned going to the theatre again.) It likes to pretend
that the grand jeu has nothing to do with ‘entertainment’,
but deep down the school is nothing but a playhouse. It’s
drama, that’s all.
Maybe I’m being disingenuous. There was a moment this
morning, on the last stretch of road with the towers looming
into sight, when I felt as pleased as Punch to be here again.
I felt myself swagger as I walked through the gate. It still
comes as a surprise that I’m a scholar of Montverre. And
second in my class, no less. I didn’t expect that, this time last
year. This time last year I was afraid they’d realise there’d
been a mistake.
It doesn’t matter, anyway. I’m back. Two more years to go.

Later
Had to break off because Felix came and knocked for me
and we went down to get some lunch. He’s worrying about
being near the bottom of the class; apparently his parents
gave him a hard time over the summer and they’ve threatened to make him find a job if he doesn’t get at least an
Upper Second next year. I told him it was a bit early to be
worrying about leaving, but I couldn’t muster much sympathy.
He clearly thinks getting a job is about the worst thing that
can happen to him. Any job. Presumably earning a living is
the sort of thing only the middle classes do. I’d like to see
him slaving away in Dad’s scrapyards, the way I did all
summer. For goodness’ sake, all these people whose dream
is sitting in a country house somewhere, studying the grand
jeu while the country goes to the dogs . . . Not that I’m much
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better, if what I want is to be Magister Ludi – but at least
that’s an honest ambition, it isn’t just trying to avoid hard
work. I bit my tongue and didn’t mention the scrapyards;
but then, there are a few other things I did over the summer
that I’m not going to mention, either. That bit of my life
(manual labour, colleagues who only read the Flag, the occasional sweaty fifteen-minute-stand behind the architectural
salvage pile) is staying firmly in another compartment. Every
so often I wish I could tell him, if only to see his face. But
I’m not an idiot.
Lunch was plain wholesome food suitable for the grand
jeu players of tomorrow, as per, but at least it was copious.
Most of the class were already down there, swapping the
usual Long Vacation stories. Emile had been in France for
most of it (naturally, my dears!) and was regaling the others
with tales of the conquests he’d made chaperoning his
cousins round Paris – whereupon Matthieu tried to outdo
him by announcing that he had met an obliging dairymaid
(or was it a shepherdess? I forget) in the Alps and had actually lain hands on the most perfect pair of . . . etc. etc. Jacob
(who has never quite mastered the idiom) was boasting that
he’d been invited to Oxford to study. He was telling Felix
about the Abacus Collection – his uncle’s the curator, he
was invited to the grand jeu soirées with the best players in
England, blah blah – until I said, ‘Jacob, the Abacus
Collection is in Cambridge,’ and he choked a bit and went
quiet. Sometimes I wonder whether any of us tells the truth
about anything.
After I’d picked up my timetable – we have fewer lessons
this year, to give us time to work on our games – I came
back up here. As I turned the corner I caught sight of Felix
outside Carfax’s room, pinning something up on the door. I
paused and looked over his shoulder, and he turned and
grinned at me. ‘Like it?’ he said.
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It was an advert for fire extinguishers, with a picture of a
burning house and two wide-eyed children loitering on the
lawn, hand in hand. Why take the risk? it said.
‘Are they meant to be the survivors, or the culprits?’
‘They’ve definitely got the de Courcy look, haven’t they?’
Felix pushed in the last drawing pin, and stood back to
appraise his work. ‘Slightly manic . . . guilty expressions . . .
ash-smeared hands . . .’ He looked round and grabbed my
arm, but it was too late. Carfax was coming down the corridor
towards us. He must have been in the lavatory, because his
hair was wet and he was carrying a damp towel. He paused
in front of us and read the poster. His face went tight. For a
second I thought he was going to go inside without saying
anything, but then Felix giggled.
‘Hilarious,’ Carfax said. ‘Did you spend the whole vacation
planning that?’
‘No,’ Felix said, ‘I just saw it and thought of you.’
‘Maybe if you thought less about me and more about the
grand jeu you wouldn’t be in line for a Third.’
Felix’s grin slid off his face. ‘You really can’t take a joke,
can you?’
Carfax turned so suddenly I thought he was going to hit
one of us. ‘For pity’s sake, will you leave me alone?’
‘Or what? Will you burn us in our beds?’
‘I’m sorely tempted.’ He looked past Felix, at me.
‘What have I done?’ I said. ‘I simply happened to be walking
past—’
‘I hope one day you realise what a bastard you are, Martin.
That’s all.’ He pushed the door open, and then paused, as if
something else had occurred to him. ‘Oh, and by the way –
congratulations on coming second. Your family must be very
proud.’
The door shut behind him. Felix grunted, and peeled the
poster off the door. ‘He is such a sanctimonious prig.’ He
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caught my eye. ‘Shall we catch him off guard somewhere
and scrag him?’
I shook my head. For Felix it really is a joke. He likes teasing
Carfax because he gets a reaction. He doesn’t realise how
much I loathe him. How much I would like to see him – all
right, maybe not hurt, not badly, but humiliated. No one
knows that; except possibly Carfax himself. In some ways we
see each other more clearly than anyone else does, I think.
Felix said, ‘Reckon you can knock him off his perch this
year?’
I took a deep breath and tried to sound casual. ‘If I get the
right partner for the joint game. I’m thinking of asking Paul.’
‘It should be a walkover. It’s not like anyone’s going to
want to work with Carfax, even if he’s the best player. He’ll
get stuck with one of the no-hopers at the bottom of the list.’
He paused. ‘I hope it’s not me.’
‘Find someone else, quickly, and it won’t be.’
‘Right. Yes.’
It shouldn’t have bothered me, that Felix called him the
best. I mean, he is the best, at the moment. But it galls me
even to write the words. Damn him. I am going to be top of
the class this year. I swear it. Whatever it takes.
And one day, I promise, I am going to see Carfax de Courcy
cry.

Third day of Serotine Term
First grand jeu lesson today, but we didn’t do much. Magister
Holt told us about our joint games, which are due in at the
end of this term. I caught Paul’s eye as Magister Holt was
speaking, and he gave me a look to ask if I was up for partnering him, and I gave him a thumbs-up, so hopefully that’s
that sorted out.
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Afterwards, as I was picking my exercise book off the floor
(Felix had sent it flying in his eagerness to sprint downstairs
for lunch), Magister Holt said, ‘Mr Martin, I’d like to speak
to you, if I may.’ Everyone else was already pushing out of
the classroom door, and the Magister waited for them to leave
before he shut it and gestured to me to sit down. For a
moment I thought he was going to stand on the dais and
address me from there, but he stood staring at the diagrams
of notation on the wall and didn’t say anything.
‘Yes, Magister?’ I said, in the end.
‘Well done,’ he said. ‘On your coming second in the class.
No doubt you’re pleased.’
I said, ‘Yes, I am. Naturally.’ There was such a long silence
that I had time to wonder why, if congratulations were in
order, he hadn’t kept Carfax behind, to congratulate him; but
then, of course, they’d be surprised if a de Courcy wasn’t at
the top of the class.
‘How would you say you were getting on, Mr Martin?’
‘I beg your pardon?’
‘At Montverre. You are the first of your family to come
here, I believe.’
I thought about making some crack about having crawled
to the top of the rubbish heap, but I didn’t. ‘That’s right,
Magister.’ I was hoping I could leave it at that, but he was
giving me the Magister Ludi look, which makes you squirm
until you’ve come up with a better answer. ‘I’m – all right,
I suppose. Glad to be doing OK.’
‘Do you feel at home here?’
‘Does anyone?’
That got a smile out of him, but only for a second. ‘Please,
Mr Martin,’ he said, ‘don’t imagine that I am trying to make
you feel uncomfortable. But I . . .’ He sighed and went back
to looking at the notation charts. I dug my hands into my
armpits to stop myself fidgeting. ‘When we marked the games,
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at the end of last term, I must say I was very impressed with
your progress.’
I said, ‘Thank you,’ but he hadn’t finished.
‘You have certainly developed a great vocabulary, a sophisticated grasp of the grand jeu, a facility with the idiom,’ he
said, with a glance at me to acknowledge my interruption.
‘But I don’t think I would have awarded you quite those
marks, if the rest of the masters hadn’t insisted.’
I said, ‘Oh.’
‘Not that your game was in any way deficient. Not at all.
But there is . . . how shall I put this? I worry that there is
something . . . inauthentic. That what you produce is a very
clever imitation of what you think the grand jeu should be,
rather than a true game. Do you understand what I mean?’
I think I said, ‘Not entirely, Magister.’
‘You are intelligent. Very intelligent.’ He paused, but this
time I didn’t thank him, and I don’t think he expected me
to. ‘You have assimilated the culture of Montverre, the practice of the grand jeu . . . You produce, let us say, a flawless
imitation of a Montverre scholar, complete with flawless,
accomplished games. And yet there is something . . .’ He
plucked at his ear. ‘I hesitate to say – cold, but . . . insincere,
perhaps. There is something missing.’
I cleared my throat. ‘What is that?’
He gave a rueful laugh, as if this was some intellectual
problem we were trying to solve together. ‘I’m not exactly
sure. But I think I would know it if I saw it. And without
that, I think you will never be more than a competent player.
Extremely competent – but only competent.’
There was a pause. I was trying not to let anything show
on my face. I said, ‘Are you saying, Magister, that I play the
game as if it’s a game?’
I thought he’d tell me not to be impertinent. But he said,
‘No, Mr Martin. I’m saying you play the game to win.’
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I stood up and swept my books into my arms. I nearly
knocked them all on to the floor and had to scramble to
catch them. ‘Well, thank you, Magister,’ I said. ‘Next time I
will do my best to lose.’
He held up his hand. ‘Don’t get angry, Mr Martin. I’m
telling you this because I think you have promise.’
It took an effort not to reply. I stared at the diagrams of
notation and tried to estimate how often I’d used each symbol
in my last game.
‘Tell me, Mr Martin . . . It has occurred to me to wonder
whether your admirable work ethic is driven by a rivalry
between you and Mr de Courcy.’
He waited, but it wasn’t a question so I didn’t answer.
‘From what I have observed, that rivalry strikes me as
somewhat . . . unfriendly. Am I right?’
‘I don’t particularly like him.’
‘I believe I know the reason for that.’
‘I don’t know what you mean, Magister.’ Lucky I was
still holding all my books, or I’d have been tempted to pick
up the volume of Hondius on his desk and hit him over
the head with it. I thought he was going to say something
else, so I added, ‘I don’t think anyone likes him much, to
be honest.’
‘A shame. I believe you could learn a lot from each other.’
I didn’t reply.
‘I’m sorry. I see that I have upset you.’
‘I’m not upset.’
‘No doubt you need your lunch.’ He took a step back and
gestured to the door. ‘Anyway, Mr Martin . . . Welcome back
to Montverre.’
I wrote all that down this afternoon and then went off to
meditation, but I’m still furious. What gives him the right
to judge me? My life isn’t a game that he gets to mark out
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of a hundred and pontificate on. If he wants to dispense his
infinite wisdom he can stick to his bloody grands jeux.
Right. I’m going back to the library. If the Magister wants
authentic, that’s what he’s going to get. It can’t be that hard.
I have a cunning plan: I’m going to find the most authentic
game ever written and work out how to copy it.
Later
I cannot fucking believe it.

5: the Magister Ludi
The first-years fall silent as she walks into the classroom for
their first grand jeu lesson. She’s late, deliberately; they’re all
seated, tense and waiting, unsure of themselves and one
another. It’s an art, finding the right moment, before their
unease tips over into nervous chatter or bravado, but it’s the
same instinct that guides her through a grand jeu, and she
knows as she crosses to her dais that her timing is exactly
right. She pauses before she looks up. Then she lets her eyes
sweep across their faces, noticing who meets her gaze and
who looks away, which ones shift in their seats or cross their
arms. Which will resent being taught by a woman.
There’s a small movement by the window. It’s a touslehaired young man with a thin, good-humoured face, fiddling
with his collar.
She recognises him. Simon – Charpentier, is it? She was
at his viva. He was charming then, incoherent with enthusiasm, stumbling over his words. He described the Four Seasons
as if no one else had ever heard of it. The thought of it makes
her want to smile, now. ‘It’s the way it isn’t – it shows how
music and maths and – it’s all different but it isn’t, it’s still
the game, the game is—’ he’d said, and stuttered to a halt.
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She’d leant forward, in the pause, and said, ‘I think, Mr
Charpentier, you’re talking about beauty.’ Yes. He was so
young; but everyone is, to start with.
Abruptly he realises what he’s doing and drops his hand,
ducking his head. He was trying to cover a stain – was he?
– no, a rip – no. Her heart gives a little flip. There’s a cross
sewn to the fabric of his gown. A Christian. She knew that,
although she’d forgotten. There’d been a Party official at the
viva, too. ‘I’m afraid,’ he’d said, with a sort of sigh, ‘that no
matter how enthusiastic you believe yourself to be, there
may be a time when you realise that as a Christian you are
not quite fitted – and you have your own culture, of course,
far be it from me to disparage your faith, it is a very ancient
one, if somewhat melodramatic – that, in fact, you cannot
participate fully in the life of the grand jeu and thus in the
life of Montverre . . .’ She’d bitten her tongue, raging. Later
she’d taken particular pleasure in signing Charpentier’s
acceptance letter.
He looks up and registers her eyes lingering on his gown.
He shrinks down in his chair, hunching his shoulders so that
the cross disappears into a crease of material. There’s
something in the gesture that looks habitual. The pang in
her chest turns into a deeper misgiving. The crosses have
only been law for a few weeks – this is the first time she’s
seen one – and yet he has already developed this reflex, to
make himself look smaller. She wants to snap at him to sit
up straight. Show weakness here, and you’re doomed.
She draws in a long breath. She has given this lesson over
and over again, but now for some reason she is hesitating.
Part of her wants to speak to Charpentier directly, but what
would she say? Launch into a brief history of the grand jeu
that explains its origins in the Christian Mass? A diversion
into the Cordoba and Jerusalem games, a short essay on the
compatibility of scriptural religions with the new forms of
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worship? That would get her into trouble, but nonetheless
it’s hard to resist. We search for the divine everywhere, she could
say, and we may find it in the grand jeu or in the liturgy or both.
There were grands jeux played in the Hagia Sophia, and in the
Al-Aqsa Mosque, and at the Western Wall. It is modern arrogance
to imagine that the divinity we hope to touch through the grand jeu
is better than, or even different to, the deities of other religions. A
younger way to worship is not necessarily a better way; nor is it the
only way . . . A brief attack on anyone who can use the grand
jeu and its theology as a basis for discrimination, when the
whole point of it is humility, attention, silence . . .? Or on
the people (she’s not reckless enough to name the Magister
Cartae specifically) who seem to resist regarding it as worship
at all, who wince at the word ‘God’ as though it’s embarrassing? Or merely a few acerbic words on the government,
and the long years of economic unrest, and its choice of
scapegoats?
But there is no protecting Charpentier from the other
scholars, who are even now distancing themselves, refusing
to meet his eyes; she would only make things worse. And
part of her resents him for reminding her that she’s an
outsider too, that she knows full well how cruel Montverre
can be.
The silence has gone on too long. She raps on the surface
of the desk, dragging her mind back to her beginning-of-term
speech. The old rhetorical question: ‘What is the grand jeu,
gentlemen?’ Then a pause, of course. As if she expects one
of them to reply . . . ‘I find it hard to believe that no one
can tell me,’ she says. ‘You’ve done well in the examinations.
You’ve passed your vivas. Anyone?’ And she pauses again,
just enough to make them shift in their seats.
‘Good,’ she says. ‘I’m glad that none of you is under the
illusion that you can define, or even explain, the grand jeu.
That is a good place to start. In the meantime, let us consider
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the things that it is not. It is not music.’ She counts on her
fingers. ‘It is not maths, or science, or poetry. It is not art.
It is not fiction. It is not performance. It is not even, strictly
speaking, a game.’ By now she is fluent again, the words
so familiar she hardly has to concentrate. ‘In your time at
Montverre you will study all these things, and more; but
they are merely aspects, elements, of what constitutes the
grand jeu. You may make something of all of these things
that is not a grand jeu, and equally a grand jeu may have
none of them at all. There is only one possible way to
answer the question, what is the grand jeu? And that,
gentlemen, is by playing it. That is what you will study
with me, in this classroom.’ She leans against the desk.
‘This term you will sketch a game every two weeks, and
play and critique one another’s games; at the end of Vernal
Term you will write one full-length game each as well as
taking your preliminary examinations. Please remember
that everything you learn in every other class is for the
grand jeu; this class must and shall be your highest priority.
And—’
There’s a movement on the other side of the frosted
windows that let in light from the corridor. A figure is outside,
at arm’s-length from the door: the brownish silhouette of a
man in a suit, no gown. Léo Martin. He is waiting there.
Listening.
She takes a step towards the door, ready to fling it open
and confront him; but before she reaches it he’s gone, sliding
away. Footsteps click along the passage.
What was she saying? She can’t remember. She has lost
her train of thought entirely. She turns carefully towards the
blackboard, conscious of the scholars’ eyes on her. Five more
seconds of silence and they will realise. Her armpits are damp,
her mouth dry. She is afraid; and suddenly the realisation
makes her angry.
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‘Gentlemen,’ she says, without thinking, ‘if you are here
to be a great player of the grand jeu . . . you should leave
now.’
A couple of scholars swap a glance; one frowns, another
crosses his arms.
‘If you are here,’ she says, ‘to win the Gold Medal. If you
are here because you want your face on the cover of the
Gambit. If you are here’ – she pauses, and her hand goes to
the headband of her cap – ‘because you want to be standing
here, in my place, as Magister Ludi . . . you would do better
to walk out of that door, and find another route to success.’
She shakes her head. She has never said this before, but
the words are there waiting, like a game she can play without
notes. ‘Or you may even have lower ambitions. You may
be here because you want to go into the Civil Service, or
because your father was here before you, or because you
want to boast about being an alumnus of Montverre, or
keep up with intellectual conversations with business
acquaintances over a glass of port. You may think that the
grand jeu is our “national game” and that therefore it is
simply one more accomplishment to master, a creditable
hobby for when you re-enter the real world. You may think
that, because you have won a place here, you are being
rewarded. That learning the grand jeu is some kind of prize.’
She takes a breath. ‘But you would be wrong. The grand
jeu has nothing to do with glory. It is a vocation, gentlemen.
It is harder and lonelier than you can imagine, and the
higher you go the colder it will be.’ Almost to herself, she
goes on, ‘The grand jeu is not a game. It is the opposite of
a game. It is our way of paying attention to something
outside ourselves. And what is outside ourselves – whatever
truly exists – is the divine. We remake the world so that
we can submit to it; and what we encounter, in the act of
playing the grand jeu, is the truth.’
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Someone fidgets in the back row, scraping a shoe against
the floor.
She smiles. ‘You don’t understand now,’ she says, ‘and you
will understand less and less . . . It is very easy to start on
the path. But be wary; because at the end of it is God.’

6: Léo
The clock strikes two. Léo hisses through his teeth into his
pillow, squeezing his eyes shut as if he can will himself into
unconsciousness. Then he rolls over, swings his legs out of
bed and stands up, abandoning the attempt to sleep.
Eventually, maybe, he will get used to this room below the
clock tower; but for now he jerks awake every hour when
the bell chimes, and passes the days in a haze of sleeplessness. A few days ago he asked the Magister Domus to move
him, but he only shook his head and said, ‘I’m sorry, Mr
Martin.’
‘You don’t understand,’ Léo said. ‘I can’t stay in that room.
I can’t sleep.’
The Magister Domus smiled. He wasn’t the same Magister
Domus who had been there ten years ago, when Léo was
a scholar; this one was plump and younger, with a placid
look on his face that made Léo want to take him by the
collar and shake him. ‘You don’t understand, I’m afraid,’
he said. ‘We don’t have any other rooms suitable for
a guest.’
‘I’ll sleep in a cell, I don’t care.’
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‘I’m sorry. Those are the only rooms we can offer you.’
Léo stared at him. In his office, he would have sacked
someone for a flat refusal, especially if it came with a smile;
here, he felt his own helplessness, as if suddenly his fingers
had decided not to button up his flies. ‘If it’s a question of
money . . .?’
‘Not at all. It’s an honour to offer you our hospitality,’ the
Magister said. ‘I’m very sorry not to be able to help.’ He nodded,
with deliberate courtesy. ‘Now, if you’ll excuse me . . . I must
hurry, the clock has to be wound every morning. It’s never
run down in two hundred years.’
Léo watched him go, feeling queasy and murderous. He
was too used to having enemies to mistake hostility when
he saw it; but to encounter it here, at Montverre, when they
should have been grateful to have him . . . He straightened
his tie, as if someone was watching, and walked down the
corridor back to his rooms with his hands in his pockets,
whistling the tune of a risqué ballad.
Now he crosses to the washstand and splashes his face until
the grit washes out of the corners of his eyes. He pulls on a
shirt and trousers. He fumbles for a match and strikes it,
squinting at the flare of the flame, and then lights the lamp.
If he reads, eventually he’ll fall asleep. But he’s long since
finished the detective novel he bought at the station. He picks
up the lamp and takes it out into the corridor before he
remembers that the library will be shut for the night; but he
can’t bring himself to go back to his room. Instead he goes
down the staircase into the little cloister that joins the clock
tower to the Magisters’ building. Summer is over: out here
the night air is chilly and has the clean, sharp scent of autumn
coming, with winter on its tail. He pushes the heavy door
open and turns right, past the Magisters’ Entrance, past the
music rooms and offices, up the spiral staircase, and into
the wider passage of the scholars’ wing. The Square Tower
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houses the scholars’ cells; he turns in the other direction,
towards the classrooms. He has only been up here once since
he arrived, one morning when he was pacing the corridor and
paused outside the grand jeu classroom to listen. Now he walks
to the classroom door, puts his hand on the doorknob, and
hesitates. He’s half afraid that he’ll open the door on a silent
class, turning to look at him with vacant eyes. The image sends
a shiver down his back. It’s the lack of sleep, and the lamplight,
sowing shadows in the corners of the corridor. If he walks
away it’ll be cowardice, or hysteria. He throws the door open
with a kind of daring flourish: and of course the room is empty,
quiet, the moonlight spilling through the windows so strongly
he can see every outline, every desk and chair. There’s no
need for the lamp; he puts it down on the windowsill in the
corridor, and goes into the classroom without it.
It’s changed since he was last here. When Holt was Magister
Ludi the walls were covered in diagrams and charts and grand
jeu scores: but as Léo looks round there’s nothing on them but
austere planes of moonlight. The notation graph has gone. Even
the blackboard is wiped clean. He runs his hand along the shelf
below it to feel the thick softness of chalk dust on his fingertips.
Then, without knowing why, he goes down the aisle to
the desk beside the window and sits down. It’s the same desk,
his desk: the same nick beside the inkwell, the same scars
and dents, the same L carved into the top. He touches it, like
a blind man trying to read, and his heart gives a thud. He
remembers scratching an old pen-nib into the wood, one
lesson early in Vernal Term of his first year, anticipating two
hours of boredom while they critiqued other people’s sketches
for grands jeux. He had his head down, listening with half an
ear to Carfax summarising his ouverture. Carfax’s games were
always clever – and flashy, as well – but Léo was determined
not to show any interest; when he’d presented his own sketch
a few days before, Carfax had watched with insolent attention,
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suggesting improvement after improvement with overstated
courtesy until Magister Holt sighed and said, ‘Perhaps . . .
someone else . . .?’ Léo knew he wouldn’t be able to retaliate
in kind – Carfax was the top of the class, week after week
– but at least he could pretend complete indifference. And
later, when they were at dinner, there would be a joke or a
snide comment to be made, another opportunity to balance
the score. He drove the point of the nib across the grain
of the wood, deepening the bottom line of the L. On the
dais, Carfax cleared his throat and said, ‘So I’ve decided to
focus on the first development of the musical theme, and
the transition into the lyric element . . .’
Léo kept his pen moving, scraping splinters out of the
groove he’d made. In a moment it would be clear enough
to last for years, and he could move on to the E.
‘So with that overview, we have the introduction of the
first theme: the potato.’
Léo looked up. Felix caught his eye and gave a tiny,
bemused shrug; other scholars were repressing smiles. Carfax
had noticed their reaction – you could see that from the way
his eyes swept across the room – but his composure didn’t
flicker. He used his notes to gesture, with the insouciant
authority that set Léo’s teeth on edge. ‘We begin with an
exploration of musical notation as both itself and an almost
literal pictogram: that is, the semibreve acts as a kind of pun,
providing both the melody and a portrait of the potato.
Thus—’ He demonstrated the musical theme: a single dull
thump of a note, repeated. It was like something heavy falling
into a bucket. For a few bars everyone sat silent, watching
him; and then the first snort came from Dupont in the back
row. It set off a ripple of smothered amusement. Carfax tilted
his head, with a tiny acknowledgement.
It was then that Léo realised Carfax was doing it deliberately. He leant forward, his pen loose between his fingers.
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‘I’ve used that melody’ – Carfax paused for the tiny incredulous giggle from Emile, as if he knew it was coming – ‘that
melody as a cantus firmus. For the elaboration, I have composed
a baroque variation.’ He consulted his notes and turned to
the blackboard to sketch the movement. ‘While maintaining
a continuo for the theme, I’ve indulged in some compositional
extravagance—’ He broke off, adding diacritics to the structure. Then he stood back to assess what he’d written, as if
for a moment he’d forgotten that the rest of the class was
there. Léo frowned. Carfax’s game was absurd, grotesque,
completely unlike his usual style: and yet he was surveying
it as if it was the best thing he’d ever done.
‘Now – following the classic structure, I introduce the
mathematical proposition – a combination of lyric poetry and
an allusion to the philosophical tension between integers and
the looming infinite.’
Léo couldn’t concentrate on what Carfax was saying. He
stared at the elaboration of the musical theme on the blackboard. It was familiar, somehow. Not that he had ever seen
it before – he would have remembered that – but the style,
the shape . . . His own game had been called the New World
– had there been something about potatoes? Maybe he’d read
something similar, when he was doing his research. It seemed
unlikely, but he couldn’t deny the twist of recognition in his
gut.
‘One potato,’ Carfax said, ‘two potato, three potato, four
– five potato, six potato, seven potato, more . . .’
This time everyone laughed. From his seat in the corner,
Magister Holt said, ‘Gentlemen . . .’
Léo narrowed his eyes. He ignored the joke. There was
something . . . It was a standard structure, the sort of development he used himself – so what was it . . .? He leant
forward, wrestling with a complex knot of notation, and
caught sight of Emile glancing at him. There was something
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in his expression that Léo couldn’t read. He mouthed,
‘What?’
Emile shook his head and turned back to face the front
of the room. After a moment he sent another curious look
over his shoulder. Felix and Jacob were nudging each other,
and almost everyone was smirking. Carfax said, ‘. . . as
demonstrated here, in the transition,’ and another wave of
mirth broke over the room. Léo rolled his eyes and slumped
in his chair, folding his arms. He wasn’t going to laugh; he
wasn’t impressed. He kept his eyes half-closed, staring at
Carfax with deliberate blankness. Carfax held his gaze, and
smiled. Léo raised an eyebrow and let his eyes drift past
Carfax, back to the blackboard, trying to show his contempt
in his expression.
He felt his face go slack, as he realised.
It was his own game.
No, not his game. But close enough. With his habits, his
structure, his style – all of them skewed, caricatured but
recognisable, the whole thing a vicious parody of his New
World. A high piercing note rang in his ears. He shut his eyes.
When he opened them again the game was still there, still
monstrous, still sickeningly familiar. Was he imagining it?
No. It had the same architecture as the New World – as all
his games, for God’s sake – and every detail was as precise
as a needle-prick. He jerked in his seat, mastering the impulse
to twist round to check if anyone was watching him; if they
were, he couldn’t let them see his face . . . He clenched his
jaw. The singing in his ears intensified, drowning out Carfax’s
voice.
He sat very still. There was nothing he could do but try
not to attract attention. Perhaps no one else had realised –
please, let no one else have realised . . . Had Emile’s look
been pity? Waves of heat went over him. Sweat crawled
down his scalp and soaked into his collar. There was a piercing

THE BETRAYALS

65

pain in the base of his thumb; he looked down and saw that
he’d driven the grimy pen-nib into the flesh, so deep he’d
drawn blood. He spread his hands flat on the desk and looked
down at them, and after a while a bubble of red oozed out
from under his palm. Carfax’s voice came and went in his
ears while the class murmured and chuckled. He told himself
that they didn’t know, they weren’t laughing at him; but they
were, whether they knew it or not.
The class fell silent. He looked up, in spite of himself. Carfax
had finished. He held Léo’s gaze, a long level look of victory.
No one moved or spoke; they might have been the only two
people in the room. Then, although Carfax hadn’t performed
a whole game, he gave the low, graceful bow of fermeture.
The class applauded. It was only for a second or two –
stifled quickly, amid laughter, when Magister Holt raised his
hand to cut them off – but there was appreciation in the
sound, even a whistle from Dupont. Léo heard it in his bones
like thunder: applause, when even the best games at
Montverre ended in silence. Carfax put his hand on his heart,
like an actor. ‘Thank you, gentlemen,’ he said.
Magister Holt stood up. ‘Thank you, Mr de Courcy,’ he
said. ‘I think I will discuss this game with you privately after
class. Please sit down.’ He walked to the dais and consulted
his list. He ignored the mutter of confusion. ‘Mr Matthieu, I
believe . . .’
Carfax bent his head, collected his notes and went to his
desk. There was a flush on his face, and a hint of a private,
triumphant smile. His hands had been steady all the way
through his presentation, but Léo saw them tremble as he
drew up his chair and sat down. Someone leant across and
said, ‘That was brilliant,’ but Carfax seemed not to hear.
Léo sat through the rest of the lesson without moving. The
furious heat of humiliation burnt through his body, leaving
a dull inertia; he said nothing about Matthieu’s game, even
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though he could see quite clearly what was wrong with it.
It didn’t matter, when the thought of his own games made
him feel sick. If only Carfax hadn’t got it right . . . After a
long time he looked up to see Felix standing over him, and
the classroom half empty. ‘Come on, Martin, I’m starving.
Poor old Matthieu, what an act to follow. Who would’ve
thought Carfax had a sense of humour? Amazing. Magister
Holt didn’t look too pleased, though, did he?’ Felix peered
into his face. ‘Are you all right? You look like you’re going
to throw up.’
‘Fine,’ Léo said. ‘I’m fine.’ At least Felix hadn’t spotted it;
but then, Felix was never the sharpest observer in the room.
‘I don’t know why he didn’t let us discuss it. I’ve never
seen a comic game, it was fantastic. We could’ve had some
real arguments about that – you know, the place of laughter
in worship, the – who was it, who said laughter is what
distinguishes men from beasts? Was it Socrates?’
‘Aristotle.’ Léo got to his feet. ‘He said we laugh at people
we feel superior to.’ He pushed past Felix and out of the classroom. He wove through the current of people in the corridor
until he reached the bottleneck at the top of the stairs; then
he had to slow down, resisting the urge to shove. The group
in front of him were laughing. Behind him, Felix was saying
something, but he didn’t look back.
‘Hey – Martin – where are you going?’
He turned aside, ducked into the lavatories and stumbled
into a cubicle. He had time to slam the door and slide the
bolt across. Then he vomited.
He raises his head, blinking away the memory. It was a long
time ago. It’s absurd that he still remembers the taste of bile
and the splash of freezing water on his face. And the way
he strode into the refectory a few minutes before the end of
lunch, glanced at the smouldering damp fire in the hearth
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and said, ‘Hey, de Courcy, can’t you find a couple of books
to throw on that?’ He grimaces, and somehow the grimace
turns into a long shuddering exhalation, not quite a laugh.
It’s loud in the moonlit classroom, and it brings him back to
himself. He rubs his thumb over the L on the desk. He doesn’t
know if he wants to erase it or finish his name. It doesn’t
matter now; he can’t do either.
For days afterwards he dreamt of killing Carfax. He found
the idea coming back to him again and again: some silent
poison, or – no – a pillow held over Carfax’s face. There
would be pleading, then a spasm of terror, a final gasp – or
maybe flailing hands, if the pillow made gasping impossible
– and then Léo would walk out, shut Carfax’s door gently
behind him and stand in the corridor brushing non-existent
dust off his sleeves, smiling to himself. It was easy to imagine:
so childish, so like the villain of a melodrama, so satisfying.
No retribution, no guilt: only that orgasmic moment of power,
and then he could walk away. It comes back to him now so
vividly it sends a shiver down his spine, as if it really happened.
Abruptly he stands up, stumbles to the dais, and turns back
to face the rows of empty desks. Carfax’s desk was the other
side of the room, next to the aisle. He looks at it now: or
rather, at the emptiness where Carfax would be. How many
times did he stand here, meeting Carfax’s eyes? And hating,
wishing him dead?
He jabs his thumbnail into the base of his thumb, where
there’s still a tiny scar. It was stupid of him to come up here,
especially when he hasn’t slept. He has to pull himself
together. If he goes on like this he’ll have a nervous breakdown. Carfax is long gone; there’s nothing to be gained in
thinking about him.
He goes out into the corridor. He’s clumsy when he picks
the lamp up and he nearly drops it. He fumbles, steadies it
and puts it back carefully on the windowsill; then immediately
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has to bend over, trembling, trying to get the breath back
into his lungs. What’s happening to him? If he wanted to
burn himself alive . . .
‘Who’s there?’
He jolts upright. There’s a slim figure at the end of the
corridor. ‘It’s me – Léo Martin.’
‘Martin? What on earth are you doing up here?’
His vision steadies. White gown, bare head, a rope of dark
hair falling over one shoulder. Magister Dryden – of course
– with her plain square face, the narrow shoulders and hips
. . . Of all the people in the school, the one he least wants
to see him like this. She’s not wearing those thick bottle-glass
spectacles, and it makes her look quite different; in the
jumping, treacherous lamplight he almost thought—
He shrugs. ‘I couldn’t sleep.’
She doesn’t reply. A wave of intense fatigue goes through
him. He could be at home now, in bed with Chryseïs; if he
was lonely he could pull her into his arms, bury his face in
the space at the base of her neck while she muttered and
went back to sleep. Instead he’s in a chilly stone corridor,
staring at this plain lanky woman who thinks she owns the
place. ‘I’m sorry,’ he says, too weary to defend himself. ‘I’ll
go back to my rooms.’ He picks up the lamp with both
hands.
‘Were you meeting someone?’
‘What?’ It takes him a second to understand, and then he
can’t believe what she’s suggesting. ‘No. Of course not. There’s
nothing up here but the classrooms.’
She crosses her arms over her chest. ‘So? What are you
doing here, then?’
‘I – I was – it’s been a long time, I wanted to see if . . .’
He shakes his head. ‘Look, what’s the problem? I haven’t
touched anything.’
‘You can’t wander about like this.’

THE BETRAYALS

69

‘Why not?’
She opens her mouth, but she doesn’t answer immediately.
She runs her plait through her hand, letting it whisper against
her skin. At last she says, ‘Has it changed?’
‘What?’
‘The school. Since you were here.’
‘I—’ He stares at her and she glances away. He’d never
met her before he came back here, and yet . . . No. He’s
never known anyone called Dryden. He’s so tired that his
brain is playing tricks on him. He tightens his grip on the
base of the lamp. ‘In some ways. Hardly any of the Magisters
are the same.’
‘There was an influenza epidemic here, a few years before
I was elected.’
‘Yes. I heard about that. A very bad business,’ he adds,
with a politician’s automatic gravity. Not that he cared much,
at the time: Montverre seemed so far away that the list of
deaths was no more than a number.
She twists the rope of her hair, pulling it forward so that
it lies across her cheek. In this light, her face could be anyone’s:
especially now, with her eyes turned away, her gaze searching
the window as if she can see beyond their reflections in the
glass. ‘What was it like?’ she says. ‘When you were here
before?’
‘It was—’ He stops. His head is spinning and his throat is
tight. He’s done enough remembering tonight. He shrugs.
‘Much the same as when you were here, I imagine.’
There’s a fractional pause; then she says, ‘What?’
‘No. I’m sorry.’ He turns aside, stuttering.
‘Sorry? What for?’ There’s a strange, warning note in her
voice.
‘I forgot I was talking to – that you didn’t come here – that
you’re a—’ What’s wrong with him? He’s blethering.
‘You’re sorry I’m a woman?’ She laughs, shortly.
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He opens his mouth, on the verge of saying, Yes, exactly.
It’s true; she shouldn’t be here at all, let alone Magister Ludi.
He can still remember the day she was elected, and the aide
who brought him the Beacon, grimacing as he put it down
on Léo’s desk. ‘What a balls-up,’ he’d said. ‘Goes to show
Montverre can’t be trusted to run its own affairs.’ When Léo
put down his pen and dragged the paper closer to read the
headline, the aide added, ‘At least we didn’t get a crosser or
a Commie. The Minister did something right. But honestly,
we should’ve stepped in before they got to that shortlist.
Blind submissions, give me strength! Everyone knows what
that’s supposed to mean. Next time . . .’ Léo stared at that
blurry photo, furious. How could they have let it happen?
Someone who hadn’t even studied at Montverre, chosen faute
de mieux, because the others were even more unelectable. He
could have thrown something.
But he doesn’t say so; partly because he’s too tired, and
partly because his own promotion came soon afterwards,
when the Minister for Culture stepped down. He takes a
breath. ‘It’s unusual, in the world of the grand jeu. How did
you even learn to play?’
‘My family. I lived with my cousins for a while, in England.
They were good players.’
‘They must have been.’ He smiles. ‘Do you ever wonder
what your games would be like if you’d been a man?’
‘No.’
He waits, but she doesn’t say anything else. ‘No,’ he says,
eventually. ‘Well. It’s a waste of time to speculate, I suppose.’
Something makes him glance at the door to the classroom, and
the rank of frosted windows. He can just make out the milky
pallor of moonlight on the other side. ‘I dare say it wouldn’t
have suited you here, anyway. It’s very competitive. A lot of
ambition, rivalry, and so on. Not a suitable place for a woman.
That is, I’m sure you do a very good job as Magister Ludi.’
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‘Good night, Mr Martin,’ she says, turning away. ‘Please
return to your rooms without waking anyone, won’t you?’
He watches her go. She doesn’t have a lamp, but she knows
her way. She brushes the wall with her fingertips as she turns
the corner towards the staircase. He catches himself thinking
that she’s doing it deliberately, to show that Montverre is
hers, and clenches his jaw. He shouldn’t let her get under
his skin – she’s only a woman, why should he care if she
loathes him? – but she’s not like any other woman he knows.
It’s as if she’s forgotten who she’s supposed to be; and he
can’t help being drawn into her world, where he’s not only
alien but inferior. Perhaps she would have fitted in as a
scholar, after all.
He leaves it a long time before he follows her down the
stairs and into the Magisters’ wing. There’s no sign of her.
He’s glad. He goes back to his rooms without pausing. The
clock strikes three as he walks along the corridor. When he
finally gets to his bedroom he’s too cold to undress. He crawls
under the blankets as he is, in shirt and trousers, and within
seconds he’s asleep.

