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Manoj Palwe knows that the most dangerous deceptions always 
happen inside a closed system. 
 
For over two decades, he has operated at the highest levels of global 
immigration law. As a Regulated Canadian Immigration Consultant 
(RCIC R422575), a CAPIC Fellow (R11592), and President of Taurus 
Infotek (Dreamvisas) in Canada and India, his career has been 
defined by reading the fine print, analyzing complex international 
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Behind this sharp analytical mind is a man raised on the 
masterpieces of suspense. As an avid, lifelong reader who spent 
decades devouring the works of Sidney Sheldon, Dick Francis, and 
Frederick Forsyth, Manoj became obsessed with the mechanics of 
the perfect plot twist. 
 
He paired this literary obsession with a boundless, high-energy love 
for the arena. A truly energetic sports enthusiast, Manoj has spent 
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almost every single sport featured in his universe—from tennis and 
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games firsthand. 
 
In his groundbreaking 12-book series, Clean Sport, Dirty Games, he 
fuses his professional mastery of institutional systems, his athletic 
background, and classic page-turning thriller structures. The result 
is a premium collection of technical, high-stakes suspense thrillers 
that expose the gritty reality behind the glamorous facade of elite 
sports. When Manoj writes a cliffhanger, he isn't just inventing 
fiction—he's writing from a lifetime of knowing exactly how the 
world, the game, and a great book work. 
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AUTHOR'S NOTE 

I have loved two things, all my life, in roughly the same way: the 

literature of suspense, and the oldest war game humanity ever agreed 

to play sitting down. 

Sidney Sheldon taught a generation of readers that a thriller could 

begin on any continent, in any quiet room, with any kind of woman 

— provided she was clever, observant, and underestimated by the 

men around her. Chess, of all games, suits this perfectly. It is played 

in silence, in public, under the most precise rules any sport possesses, 

and beneath that silence and those rules there is room — there has 

always been room — for a second and quieter game. 

These eleven stories place the one tradition inside the other. All 

eleven are set against the architecture of chess — Reykjavík, the 

servers of an online platform, Linares, Baku, a brownstone in 

Greenwich Village, Sousse, Stavanger, Kolkata, Zurich, 

Yekaterinburg, and Hastings. All eleven are entirely fiction. The 

players, the games, the tournaments, the federations, the crimes, are 

all imagined. 

What is not imagined is the recurring proposition. Chess gives us 

machinery no other game possesses: the sealed move, surrendered in 

an envelope and trusted to the dark; the adjournment; notation that 

can hide a cipher; the engine that plays beyond any human and the 

analyst who hunts it; the clock that keeps its own pitiless record. 

Every one of these is a place where a secret can live. And every one of 

these stories belongs to a woman positioned at the edge of the 

institution — the archivist, the analyst, the arbiter, the captain, the 

interpreter, the historian, the coach, the cryptographer — who 
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notices the one thing that does not belong, and decides what to do 

with it. 

I have come to believe that a conscience is the most chess-like thing 

a person owns. It is played in silence. It is governed by rules one 

mostly cannot see. And its hardest decisions are always, in the end, 

about a sealed move — a truth surrendered to the dark, to be opened 

only when it is right to open it. 

These are stories about the women who know when that is. 

A word, finally, on what is real and what is not. The events of these 

stories are inventions, but the soil they grow in is not. Chess history 

is full of true things stranger than any I could invent: games 

adjourned overnight with a move sealed in an envelope and trusted 

to a safe; whole careers built and broken in the defection-haunted 

decades when a player travelling abroad travelled with watchers; the 

long, slow arrival of women into rooms that had been built to keep 

them out; and now the engines, which see further than any of us and 

have made honesty itself a thing that must be detected. I have taken 

these real fixtures of the game — the sealed move, the adjournment, 

the watched grandmaster, the hidden champion, the machine in the 

room — and asked, in each case, the same question a suspense writer 

always asks: what if there were something inside it that was never 

meant to be found? Everything else I made up. The fixtures are real. 

The secrets are mine. 

I hope you enjoy them. 

— Manoj Palwe 

Pune, 2026 
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STORY 1 
 

THE REYKJAVÍK 
ANNOTATION 

 
The game had been analysed for fifty years. No one had read what 

was written in the margin. 
 
 ◆ 
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1 

The notebook arrived at the National Library of Iceland on a black 

December morning, in a box of effects left by a man who had been 

dead for three weeks, and Brynja Sigurðardóttir very nearly 

catalogued it without opening it. 

She was the library's chess archivist — a position that existed in 

Reykjavík and almost nowhere else on earth, because Reykjavík had 

hosted, half a century before, the most famous chess match ever 

played, and the city had never quite stopped being proud of it. 

Brynja's work was to preserve the documentary record of that match 

and of the Icelandic game more broadly: the score-sheets, the 

photographs, the arbiters' reports, the hotel bills, the small human 

residue of the summer when the whole world had watched two men 

push wood across sixty-four squares in a hall by the sea. 

The dead man had been Magnús Thorláksson. He had been ninety-

one. He had been, in 1972, a junior arbiter at the match — one of the 

young men who had carried messages, reset clocks, and stood silent 

guard over the most scrutinised chessboard in history. 

His effects were the ordinary effects of a long and modest life. And at 

the bottom of the box was a notebook, bound in cracked black 

oilcloth, in which Magnús Thorláksson had kept, in his own hand, in 

pencil, the moves of every game of the 1972 match, annotated as he 

watched them played. 

Brynja almost did not open it, because the games of the 1972 match 

were the most thoroughly documented games in the history of chess, 

analysed move by move in a thousand books, and one more amateur's 

score-sheet could add nothing. 
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She opened it because it was her work to open things. 

And on the page recording the adjournment of the sixth game, in the 

margin, in pencil, in a hand that was not Magnús Thorláksson's, was 

a single line of annotation that should not have existed. 

2 

Brynja Sigurðardóttir was forty-four. She had a doctorate in archival 

science and a second, abandoned career as a competitive chess player 

— she had been, at nineteen, the strongest woman player in Iceland, 

and had then, with great deliberation, stopped, for reasons she 

explained to no one. She understood the game from the inside, which 

was rare among archivists, and it was this that made her, in the first 

thirty seconds, certain that the marginal line was wrong. 

The line was a chess move, written in the descriptive notation of the 

period. It annotated the position at the adjournment of the sixth 

game — the point at which play was suspended for the night and the 

player to move wrote his next move on a slip of paper, sealed it in an 

envelope, and surrendered it to the arbiters, so that neither player 

could gain an advantage by analysing overnight while knowing the 

other's intention. 

The sealed move of the sixth game was a matter of historical record. 

It was known. It had been played the following day in front of the 

world. 

The move written in the margin of Magnús Thorláksson's notebook 

was a different move. 
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And beneath it, in the same unknown hand, were three words in 

Icelandic that turned Brynja Sigurðardóttir cold in the warm reading 

room: Hann breytti því. He changed it. 

3 

She did the careful thing first. She established that the notebook was 

genuine — the paper, the pencil, the binding all consistent with 1972, 

the provenance unbroken from Magnús Thorláksson's own hand to 

the box on her desk. She established that the main body of the 

annotations was indeed in Magnús's hand, matched against other 

documents of his she held in the archive. 

The marginal line was not in his hand. It was in a second hand, 

smaller, more controlled, and it appeared on only one page: the 

adjournment of the sixth game. 

She established, finally, the thing that mattered most and frightened 

her most. The sealed move of the sixth game — the move that had 

been played the following day, the move in every book — had been a 

quiet, strong, positional move that had set up one of the most 

admired victories of the match. 

The move written in the margin was a different move entirely: a 

sharp, committal, tactical move that, when Brynja set up the position 

on her own board that night and analysed it with the cold competence 

of the player she had once been, lost. Not subtly. It lost a piece by 

force within six moves. 

If the marginal annotation was true — if the player had sealed the 

losing move, and someone had then changed it — then the sixth game 

of the most famous match in chess history had been decided not on 
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the board but in the envelope, overnight, by a hand that opened a 

sealed envelope it had no right to open. 

4 

There was, in Reykjavík, one person who could tell her whether such 

a thing was possible, and he was ninety-three years old. 

His name was Eðvarð Jónsson. He had been, in 1972, the chief 

arbiter's deputy — the man responsible, among other duties, for the 

custody of the sealed-move envelopes overnight. He lived now in a 

care home in Hafnarfjörður, with a window facing the lava fields, and 

he received Brynja with the wary courtesy of a very old man who had 

been waiting, without knowing it, for a particular visitor. 

She showed him the notebook. She showed him the margin. 

He read it with a magnifying glass, slowly, and when he had finished 

he set the glass down and looked out the window at the lava fields for 

a long time. 

“I knew Magnús kept a notebook,” he said at last. “I did not know he 

had let someone write in it.” He turned to her. “You understand what 

you are holding, doctor.” 

“I think I do.” 

“Then I will tell you the thing I have not told anyone in fifty-three 

years,” Eðvarð Jónsson said. “And you will decide what to do with it, 

because I am too old to decide anything, and I am tired of being the 

only living person who knows.” 
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5 

“On the night of the sixth game's adjournment,” the old man said, 

“the sealed envelope was placed, as always, in the safe of the playing 

hall, and I held one of the two keys. In the night, I was woken at the 

hotel by a telephone call. A man I will not name — a man attached to 

one of the two delegations, a man whose government had a very great 

deal invested in the outcome of that match — asked me to come to 

the hall. He said there was a problem with the clocks. There was no 

problem with the clocks. When I arrived, he was at the safe. He had 

the chief arbiter's key. I never learned how. He asked me for mine.” 

Eðvarð Jónsson's old hands were steady. 

“I was thirty-nine years old. I had a wife and three children and a 

position I had worked twenty years for. The man explained to me, 

very calmly, that the envelope would be opened, the sealed move 

read, and — if it were the move he feared — replaced with a slip in the 

player's own hand bearing a different move. He explained that this 

was a matter of national importance that I could not understand and 

should not try to. He explained what would happen to my position, 

and my family, if I refused, and what would be provided to them if I 

agreed.” 

“I gave him my key.” 

He looked at Brynja. 

“The envelope was opened. The sealed move was the losing move — 

the move in your margin. The man had a slip ready, in a forgery of 

the player's hand so good that I could not have told it from the real 

one, bearing the winning move. He made the substitution. He 

resealed the envelope with the match's own wax and seal, which he 
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also, somehow, had. And the next day the player came to the board, 

opened his own envelope, and found inside it a move he had not 

sealed — a far better move than the one he had sealed — and he 

played it, and he won, and he never said a word, because what could 

he say? That his own sealed move had been improved overnight by 

an invisible hand? Who would believe him? He would sound mad. So 

he played the move, and won the game, and won the match, and 

carried that envelope's secret to his grave, as did I, until this 

morning.” 

6 

Brynja Sigurðardóttir sat with that for a long moment. 

“And Magnús,” she said. “Magnús's notebook. The second hand in 

the margin. Who wrote it?” 

“I did,” Eðvarð Jónsson said. “Three weeks ago. When I heard 

Magnús was dying, I went to see him, one last time, two old men from 

that summer. He showed me the notebook — he had kept it fifty 

years, his own record of every game. And I saw, on the page of the 

sixth game, that he had written the sealed move as the move that was 

played. The winning move. The substituted move. Magnús had 

recorded the lie, in good faith, because the lie was all anyone had ever 

known.” 

The old man's voice did not break, but it came from somewhere deep. 

“I could not let Magnús die holding the false record. He was the most 

honest man I ever knew, and he had spent fifty years innocently 

preserving a falsehood, and I was the one who had made it false. So I 

told him. There, at his bedside. I told him everything I have just told 



THE ENDGAME 
Eleven Stories of Chess 

 

© 2026 Manoj Palwe                                        16 | P a g e  
 

you. And he asked me — his hands could barely hold the pencil — he 

asked me to write the true move in the margin, in my own hand, and 

the three words, so that the notebook would carry both: the lie that 

the world believed, and the truth beneath it. He said an archive 

should never hold only the lie. He said someone, someday, would 

open the box.” 

Eðvarð Jónsson looked at her. 

“You opened the box, doctor.” 

7 

The pressure found her before she had decided anything. 

It came first as a telephone call, two days after Eðvarð Jónsson's 

testimony, from a journalist at one of the international chess 

magazines who had heard — Reykjavík was a small city, and a ninety-

three-year-old man telling a secret does not stay quiet — that the 

National Library had acquired a notebook from the 1972 match with 

something unusual in it. The journalist was polite, and relentless, and 

made clear that the story would run with or without Brynja's 

cooperation, and that her cooperation would be remembered kindly. 

It came second, the following morning, in person. A grandmaster — 

a real one, a former world-championship contender, a man whose 

face Brynja had seen on the cover of books since she was a girl 

learning the game — flew into Keflavík and appeared at the library 

reading room without an appointment, and asked, with the easy 

authority of a man accustomed to rooms rearranging themselves 

around him, to be shown the notebook. He was writing a history of 

the 1972 match. He had heard there was new material. He 
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understood, of course, that the archivist would want to be helpful to 

the definitive account. 

Brynja sat across the reading-room table from a man she had idolised 

at twelve, and felt the full weight of what she held, and understood 

that this was the moment the decision would actually be made — not 

alone in the wind off the bay, but here, with a famous man's expectant 

face six feet away and a journalist's deadline ticking. 

She told the grandmaster, courteously, that the notebook was still 

being catalogued and was not yet available for research. It was true. 

It was also the smallest and hardest sentence she had ever spoken, 

because every part of her training and her girlhood wanted to slide 

the notebook across the table to him and be thanked. 

He did not take it well. He explained, with the same easy authority, 

what it would mean for a junior archivist in a small national library 

to be known as the person who had obstructed the definitive history 

of her own country's greatest sporting moment. He was not unkind. 

He did not need to be. The threat was simply true: she could be made 

small for this. 

She walked him to the door anyway. 

8 

Brynja Sigurðardóttir walked out into the black December afternoon, 

the notebook in her bag, and stood for a while in the wind off the bay, 

thinking. 

She understood the magnitude of what she held — and, after the 

grandmaster, the magnitude of what releasing it would actually do, 

not in the abstract but now, this year. The 1972 match was not only 
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history in Iceland; it was the foundation of an entire culture. The 

whole of the country's chess infrastructure — the federation, the 

schools programs, the sponsors who funded junior players, the 

annual tournament that drew the world to Reykjavík and filled the 

hotels in the dark months — rested on a single story the nation told 

about itself: that the most famous game ever played had been played 

here, cleanly, beautifully, fairly. National pride was a real economy. 

The sponsors' logos were on real children's tournament shirts. 

To reveal that the central game's central move had been forged in the 

dark would not merely asterisk a champion. It would pull a thread 

that ran through fifty years of a small country's idea of itself, in a year 

when that idea was paying for actual things. 

The sixth game of the 1972 match was one of the most beloved games 

in the history of chess — taught to children, analysed in textbooks, 

held up for half a century as a model of positional artistry. And the 

move on which its beauty turned had been placed in the envelope not 

by the player but by a forger working for a frightened government in 

the dark. 

She could publish it. She had the notebook, the provenance, Eðvarð 

Jónsson's testimony — a ninety-three-year-old eyewitness, the last 

living arbiter, willing at last to speak. It would be the chess story of 

the century. It would rewrite the history of the most famous match 

ever played. It would make her name. 

It would also destroy the reputation, posthumously, of a player who 

had done nothing wrong — who had opened his own envelope, found 

a move he had not sealed, and played it, having no way on earth to 

know it had been changed. The lie had been done to him, not by him. 

He had been the victim of the substitution, not its author. And yet his 

most famous victory would forever be asterisked, his artistry 
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reattributed to an anonymous forger, his name dragged into a fraud 

he had never known was committed on his behalf. 

That was the trap of it. The truth would punish the only innocent man 

in the story. 

9 

She found the third way over many days, and it was the way of her 

own profession, which she had perhaps undervalued until then. 

She did not publish a sensational exposé. She did what an archivist 

does. She catalogued the notebook — accurately, completely, with full 

scholarly description of both hands, the main annotation and the 

marginal one, and a transcription of Eðvarð Jónsson's testimony, 

taken formally, recorded, and witnessed, before the old man died, 

which he did, peacefully, that winter, having finally set the secret 

down. 

And then she placed the whole of it into the archive under a scholarly 

embargo — sealed, in the way her profession seals things, for a 

defined term, with the materials preserved in perfect condition and 

the truth recorded in full, to be opened to researchers at the end of 

the term, when every person named in it, and every person who had 

loved the famous game as a thing of pure beauty, was gone. 

She did not suppress the truth. She did not hide it. She preserved it, 

exactly, and she controlled the moment of its arrival — so that it 

would arrive not as a weapon to wound a dead innocent and a living 

legend, but as history, in its proper time, to readers who could receive 

it as history. 
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She sealed the move, in other words. The way it should have been 

sealed in 1972. And she was the one arbiter, across fifty-three years, 

who could be trusted not to open the envelope early. 

10 

She kept, on her desk in the National Library, a small thing: a 

photograph of the sixth game's adjourned position, the position 

before the sealed move, set up on a board, printed and framed. 

Visitors who knew the game recognised it — the famous sixth game, 

the beautiful one. They admired it. They said what everyone said 

about it. 

Brynja Sigurðardóttir let them. She had learned, in her abandoned 

first career, that there is a kind of strength in not playing the move 

you can see — in holding a winning combination on the board and 

choosing, for reasons larger than the game, not to release it. She had 

stopped playing chess at nineteen, she had never told anyone why, 

and the why was this: she had once, in a junior championship, been 

offered a way to win that was not honest, and had taken it, and had 

won, and had been unable, ever after, to sit at a board without feeling 

the weight of that envelope she had opened in herself. 

She had spent twenty-five years learning to seal it again. 

Now she sat, every working day, across from the framed photograph 

of the most beautiful game ever played, and the secret beneath it, and 

she kept them both — the lie the world loved and the truth she had 

sealed — in the same quiet room, in the same careful hands, the way 

an archive is meant to keep everything. 

An archive, she had told the old man, should never hold only the lie. 
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It should hold the truth too. It should simply know when to let it out. 

 ◆  ◆  ◆ 
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STORY 2 
 

THE ENGINE ROOM 

 
The teenager played like a god for nine moves a game. The analyst 

found the nine moves. 
 
 ◆ 
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1 

The accusation arrived in Noor Hassan's queue like all the others — 

flagged by the platform's automated system, stamped with a 

confidence score, waiting for a human to confirm or clear it — and 

she would have processed it in the usual four minutes if the pattern 

had not been so strange that it made her put down her coffee. 

Noor Hassan was thirty-three. She was the senior fair-play analyst 

for the largest online chess platform in the world, which meant she 

spent her working life doing a single thing extraordinarily well: 

determining, from the moves alone, whether a human being had 

played a game of chess with secret help from a computer engine. It 

was the defining crime of the modern game. An engine running on 

any phone could play far beyond the strength of any living 

grandmaster, and a cheater who fed his opponent's moves into one 

and played the engine's replies could defeat the world champion. The 

platform caught thousands a month. Noor caught the ones the 

machines could not. 

She caught them, that quarter, against a number. The platform 

measured its analysts the way platforms measure everyone now: 

cases cleared per day, median handling time, a dashboard that turned 

red if a queue grew stale. Her team lead, a kind and harried man 

named Devon, sent a cheerful weekly note reminding everyone that 

the target was a case every four minutes, that the backlog was the 

company's single worst metric, and that thoroughness was wonderful 

but throughput was the job. Noor was good at the number. She had 

to be; the number was watched. 

The flagged account belonged to a fifteen-year-old playing under a 

handle that meant nothing. The automated system had flagged it with 
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a high confidence score for engine use. That was ordinary; teenagers 

cheated constantly. 

What was not ordinary was the shape of the cheating. 

Most engine cheats play too well, too consistently — every move the 

machine's first choice, an inhuman accuracy sustained across the 

whole game. This account did not. It played like a strong, flawed, 

human teenager for most of every game — good moves, human 

moves, the occasional real mistake. And then, in each game, in 

exactly the position where the game was decided, it played a sequence 

of about nine moves of perfect, superhuman, engine-precise chess, 

and then went back to being a flawed human teenager again. 

Nine moves. Always about nine. Always at the decisive moment. Noor 

had never seen anything like it. 

2 

She pulled the account's entire history — four hundred games over 

eight months — and ran it through the platform's analysis suite, and 

then through her own, which was better. 

The pattern held across all four hundred games. A human player, 

genuinely talented, genuinely improving, somewhere around the 

strength of a strong club player — wrapped around a hard kernel of 

nine perfect engine moves per decisive game. 

It made no sense as cheating. A cheater who had engine access in the 

critical position had engine access in every position; there was no 

reason to play the rest of the game honestly. To cheat for only nine 

moves, and only at the decisive moment, and to play real, fallible, 



THE ENDGAME 
Eleven Stories of Chess 

 

© 2026 Manoj Palwe                                        25 | P a g e  
 

human chess the rest of the time, was to do something far stranger 

and far more disciplined than ordinary cheating. 

It was to use the engine as little as possible. To touch it only when it 

could not be done without. To ration it. 

And rationing, Noor thought, was not the behaviour of a cheater. It 

was the behaviour of someone who hated the cheating and was doing 

the minimum the situation required. 

Which meant the situation was requiring it. 

Which meant someone was making a fifteen-year-old cheat at chess 

against their will, nine moves at a time. 

3 

Noor Hassan's job was to confirm the engine use and close the 

account. The pattern was unmistakable; the confidence was total; the 

correct action was a ban. That was the entire scope of her role. The 

platform did not employ her to wonder why a child cheated. It 

employed her to catch that a child cheated. 

She wondered why anyway. 

Wondering was expensive. The case had been open ninety seconds 

and the correct action was already obvious; every minute she now 

spent was a minute her queue grew, her median handling time 

slipped, and Devon's dashboard edged toward red. The disciplined 

thing, the rewarded thing, was to confirm the engine use, close the 

account, and take the next case. She could feel the pull of the four-

minute number like a current under the desk. She set her coffee down 

and let the queue grow. 
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She looked harder at the four hundred games — not at the cheating 

now, but at the player. And the player, beneath the imposed kernel of 

engine moves, told a story. The human chess was getting better, 

month by month, in the specific way that a real talent gets better 

when it is studying hard and playing constantly. This was a child who 

genuinely loved the game, who was genuinely good at it, who was 

genuinely working. And who was being forced, in the decisive 

moment of game after game, to betray the thing they loved. 

She looked at what the account was playing for. And there it was: the 

account was grinding, relentlessly, through the qualifying ladder of a 

large online tournament — a tournament with a substantial cash 

prize and, more importantly, a sponsored path to an over-the-board 

international event, travel and entry paid, for the winner of the youth 

section. 

Someone wanted this child to win that path. Someone needed it badly 

enough to force the cheating, and feared exposure enough to ration it 

to nine moves a game. 

Noor Hassan thought about a fifteen-year-old, somewhere in the 

world, who loved chess, and who was being made to poison it, and 

who was playing real, improving, human chess in every position 

where they were allowed to, as if holding on to the part of the game 

that was still theirs. 

She did not close the account. 

Not yet. 
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4 

She did something that was not in her job description and that she 

would have to justify later, and she did it carefully. 

She sent the account a message through the platform's official fair-

play channel — not an accusation, not a ban notice, but the standard 

pre-action notice the platform sent when an account was under 

review: a notice that said, in neutral language, that the account's 

recent games were being examined for fair-play compliance, that the 

account holder had the right to respond, and that any relevant 

circumstances would be considered. 

It was a real notice. It was procedurally proper. But Noor wrote the 

optional free-text field herself, which analysts almost never did, and 

what she wrote was not standard. 

She wrote: We have analysed all four hundred of your games. We can 

see the nine moves. We can also see the other nine thousand moves 

— the ones that are yours. Those are very good, and they are getting 

better, and they are real. If someone is making you play the nine, you 

can tell us. You will not lose the nine thousand. — A human being, 

not a machine, is reading this. 

Then she waited. 

5 

Eleven time zones away, in a cold flat above a shuttered shop, the girl 

read the message four times before she let herself believe a person 

had written it. 
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She was fifteen. She had been answering the platform's automated 

notices for months — the cold grey boxes that threatened bans and 

demanded the account holder cease any violation of fair-play policy 

— and she had learned to fear them the way she feared everything 

now, silently, without showing it on her face, because her uncle 

watched her face. The notices were machines talking to machines. 

She was the thing in between, the hands that moved the pieces the 

machine on her uncle's phone told her to move, nine at a time, in the 

moment of every game when he leaned close and she could smell the 

cigarettes and the decision was taken out of her. 

This notice was different. It had a paragraph at the bottom that no 

machine would write. It said the analyst could see the nine moves — 

of course; she had always known someone might — but it said 

something else, something that made her put her hand over her 

mouth in the cold flat so her uncle in the next room would not hear. 

It said they could see the other nine thousand. It said those were hers, 

and they were good, and they were getting better, and they were real. 

No one had said anything was hers in a year. No one had said 

anything she did was good. She had told herself, in the long hours 

when her uncle let her practise alone because a stronger player won 

more, that the real games were a private country he could not enter 

— that whatever he made her do in the nine moves, the rest of the 

board was still her own. She had not known anyone could see it. She 

had not known anyone was on the other side of the grey boxes at all. 

If someone is making you play the nine, the message said, you can 

tell us. You will not lose the nine thousand. A human being, not a 

machine, is reading this. 

She sat on the cold floor for a long time, the phone hidden in her lap, 

listening to her uncle's television through the wall. Then, when she 
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was sure he had fallen asleep in his chair as he did every night, she 

began, very carefully, in the formal English she had taught herself 

from chess videos, to type. 

6 

The reply came eleven hours later, in the middle of Noor's night, and 

she read it in bed on her phone. 

It was long, and it was in the slightly formal English of someone for 

whom it was a second or third language, and it was from a fifteen-

year-old girl in a country Noor would not name even in her own 

report, where the girl lived with an uncle who had become her 

guardian after her parents died, and who had discovered that the 

niece he regarded as a burden had one marketable asset: a talent for 

chess. 

The uncle did not understand chess. But he understood that there 

was prize money, and a sponsored trip abroad, and that a girl who 

won the youth path could be sent to the over-the-board event, where 

— the uncle had arranged, the girl had only slowly understood — she 

would not return. The trip was the thing. The trip was a way out of 

the country for a fifteen-year-old girl, arranged by an uncle who 

intended to deliver her, abroad, to people who paid for such 

deliveries. 

The uncle ran the engine. He sat beside her in the decisive moments 

and made her play the moves it gave, nine at a time, enough to win, 

not enough — he believed — to be caught. He had taught himself just 

enough about cheating detection to ration it. The rest of the time he 

left her alone, and in the rest of the time she played her own chess, 
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real chess, the chess she loved, because it was the only thing that was 

hers. 

She had not told anyone, because there was no one to tell, and 

because she did not believe anyone was on the other side of the 

screen. 

Noor Hassan's message had been the first evidence in eight months 

that there was. 

7 

Noor did not handle it alone, because it had stopped being a chess 

problem the moment she read the word deliver. 

She took it, that night, to the platform's head of trust and safety — 

waking him, which fair-play analysts did not do — and laid it out: the 

games, the pattern, the message, the reply, the trip, the uncle, the 

thing the trip was for. The platform was a large company with lawyers 

and protocols and, crucially, established relationships with the 

international organisations that handled exactly this kind of thing, 

because a global platform with hundreds of millions of users learns, 

eventually, that some of what crosses its servers is not about the 

product at all. 

The machinery moved faster than Noor had dared hope. The girl's 

location was established from the account data the platform lawfully 

held. The relevant authorities — international, then national, then 

local, in a chain Noor never saw the whole of — were engaged. The 

sponsored trip, which was real, and which the uncle had been 

counting on, became the instrument of his undoing: it had created a 

paper trail, bookings, correspondence, a documented intent to move 
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a minor across borders, and that trail led investigators exactly where 

they needed to go. 

The uncle was arrested before the trip. The people he had intended 

to deliver the girl to were, in time, of interest to investigators in three 

countries. 

And the girl — fifteen, orphaned, talented, who had played real chess 

in every position she was allowed to as a way of holding on to herself 

— was taken into the care of people whose job was to care, and not to 

sell. 

8 

The account was, in the end, closed. It had to be; the games had been 

corrupted by engine use, and the integrity of the tournament 

required it, and Noor closed it herself, properly, with a full and honest 

report. The cheating had happened. The record had to say so. 

But Noor wrote the report the way Brynja Sigurðardóttir had once 

catalogued a notebook, though the two women would never meet and 

never know how alike they were: she recorded the truth completely, 

including the truth beneath the truth. The engine use, confirmed. The 

rationing pattern, documented. And the circumstances — the 

coercion, the guardian, the intent — set down in full, so that the 

record would never say only that a fifteen-year-old girl had cheated. 

It would say what had been done to her, and what she had done to 

survive it, which was to keep playing her own chess in the cracks. 

The platform, quietly, did one more thing, at Noor's request, that was 

in no protocol. It preserved the girl's nine thousand real moves — her 

genuine games, stripped of the corrupted ones — as a private archive, 
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and gave them to the people now caring for her, with a note that the 

girl might one day want them: the record of a real talent, real 

improvement, real chess, played by a real child, in the worst 

circumstances imaginable, as proof that the thing she loved had 

always, underneath, been hers. 

You will not lose the nine thousand, Noor had written. She had made 

sure of it. 

9 

Noor Hassan went back to her queue, where the next accusation 

waited, and the next, thousands a month, the endless tide of people 

cheating at a game for reasons that were almost always small and 

sometimes were not. 

She processed them in four minutes each, as she was paid to do. 

But she had changed one thing in her own practice, permanently, 

after the girl. When the pattern was strange — when the cheating had 

a shape she had not seen, a discipline, a rationing, a reluctance — she 

slowed down. She looked not only at the nine moves the machine had 

played but at the nine thousand the human had. Because the nine 

moves were the crime, and the platform paid her to catch the crime, 

but the nine thousand were the person, and she had decided, on a 

sleepless night, that an analyst who could see the person and chose 

to see only the crime was a kind of machine herself. 

She kept, as her screen background, a chess position — a quiet, 

unremarkable middlegame, nothing special, the kind of position a 

strong club player might reach. It was from one of the girl's real 

games, one of the nine thousand, a position the girl had played 
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entirely on her own, with no engine, no uncle, no fear, just a fifteen-

year-old who loved chess thinking hard about a position she found 

beautiful. 

It was not a famous position. It would never be in any book. 

It was just a human being, playing the game honestly, in the only 

moves that had ever truly been hers. 

Noor looked at it a hundred times a day, and it reminded her, every 

time, of the difference between catching a crime and seeing a person 

— and of the nine hours she had once waited, in the dark, for a child 

to believe that someone was reading. 

 ◆  ◆  ◆ 
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STORY 3 
 

THE LINARES 
ADJOURNMENT 

 
Her husband sealed his move in 1987 and died that night. She 

opened the envelope in 2026. 
 
 ◆ 
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1 

The envelope had been in the bank vault in Linares for thirty-nine 

years, and Pilar Otero had never once gone to look at it, because she 

had known, since the night her husband died, more or less what it 

contained, and she had not been able to bear it. 

She went now because she was seventy-one, and because the doctors 

had told her, gently, that the thing in her lungs would not wait much 

longer, and because there are envelopes a person cannot leave 

unopened when they go. 

Her husband had been Joaquín Otero. He had been, in 1987, a 

Spanish grandmaster of the second rank — strong enough to be 

invited to the great tournament that the small Andalusian town of 

Linares held every year, the tournament that drew the best players in 

the world to a place otherwise known only for its olive oil and its 

mining; not strong enough to win it. He had been, that year, having 

the tournament of his life. And in the eleventh round, against the 

tournament leader, he had reached an adjournment — the game 

suspended overnight, his move sealed in an envelope — in a position 

that, had he won it, would have been the greatest result of his career. 

He had sealed his move, surrendered the envelope to the arbiters, 

walked back to the hotel, and died that night, in his sleep, of a heart 

that had given no warning, at the age of forty-one. 

The game had been declared, by the rules of the time, a loss for the 

player who could not resume — for the dead man. The envelope, by a 

small mercy of the arbiters, had never been opened; there was no 

need, the game being forfeit. It had been returned, sealed, to his 

widow. 
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Pilar had put it in the bank vault and left it there for thirty-nine years. 

2 

Pilar Otero was seventy-one. She had been a schoolteacher in Linares 

her whole life, had married a chess player at twenty-three, had buried 

him at thirty-two, and had never remarried. She did not play chess. 

She had never understood it, not really, though she had loved a man 

who lived inside it. 

She took the envelope home from the bank and set it on the kitchen 

table and looked at it for a long time before she opened it. 

She had held it once before. The arbiters had brought it to her on the 

morning after — two grave Spanish men and a tall foreign one, 

standing in the doorway of the flat with their hats in their hands, the 

youngest of them unable to meet her eyes. They had explained, 

gently, in the careful language men use for widows, that under the 

rules the game was forfeit, that the envelope need never be opened, 

that they were returning it to her as a courtesy, as a keepsake of his 

last day at the board. She had been thirty-two. She had taken it from 

the foreign arbiter's hands the way one takes the folded flag from a 

coffin, not understanding yet that the weight in her arms was the rest 

of her life. She had not slept the night before, having been woken at 

dawn by the hotel telephone and a voice she did not know saying the 

word that ends a marriage. She had carried the envelope home in 

both hands, and put it in a drawer, and then, years later, in the vault, 

and she had never once, in thirty-nine years, broken its seal — 

because she had known, the way a wife knows, that whatever Joaquín 

had sealed on the last night of his life, he had sealed it instead of 
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telling her, and she had not been able to bear learning what she had 

not been told. 

Now, in the kitchen, she broke the seal. 

Inside was the sealed-move slip, in Joaquín's hand — a single chess 

move, written in the Spanish notation he used, that she could read as 

letters and numbers but not understand as chess. 

And inside, also, folded around the slip, which should not have been 

there, which the arbiters in 1987 could not have known was there 

because they had never opened the envelope, was a second sheet of 

paper. A letter. In Joaquín's hand. Addressed, in his hand, to her. 

Mi Pilar, it began. If you are reading this, then I did not come home, 

and you have at last opened the envelope, and I am sorry, my love, 

for what it will tell you. I sealed two things tonight. I sealed my move, 

which will win the game. And I sealed the truth, which I could not say 

to your face. 

3 

Pilar Otero put the letter down. She made herself a cup of coffee with 

hands that were not steady. She sat down again. She read on. 

The letter told her that for the three years before 1987, Joaquín Otero 

had been quietly paid — not a fortune, but enough, enough to matter 

to a second-rank grandmaster and a schoolteacher with a small flat 

and hopes of a larger one — to lose. Not every game. Specific games, 

in specific tournaments, to specific players, arranged by a man the 

letter named only as el olivarero, the olive man, who ran a betting 

operation out of Madrid that took wagers on chess results across 

Europe and who needed, occasionally, a result he could rely on. 
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Joaquín had done it for three years. He had told himself it was 

harmless — that he was a second-rank player who would have lost 

half those games anyway, that he was only making certain of what 

was likely, that no one was hurt. He had used the money to make 

Pilar's life a little easier, and she had never known where it came 

from, and he had let her not know. 

And then, in 1987, at Linares, in the tournament of his life, the olive 

man had come to him before the eleventh round and told him to lose 

the adjourned game — the game against the leader, the game that, if 

he won it, would be the triumph of his career — because a great deal 

of money in Madrid was riding on the leader, and the olive man 

needed the result. 

Joaquín had described the man only once in the letter, and the detail 

he chose told Pilar everything she had never wanted to know about 

the three years. The olive man did not threaten, the letter said. He 

had come to the hotel bar, ordered two small glasses of the cheap 

anise that the workers drank, set one in front of Joaquín, and talked, 

pleasantly, for ten minutes about Joaquín's wife — her name, the 

school where she taught, the bus she took home, the corner where the 

bus stopped, the time it stopped there. He had not said a single word 

that a policeman could have written down. He had simply 

demonstrated, over a glass of anise, the exact dimensions of what he 

knew, and then he had patted Joaquín's hand, once, the way an uncle 

pats a boy, and left the second glass untouched on the bar. That was 

the olive man. He bought results with anise and arithmetic, and the 

arithmetic was always the precise location of the thing you loved. 

Joaquín had sat at the board that day, the letter said, and played the 

best chess of his life, and reached an adjournment in a winning 
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position, and understood that he had come to the place where the two 

halves of his life could no longer both be kept. 

4 

The letter continued, and Pilar read it through her tears. 

I sealed the winning move, Pilar. Not the losing one. The olive man 

expects me to seal a move that loses, or to resume tomorrow and lose 

slowly so it looks natural. I have sealed the move that wins. When I 

play it tomorrow, I will win the game, and I will refuse the olive man, 

and I will tell the arbiters everything — the three years, the names, 

the arrangement — and I will accept whatever comes. I have written 

it all in a statement I have given to Father Ramón at the church, to be 

opened if anything happens to me. I am done, my love. I am buying 

my way out the only way I can, with the best move I have ever found. 

I am afraid tonight, Pilar. Not of the olive man. Of you. Of your face 

when you learn what I have been. That is why I seal this with the 

move and not say it to you. If I win tomorrow and live, I will burn this 

letter and tell you myself, and you will be angry and then you will 

forgive me, because that is who you are. And if I do not — if the fear 

in my chest tonight is what I think it might be — then you will read 

this, someday, and you will know that the last move I ever sealed was 

an honest one. Te amo. Joaquín. 

He had not lived. The fear in his chest had been what he thought it 

might be. He had died in his sleep before he could resume the game, 

before he could play the honest move in the light of day, before he 

could refuse the olive man to his face or tell the arbiters or burn the 

letter or tell her himself. 
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He had sealed the truth and the move together, and then he had died, 

and the game had been ruled a loss, and the envelope had gone 

unopened into a vault for thirty-nine years. 

5 

Pilar Otero sat at her kitchen table in Linares as the afternoon went 

dark around her, holding a letter from her dead husband, and faced 

the choice he had left her. 

She could burn it, as he had said he would have, had he lived. The 

olive man was surely long dead. The arrangement was thirty-nine 

years gone. Joaquín's name was a small footnote in the history of a 

tournament that had since hosted every great player alive; no one 

remembered the second-rank Spaniard who had died the night of his 

adjournment. To burn the letter was to let him be remembered, by 

the few who remembered him at all, as a tragic figure — the local 

grandmaster who died at the summit of his one great game. 

Or she could do what he had meant to do and could not. She could 

open the truth. She could give the letter, and the statement Father 

Ramón had surely kept — for the church kept things forever — to the 

people who recorded the history of the game, and let it be known that 

Joaquín Otero had spent three years losing for money, and had then, 

on the last night of his life, sealed a winning move and resolved to 

confess. 

The first way protected his memory with a lie. The second way 

honoured his last wish with a truth that would stain the three years 

before it. 
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She thought about it through the dark evening. And then she 

understood that her husband had already made the choice, thirty-

nine years before, and had been waiting all this time for her to ratify 

it. He had not sealed only the move. He had sealed the confession 

with it, deliberately, in the same envelope, so that if he died, the truth 

would not die — would wait, in the dark, for her to be ready. 

He had not wanted to be remembered with a lie. He had wanted to be 

remembered with the move. 

6 

She went to the church the next morning. Father Ramón was long 

dead, but the parish kept its records, and in the parish archive, in a 

box labelled with her husband's name in a priest's hand, was the 

statement Joaquín had given in 1987 — sealed, witnessed, untouched 

for thirty-nine years, exactly as the letter had said. 

Pilar Otero took the letter and the statement to the organisers of the 

tournament, who were, by now, the grandchildren in spirit of the men 

who had run it in 1987, and who received the seventy-one-year-old 

widow with the bewildered courtesy of people who did not at first 

understand what she was bringing them. 

Then they understood, and they were quiet for a long time. 

What Pilar asked of them was specific, and small, and exactly 

calibrated. She did not ask for a scandal. She did not ask that the 

three years be trumpeted. She asked one thing: that the eleventh-

round game of 1987, which the record showed as a loss by forfeit for 

Joaquín Otero, be examined. 
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Because the sealed move had never been played, the game had been 

ruled forfeit — a loss. But the sealed move existed. It was in the 

envelope, in Joaquín's hand. And if it could be shown that the sealed 

move won — that from the adjourned position, the move Joaquín had 

sealed led, by force, to a win — then the historical record could note 

the truth: that Joaquín Otero had sealed a winning move in the 

greatest game of his life, and had died before he could play it. 

She wanted the move recognised. The honest move. The last one. 

7 

The organisers gave the adjourned position, and the sealed move, to 

the strongest analysis available — which, in 2026, meant the same 

engines that had become the scourge of the game, turned now to a 

gentler purpose. 

The sealed move won. Decisively, beautifully, by force. From the 

adjourned position of the eleventh round of the 1987 Linares 

tournament, the move Joaquín Otero had written on a slip and sealed 

in an envelope on the last night of his life was not merely good. It was 

the kind of move that strong players find perhaps a handful of times 

in a career: a quiet, devastating, exact move that won a position most 

players would have thought merely better, not winning. 

It was the best move he had ever found. He had told her so in the 

letter, and the machine, thirty-nine years later, confirmed it. 

The tournament did the honourable thing, in the quiet Andalusian 

way. It did not stage a scandal about the three years; Pilar had not 

asked it to, and the men of the olive man's operation were dust. But 

it corrected the record of the eleventh-round game, with a historical 
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note that told the truth Pilar had chosen to tell: that Joaquín Otero 

had reached a winning adjournment, had sealed the winning move, 

and had died that night before play could resume. And it added, 

because Pilar had given them the letter and the statement and asked 

that the whole truth be kept even if not trumpeted, a fuller account, 

archived, for the historians of the game — so that the record would 

hold both the three years and the last move, the fall and the 

redemption, sealed together as Joaquín had sealed them. 

And it did one thing more, on its own, that Pilar had not asked for. 

The greatest game of the dead grandmaster's life — the adjourned 

position, the sealed winning move, the combination it led to — was 

published, properly annotated, under his name, as a real game, a 

beautiful one, a contribution to the art of the endgame that had lain 

in a vault for thirty-nine years. 

Joaquín Otero entered the literature of chess, at last, not as a footnote 

tragedy but as the author of a small masterpiece. 

8 

Pilar Otero did not live to see the next year's tournament. 

The thing in her lungs took her that autumn, peacefully, in the small 

flat she had shared with Joaquín, the flat the olive man's money had 

once made a little easier and that she had lived in, alone, for thirty-

nine years. 

She had, before she died, done the last thing. She had framed the 

sealed-move slip — the single move in Joaquín's hand, the best he 

had ever found — and hung it on the wall of the flat, beside their 
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wedding photograph. The two things she had of him: the marriage, 

and the move. 

She had not framed the letter. The letter was between them. She had 

read it perhaps a hundred times in her last months, and then she had 

given it to the parish, to be sealed again, in the box with the 

statement, for the historians, for later, for the proper time — the way 

Joaquín had sealed it, the way an honest thing waits in the dark until 

it is ready to be read. 

She had forgiven him. She had told him so, out loud, alone in the flat, 

to the framed slip on the wall, many times, in her last autumn. She 

had been angry, as he had predicted, and then she had forgiven him, 

as he had predicted, because that was who she was, and he had 

known her, even from inside the game she had never understood. 

The last move he ever sealed had been an honest one. He had wanted 

her to know that. 

She had known it for thirty-nine years. She had simply needed, at the 

end, to open the envelope and let him tell her himself. 

 ◆  ◆  ◆ 
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STORY 4 
 

THE BAKU CLOCK 

 
Her best player was losing on time on purpose. The captain had 

ninety seconds to understand why. 
 
 ◆ 
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1 

On the final day of the Chess Olympiad in Baku, with her team one 

match from a medal it had not won in forty years, Ediltrude Mensah 

watched her best player, on the top board, deliberately let her clock 

run down toward zero in a position that was completely winning, and 

understood that something was very wrong, and that she had about 

ninety seconds to work out what. 

Ediltrude Mensah was forty-nine. She was the captain of the women's 

national team of a small West African country that had never, in the 

history of the Olympiad, finished higher than the middle of the field, 

and that had arrived in Baku as a curiosity and was leaving, if the top 

board held, as a sensation. Three of her four players had already won 

their games. The match, and the bronze medal, and the greatest day 

in the history of her country's chess, rested on the top board, where 

her best player — a twenty-six-year-old named Akosua, the strongest 

player her country had ever produced — sat with a winning position 

and a dying clock. 

A captain, under the rules of the Olympiad, may not speak to her 

players during a game. She may not coach, may not signal, may not 

communicate anything about the position. She may only watch. 

And the hall made watching its own kind of torment. The final round 

of the Olympiad was the loudest silence in sport: two thousand 

players across five hundred boards, the great flags of a hundred and 

eighty nations hanging from the rafters, the click of clocks like rain 

on a tin roof, and around the top boards a dense ring of spectators, 

officials, and the long lenses of the world's chess media, their shutters 

firing in soft volleys every time a piece moved on a board that 

mattered. Her country's small contingent — a dozen people, a 
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borrowed flag, a federation president who had wept openly when the 

third board won — stood pressed against the rope barrier, filming on 

their phones, ready to send home the greatest moment in the nation's 

sporting history the instant it arrived. Ediltrude stood among ten 

thousand people and the cameras of the world, and she had never in 

her life felt so completely alone, because she was the only one of them 

who could see that the moment they were all waiting to film was not 

a victory arriving but a betrayal in progress, and she could not say a 

word. 

Ediltrude Mensah watched Akosua's clock fall through ninety 

seconds, and eighty, and seventy, in a position where a single obvious 

move would win, and Akosua not moving, her hands flat on the table, 

her eyes not on the board but on a point somewhere in the middle 

distance, and Ediltrude understood, with a captain's cold reading of 

her own player, that Akosua was not frozen by nerves. 

Akosua was choosing to lose. 

2 

Ediltrude let her eyes move, slowly, around the playing hall, the way 

she had learned to read a room in thirty years of being the only 

woman in most of the rooms she had been in. 

She found it on the third sweep. In the spectator gallery, behind the 

ropes, among the hundreds of faces, two men who were not watching 

the chess. They were watching Akosua. And one of them was holding 

a phone, low, against his chest, screen toward Akosua, and on the 

screen — Ediltrude could not see it, but she did not need to see it; she 

could see Akosua's face change when she glanced up at it — was 
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something that was making the strongest player her country had ever 

produced let a winning game run off her clock. 

Sixty seconds. 

Ediltrude Mensah did the arithmetic of the situation at the speed a 

captain learns to do arithmetic. She could not speak to Akosua. She 

could not signal. If she approached her own player, she would forfeit 

the game and the match and the medal. If she did nothing, Akosua 

would lose on time, and the medal would be gone, and whatever was 

on the phone would have won. 

But she could speak to the arbiter. And there was one thing, exactly 

one thing, that the captain was permitted to do that would stop the 

clock without touching her player. 

3 

She raised her hand and summoned the arbiter — a tall Georgian 

woman named Nino who had refereed the match all day — and she 

made, in a low fast voice, a formal complaint, which a captain is 

entitled to make at any time: that there was, in the spectator gallery, 

a person using an electronic device in a manner that appeared 

directed at the players, in violation of the Olympiad's anti-cheating 

and conduct regulations, and that she requested the arbiter 

investigate immediately. 

It was true. It was procedurally proper. And it had a consequence that 

Ediltrude had counted on and the two men in the gallery had not: 

under the regulations, when a captain lodges a formal complaint of 

this kind during play, the arbiter may stop the clocks while the 

complaint is investigated. 
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Nino stopped the clocks. 

Akosua's clock froze at forty-one seconds. 

And in the sudden suspension of the game, with security moving 

toward the gallery and the two men suddenly finding themselves the 

object of official attention, Ediltrude Mensah did the only coaching 

she was permitted to do, which was none at all — she simply looked 

at Akosua, across the hall, and held her gaze, and did not look away. 

Akosua looked back at her captain. And Ediltrude saw, in the younger 

woman's face, the thing she had hoped to see: not relief, not yet, but 

the flicker of a person who has just understood that she is not alone 

in the room. 

4 

What was on the phone, Ediltrude learned later, was a photograph of 

Akosua's younger sister. 

The sister was a student in a third country. The two men in the gallery 

worked for people to whom the sister had become indebted — a debt 

that was not the sister's doing, that traced to a guarantor and a 

scheme and a trap of the kind that is laid for young women far from 

home, and that had been called in, suddenly, that week, with Akosua 

named as the person who would pay it. The price was not money. The 

price was the match. A great deal had been wagered, through the 

channels such people use, against the small West African team that 

had become the surprise of the Olympiad. Akosua had been shown 

the photograph and told what would happen to her sister if her team 

won the medal. 
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She had not told her captain, because she had been told that to tell 

anyone was to forfeit her sister. She had decided, in the long minutes 

at the board, to lose the game herself, quietly, on time, so that it 

would look like nerves, so that no one would ever know, so that her 

sister would be safe and only Akosua herself would carry the cost of 

having thrown away the greatest day in her country's chess. 

She had reckoned with everything except a captain who could read a 

clock. 

5 

The complaint, once lodged, could not be unlodged, and the arbiter 

Nino was very good at her job. The two men in the gallery were 

detained for investigation of an electronic-device violation — a chess-

conduct matter, on its face, but one that gave the Olympiad's security, 

and then the Azerbaijani authorities, lawful cause to examine the 

men, their phones, and the contents thereof. 

The contents were a great deal more than a chess matter. The 

photograph, the threats, the messages coordinating the scheme, the 

connection to the people holding the sister's debt — all of it was on 

the devices the men had been so confident no one would look at, 

because they had counted, as such men always count, on the silence 

of the woman they were threatening. 

Ediltrude Mensah, the moment the clocks were stopped and her 

player's eyes had met hers, had done one more thing: she had 

requested, through Nino, to speak to Olympiad security herself, as 

captain, on a matter concerning the safety of a member of her 

delegation. And there, away from the board, she had told them 

everything she had deduced — the phone, the sister, the thrown game 
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— and asked them to act not only on the chess violation but on the 

threat behind it. 

The machinery of an international event with thousands of 

participants and a host nation's security apparatus moved, when it 

moved, with weight. The sister, in the third country, was reached by 

the relevant authorities within hours, before the people holding her 

debt understood that their leverage in Baku had collapsed. She was 

made safe. 

6 

The game resumed, hours later, after the investigation, with Akosua's 

clock at forty-one seconds and her position still completely winning. 

By the rules, it had to resume; a stopped clock is not an ended game. 

Akosua sat back down at the top board, in the hushed hall, with forty-

one seconds on her clock and the knowledge, now, that her sister was 

safe and the men were in custody and her captain had seen 

everything and understood everything and had not, in the seeing, 

thought one moment the less of her. 

She played the winning move. Then the next. Then the next. Forty-

one seconds was an eternity in a position that won itself; she needed 

only to push the pieces. Her opponent, a strong player from a strong 

chess nation, resigned in six moves. 

The small West African team had won its bronze medal — the greatest 

day in the history of its chess. 

Akosua did not celebrate at the board. She walked, in the hush, 

around the table, to where her captain stood, and Ediltrude Mensah, 

who was not permitted to coach during a game but was permitted, 
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the game now over, to do anything she liked, opened her arms, and 

the strongest player her country had ever produced put her face 

against her captain's shoulder and wept, while the hall, not 

understanding, applauded the medal. 

7 

On the flight home, with the bronze medal passing from hand to hand 

among the team like a sacrament, Akosua sat beside her captain and 

asked her the question. 

“How did you know? You couldn't see the phone. You couldn't talk to 

me. How did you know I wasn't just losing?” 

Ediltrude Mensah looked out the window at the clouds over Central 

Asia. 

“Because I have watched you play chess for ten years,” she said. “I 

have watched you lose. Everyone loses. But you have never, in ten 

years, lost the way you were losing today. You were not losing like 

someone who could not find the move. You were losing like someone 

who had found the move and would not play it. There is a difference, 

Akosua. A captain who cannot see the difference is not a captain. She 

is just someone who fills in the score-sheet.” 

She turned from the window. 

“I could not talk to you. So I had to stop the clock and make you look 

at me. That was all I had. Ninety seconds and one look. I needed you 

to know, before you let it run out, that someone in that room could 

see you. Because a person who knows they are seen, Akosua, will 

sometimes find that they do not have to be alone with the thing they 

were going to do.” 
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Akosua held the bronze medal in both hands. 

“I was going to throw it all away,” she said. “The medal. Everything. 

For my sister.” 

“Yes,” said Ediltrude Mensah. “And that is why you are the strongest 

player our country has ever produced. Not because of the chess. 

Because, with everything to lose, you chose your sister without a 

moment's hesitation. The chess is only what you are good at, Akosua. 

That — what you were willing to give up today — that is who you are.” 
She took the medal gently from the younger woman's hands and 

folded her fingers back over it. “Now we have both. Your sister, and 

the medal. That is a good day's work. Sleep.” 

8 

Two years later, at a tournament in another country, Ediltrude 

Mensah sat in a spectators' gallery — retired from the captaincy now, 

a guest of honour, watching her former player from behind the ropes 

the way she had once watched her in Baku. 

Akosua was the captain now, of the same small national team, and on 

the final board of the final round she had a young player, eighteen, 

with a winning position and a clock running low, and the young 

player had begun, suddenly, to slow — not from the move, Ediltrude 

saw at once, but from something in the gallery, a face, a phone, a fear. 

Akosua saw it too. And Akosua, who could not speak to her player 

either, who was bound by the same rule that had bound her captain, 

did what her captain had done. She did not panic. She found the 

arbiter. She lodged a complaint about a device in the gallery. She 

stopped the clock. And then, across the hall, she fixed her eyes on her 
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frightened young player and held them there, and would not look 

away, until the girl understood that someone in the room could see 

her. 

From the gallery, Ediltrude Mensah watched her former player stop 

a clock to save a child, and understood that the lesson had not been 

about chess at all, and had taken root, and would now outlive them 

both. She did not applaud. She simply touched her own chest, once, 

where a bronze medal had hung two years before, and watched the 

clock stay stopped, and the girl come back to life, and the thing she 

had taught be taught again. 

 ◆  ◆  ◆ 
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STORY 5 
 

THE MARSHALL 
BEQUEST 

 
The old chess club was being sold out from under its members. The 

manager found the second will. 
 
 ◆ 
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1 

The letter from the developers' lawyers arrived on a Tuesday, and by 

Friday Greta Lindqvist had read every document in the club's 

basement, because she had eleven days to find a reason the Caissa 

Club of Manhattan should not be demolished, and the only place left 

to look was a hundred and ten years of paper no one had opened. 

Greta Lindqvist was fifty-two. She was the manager of the Caissa 

Club — a chess club founded in 1916 in a narrow brownstone in 

Greenwich Village, where for over a century the strongest players in 

New York and many of the strongest in the world had come to play, 

to teach, to argue, and to die slowly over the boards in the long back 

room. She had managed it for nineteen years, on a salary that was a 

joke, because she loved it, and because someone had to. 

The brownstone had been left to the club in 1948 by its founder, an 

eccentric and wealthy patron named Cornelius Vandermolen, in a 

will that gave the building to the club in perpetuity — except that the 

will, it now emerged, contained a clause that the club had forgotten 

and the developers had not: that if the club should ever fail to field a 

team in the city championship, the building would revert to the 

Vandermolen estate. 

The club had failed to field a team in the city championship exactly 

once, in 1971, during a financial crisis, for a single year. 

The developers had bought the dormant Vandermolen estate's 

reversionary interest. And on the strength of a single missed 

championship fifty-five years before, they intended to take the 

brownstone, demolish it, and build condominiums. 

Eleven days, the lawyers' letter said, to vacate. 
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2 

The developer came in person, once, which Greta Lindqvist took as 

the insult it was meant to be. 

His name was Brandt Køhler, and he was perhaps forty, and he 

arrived in the club's front room on the third day in a coat worth more 

than the club's annual heating bill, and he looked at the old boards 

and the older members and the photographs of dead champions on 

the walls with the particular smile of a man pricing a thing for 

demolition. He had not needed to come; the lawyers could have 

handled everything. He had come, Greta understood, because he 

enjoyed it. He told her the club had had a good long run. He told her 

that nostalgia was not a business model. He told her, gesturing at a 

ninety-year-old member asleep over a chessboard by the window, 

that the neighbourhood had moved on and that the highest use of the 

land was not, with respect, eleven men pushing wood around a room 

their grandfathers had paid for. He used the phrase highest use of the 

land twice, the way men like him say a thing they have decided is a 

fact. He left a card. He suggested, on his way out, that Greta start 

looking for new premises, and added, smiling, that he understood 

charming spaces could sometimes be found in the outer boroughs. 

Greta Lindqvist saw him to the door, thanked him for coming, and 

did not let her face show anything at all. But she filed the smile away, 

carefully, the way she filed everything, because nineteen years of 

managing a chess club on no money had taught her that a man that 

pleased with himself had stopped, somewhere, looking for the move 

he had not seen. 
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Then she did not panic, because panic was not useful, and because 

those same nineteen years had taught her that the answer to an 

impossible position is almost always a move no one has looked at yet. 

She looked at the moves no one had looked at. She read the original 

1948 will, and the 1971 board minutes, and the deed, and the 

correspondence, and the developers' filing. The legal position was as 

bad as it appeared. The reversion clause was real, the missed 

championship was real, the developers' purchase of the estate's 

interest was real. A lawyer she trusted, who looked at it for free 

because he had learned to play chess in that back room as a boy, told 

her gently that it was very nearly hopeless. 

Very nearly. 

“The only thing that beats a will,” he told her, “is a later will. If 

Vandermolen wrote anything after 1948 that touched this property, 

and it could be found, and it were valid, it would supersede. But he 

died in 1948. There is no later will. The 1948 will is the last word.” 

Greta Lindqvist went down into the basement that night, where a 

hundred and ten years of the club's paper lay in boxes and cabinets 

and trunks no one had opened in decades, and she began, box by box, 

to look for a later word. 

3 

She did not find a later will. She found something stranger, on the 

ninth day, in a trunk of Cornelius Vandermolen's personal effects 

that had been donated to the club after his death and never 

catalogued. 
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She found his chess score-books. Vandermolen had been, beyond his 

patronage, an obsessive amateur player who had recorded every 

game he ever played, in his own hand, in dozens of leather score-

books spanning forty years. And tucked into the back of the last 

score-book, the one from 1948, the year he died, was a single game 

score, dated three weeks before his death, of a game he had played 

against a player recorded only by initials, with a note in 

Vandermolen's hand above it. 

The note said: My last game, and my last instruction. To whoever 

next loves this club enough to read my games: the answer is in the 

moves. C.V. 

And the game itself, when Greta played through it on a board in the 

empty club at midnight, was not an ordinary game. It was strange — 

a sequence of moves that no strong player would make, that made no 

competitive sense, that lost material for no reason and reached, at the 

end, a deliberately constructed and entirely artificial final position, 

like a composed puzzle rather than a played game. 

Vandermolen had not been recording a game. He had been hiding a 

message in the form of a game. 

And Greta Lindqvist, who had managed a chess club for nineteen 

years and played in it for thirty, was perhaps the one person alive 

positioned to read it. 

4 

It took her the tenth day and most of the tenth night. 

The final position of the game — the artificial, composed position 

Vandermolen had steered the game toward — was the message. Greta 
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understood that much quickly. The question was how to read it. She 

tried the obvious things: the squares occupied by pieces as map 

coordinates, the piece types as letters, the move sequence as a date. 

Nothing. 

She spent two hours certain she had it, and was wrong. The pieces, 

she had decided, encoded a safe combination — there had been an 

old wall safe in the club secretary's office since the 1930s, everyone 

knew it, it had been painted over decades ago — and the squares, read 

as numbers one to sixty-four in the order the pieces had arrived on 

them, gave a sequence that looked beautifully like a combination. She 

had pried the paint off the old safe at two in the morning, her hands 

shaking, and tried the sequence forwards and backwards and was 

rewarded with nothing but a stuck, empty box that had held nothing 

but mouse droppings since before she was born. She sat on the office 

floor and made herself say it out loud: the safe is a coincidence. 

Vandermolen would not have hidden the survival of his club in a safe 

any locksmith could open in an afternoon. The combination that fit 

was the combination that had fooled her. She had been reading the 

board as a player reads it — looking for the elegant answer — when 

Vandermolen had hidden it the way a builder would. 

And then, near three in the morning, she saw it, because she knew 

the building and not just the game. The final position was a 

representation of the club itself — of the brownstone. The eight files 

of the board were the building's width; the eight ranks were not ranks 

but floors and sub-floors, basement to roof. And the pieces were not 

pieces. They were placed on the squares that corresponded to 

physical locations in the building. Most were scattered, decoys. But 

one piece — the white king, the most important piece, the piece a 

game is built around — stood on a square that corresponded to a 
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specific location: the back wall of the basement, behind the boiler, at 

the floor. 

Greta Lindqvist went down to the basement at three in the morning, 

behind the boiler, to the back wall, at the floor, and she found, after 

an hour with a cold chisel, a cavity in the foundation, and in the 

cavity, sealed in a lead box against the damp, a document. 

It was not a later will. Vandermolen had been more clever than that. 

It was the original deed to the brownstone — the true original — and 

it revealed that the property Vandermolen had given the club in 1948 

was not, in fact, his to give with a reversion clause, because he did not 

own it outright. He had held it in a trust he had created in 1931, of 

which the club itself was the irrevocable beneficiary, and the trust 

deed — the document in the lead box — predated and superseded the 

1948 will entirely. The reversion clause in the will was void, because 

by 1948 Vandermolen no longer personally owned the property to 

attach conditions to. He had given it away, cleanly and forever, in 

1931. 

5 

He had hidden the trust deed, Greta came to understand, because he 

had known something about the people who would come after him. 

There was a second note in the lead box, dated 1948, in the same 

hand. It explained. Vandermolen had created the irrevocable trust in 

1931 to protect the club from his own heirs, whom he knew to be 

grasping, and from the developers he correctly foresaw would one 

day covet the land. But he had also known that if the trust deed were 

filed openly and publicly in 1931, his heirs would have spent his 
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lifetime contesting it, poisoning his last years with litigation. So he 

had created the trust validly, lodged a copy with a law firm for safety, 

and hidden the original — and then, in 1948, dying, he had written a 

public will with a deliberately flawed reversion clause, a decoy, a 

clause designed to look like the operative instrument and to draw the 

attention and the greed of anyone who meant the club harm. 

He had set a trap across a century. The will was the bait. The heirs, 

and eventually the developers, would seize on the reversion clause, 

would buy the estate's interest, would move to take the building — 

and would discover, too late and at great expense, that the clause was 

void, that the building had been given away in trust seventeen years 

before the will was written, and that the whole reversionary interest 

they had purchased was worth precisely nothing. 

He had needed only one thing for the trap to spring: that when the 

developers finally came, someone at the club would love it enough to 

read his last game, and find his king, and dig behind the boiler. 

Eleven days, the developers had given her. 

She had needed ten. 

6 

The law firm Vandermolen had named in 1948 still existed — old New 

York law firms do — and in its vault, under the Vandermolen name, 

was the safety copy of the 1931 trust deed, matching the original from 

the lead box exactly, its provenance and validity beyond question. 

Greta Lindqvist's lawyer, the one who had learned chess in the back 

room as a boy, filed the trust deed with something close to joy. The 

developers' position collapsed entirely. The reversionary interest 



THE ENDGAME 
Eleven Stories of Chess 

 

© 2026 Manoj Palwe                                        63 | P a g e  
 

they had bought was void; the building had not been Vandermolen's 

to encumber in 1948; the Caissa Club had owned the brownstone 

outright, through its trust, since 1931, and would own it in perpetuity, 

exactly as its founder had intended. 

The developers, who had paid a great deal for the estate's worthless 

interest, were left with nothing but the bill — which was, Greta 

thought, precisely the fate Cornelius Vandermolen had designed for 

them ninety-five years in advance, with the patience of a man 

composing a problem. 

Brandt Køhler did not come in person to hear it. The lawyers handled 

that. But Greta kept his card, and on the evening the trust deed was 

filed she took it out, looked at it once, and pinned it to the club 

noticeboard beside the radiator, under a small handwritten label that 

read, in her neat hand: Highest use of the land. The old members 

never knew what it meant. They assumed it was a joke about the 

heating. It was. 

The Caissa Club of Manhattan was saved, by its founder's last game 

and its manager's last-minute reading of it. 

7 

They held a small ceremony, the club did, when it was certain — the 

old members, the ones who had played in the back room for decades, 

gathering among the boards on a winter evening. 

Greta Lindqvist framed three things and hung them in the front 

room, where the light was best. 

She hung the 1931 trust deed, the document that had saved them, 

recovered from behind the boiler after seventy-eight years. 
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She hung the 1948 game score, in Vandermolen's hand, with his note: 

the answer is in the moves. 

And between them she set up, on a permanent board under glass, the 

final position of that last game — the artificial, composed position, 

with the white king on the square that was the back wall of the 

basement, behind the boiler, at the floor. The position that was a 

map. The position that was a message. The position that a chess 

club's manager had read at three in the morning with eleven days 

running out, because she had loved the place enough to look at the 

moves no one had looked at. 

Members who knew the story would stop, sometimes, at the board 

under glass, and look at the strange composed position, and find the 

king, and smile. 

Cornelius Vandermolen had been dead for seventy-eight years. He 

had left his club one last instruction, in the only language he trusted 

to outlast the lawyers: a game. And he had been right to trust it. The 

lawyers' language could be bought and sold and turned against itself. 

But a chess game, hidden in a score-book, waiting for someone who 

loved the club enough to read it — that, it turned out, was the one 

bequest no developer could touch. 

The answer was in the moves. It always had been. Someone had only 

needed to play them through. 

 ◆  ◆  ◆ 
  



THE ENDGAME 
Eleven Stories of Chess 

 

© 2026 Manoj Palwe                                        65 | P a g e  
 

 
 
 

STORY 6 
 

THE SOUSSE 
WITHDRAWAL 

 
A grandmaster vanished from a tournament in 1967. The arbiter's 

daughter knew which round. 
 
 ◆ 
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1 

Her father's arbiter's logbook from the 1967 Interzonal at Sousse had 

a page torn out, and Yasmine Khelifi had wondered about the torn 

page her whole life, and now, sorting his effects in the month after 

his funeral, she finally had the time to find out what had been on it. 

Yasmine Khelifi was fifty-six. She was a historian of North African 

sport at the university in Tunis, which made her, by training and by 

temperament, exactly the wrong person to leave a torn page 

unexplained. Her father, Tahar Khelifi, who had died at ninety-one, 

had been one of the arbiters of the great Interzonal chess tournament 

held in the Tunisian coastal town of Sousse in 1967 — a tournament 

famous in chess history for a single dramatic event: the sudden, mid-

tournament withdrawal of one of the world's strongest players, a 

grandmaster who had been leading the field and who had abruptly, 

inexplicably, packed his bags and left the country, abandoning a 

qualifying place in the world championship cycle that he never 

reclaimed. 

The standard history said the grandmaster had withdrawn over a 

dispute about playing conditions and scheduling — a famous 

tantrum, the chess world had always called it, the act of a brilliant 

and difficult man. 

Yasmine had grown up on the photographs. The Sousse Interzonal of 

1967 had been a strange and glamorous thing for a small newly 

independent country eleven years out from the end of the 

protectorate: the world's grandmasters in their narrow dark suits and 

skinny ties, sweating under the ceiling fans of a seaside casino 

requisitioned for the tournament, while outside the transistor radios 

played Oum Kalthoum and the news from the region grew worse by 
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the week. It was the summer the Six-Day War had just ended; half 

the players had argued politics in four languages over coffee on the 

terrace; the Cold War ran through the playing hall like a wire, the 

players from the East travelling with men who were not chess players 

and never left them alone. Her father had been thirty-one that 

summer, a young arbiter in his only good suit, proud beyond speech 

to be trusted with the clocks at a tournament the whole world was 

watching. He had kept the bulletin, and the photographs, and the 

logbook, all his life. 

Her father's logbook recorded the rounds of the tournament in his 

careful arbiter's hand. And the page covering the round of the 

withdrawal — the exact round — had been torn out, cleanly, long ago. 

Her father had never spoken of it. She had asked him, once, as a girl. 

He had said only, “That is not a thing for a logbook,” and had never 

said more. 

2 

Yasmine Khelifi was a historian, and a historian does not accept a 

torn page. 

She began where she always began: with the surrounding record. The 

logbook's binding showed that a single leaf had been removed — two 

pages, front and back, covering the relevant round and part of the 

next. Her father had torn it out himself; the tear was consistent with 

his hand, and the logbook had been in his sole possession for fifty-

nine years. 

She began to reconstruct what the torn page would have contained, 

from other sources: the official tournament bulletin, the results, the 
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contemporary newspaper accounts, the memoirs of other 

participants. The picture that emerged was the standard one — the 

grandmaster, leading, had withdrawn after a dispute, citing 

scheduling and conditions, and had left Tunisia within a day. 

But the standard picture had a gap in it that no one had ever noticed, 

because no one but an arbiter's daughter sorting an arbiter's effects 

would have had reason to look. The grandmaster had withdrawn after 

the adjournment of a particular game — a game adjourned overnight, 

sealed move and all — and had left the country before the game was 

resumed. The game had been recorded as a forfeit. And the 

grandmaster's opponent in that adjourned game, the player who had 

received the forfeit point, was a name Yasmine did not recognise 

from the histories: a player from an Eastern European country, a 

player who had finished far down the field, a player who had never 

been heard from again in international chess. 

A minor player. An adjourned game. A forfeit. And then a 

grandmaster fleeing a country overnight. 

Yasmine Khelifi, historian, felt the particular quickening she felt 

when a torn page began to speak. 

3 

There was one person who might still know, and finding him took 

Yasmine three months of a historian's patient work. 

He was a retired Tunisian police officer named Brahim, ninety-four 

years old, who had, in 1967, as a young officer, been assigned to the 

security detail of the international tournament — a routine 

assignment, foreign visitors in a Tunisian town, the ordinary 
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watchfulness of a young state. He lived now with his granddaughter 

in Monastir, and he received the arbiter's daughter with the 

immediate, unguarded warmth of the very old for the children of men 

they had known. 

“Tahar Khelifi's daughter,” he said. “Your father was an honest man. 

The most honest man at that tournament. It is why they went to him.” 

“Who went to him, ammi Brahim?” 

The old man looked at her for a long moment. 

“You have found the torn page,” he said. “Or rather, you have found 

that there is one. Your father tore it out the night the grandmaster 

left. I was there. I will tell you why, because your father is dead now, 

and I am the last one, and a thing like this should not die with the last 

one. It should be given to a historian.” He smiled, faintly. “And here, 

by the grace of God, is a historian, come to Monastir to find me.” 

4 

“The grandmaster did not withdraw over scheduling,” Brahim said. 

“That was the story given out, the story your father helped to give out, 

because the truth could not be told in 1967, in that place, in that year, 

with the world as it was.” 

“The minor player — the Eastern European, the one who received the 

forfeit — was not, in fact, a chess player at all, or not principally. He 

was an officer of his country's security service, entered into the 

tournament under a chess player's identity, with a real but modest 

rating, for a purpose that had nothing to do with chess. His purpose 

was the grandmaster.” 
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“The grandmaster, you see, had decided to defect. He had decided it 

before he came to Sousse. He intended to use the tournament — an 

international gathering, in a non-aligned country, with Western 

players and Western journalists present — as his opportunity to 

break away from his own country and seek asylum in the West. He 

had made quiet contact. Arrangements were being prepared.” 

“His own country's service learned of it. And they sent a man — the 

minor player — to Sousse, entered in the tournament, seated across 

the board from the grandmaster himself in that adjourned game, to 

deliver, privately, in the most private setting two men can have, an 

adjourned game with the clocks stopped and the pieces between 

them, a message. The message was not to the grandmaster. It was 

about his family. The ones still at home. The message made clear 

what their lives would become if the grandmaster did not abandon 

his plan, return quietly, and continue to serve.” 

Brahim's old hands folded. 

“The grandmaster did not return quietly. Nor did he defect. He did 

the third thing, the desperate thing. He fled — not to the West, not to 

asylum, but home, immediately, of his own accord, abandoning the 

tournament and the qualifying place and the defection all at once, 

racing back to his family to be with them, to protect them by his 

presence and his visible obedience, before the service could act. He 

gave up everything — the championship cycle, the freedom he had 

planned, the career — to go home and stand between his family and 

the people who had threatened them. That was the withdrawal. That 

was the famous tantrum. A man running home to shield his 

children.” 
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5 

“And my father?” Yasmine asked. “The torn page?” 

“Your father,” Brahim said, “was the arbiter of the adjourned game. 

He was present when the minor player and the grandmaster sat down 

to resume — except that the grandmaster did not come to resume; he 

was already gone, fleeing. And in the confusion, your father did two 

things that I witnessed and have never forgotten.” 

“First, he recorded the truth. In his logbook, on that page, in his 

careful hand, he wrote what had actually happened — the threat 

delivered at the board, the reason for the withdrawal, the name and 

false identity of the minor player, everything he had seen and pieced 

together. He wrote it because he was an arbiter and an honest man 

and his instinct was to record the truth.” 

“And then, that same night, he tore the page out.” 

Brahim looked at her. 

“He tore it out because he understood, by morning, what the truth in 

that logbook could do. If it stayed, and was found, it could be used. 

The grandmaster had fled home to protect his family by appearing 

obedient, by making it seem he had simply thrown a tantrum and 

gone home. If the truth came out — that he had planned to defect, 

that he had been threatened, that he had known and fled — then the 

appearance of obedience would be destroyed, and the very protection 

he had sacrificed everything to buy his family would be voided. The 

lie, you see, was the shield. The story of the tantrum was what kept 

his children safe. And your father, holding the truth in his logbook, 

realised that to preserve the truth was to endanger the family the 

grandmaster had given up his freedom to save.” 



THE ENDGAME 
Eleven Stories of Chess 

 

© 2026 Manoj Palwe                                        72 | P a g e  
 

“So he tore out the page. He destroyed the true record, deliberately, 

to protect people he would never meet, in a country he would never 

see. He chose the lie, knowingly, because the lie was the only thing 

keeping a man's children alive. It was the least arbiterly thing a man 

could do, and it was the most honourable. He told me, that night, 

holding the torn page over a candle: ‘Brahim, there are truths that are 

weapons in the wrong year. This is one. I will not be the armoury.’ 
And he burned it.” 

6 

Yasmine Khelifi sat with that in the small house in Monastir, the call 

to prayer rising over the town. 

“What happened to the grandmaster?” she asked. “To his family?” 

“They lived,” Brahim said. “That is what I know. The grandmaster 

went home, and continued to play, under the eyes of his service, for 

years — never at his old height, a diminished man, a man who had 

been broken on purpose and made to perform his own breaking. But 

his family lived. His children grew up. The shield held. The lie your 

father chose, and burned the truth to protect, did its work for twenty 

years, until the world changed and the country that had threatened 

them was gone, and by then the children were grown and safe and 

the grandmaster was old.” The old man spread his hands. “The lie 

protected them until they no longer needed protecting. That is the 

most a lie can ever do. Your father knew exactly what he was buying 

when he burned that page. He was buying time for strangers' 

children. And he got it.” 
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7 

Yasmine Khelifi was a historian, and a historian's whole faith is that 

the truth must be recovered and recorded and told. She had come to 

Monastir to recover a truth. 

She had found, instead, a truth her own father had deliberately 

destroyed, for a reason she could not fault, and she had to decide, 

now, as a historian and as his daughter, what to do with it. 

The country that had threatened the grandmaster's family was long 

gone. The grandmaster himself was long dead. The children were old 

now, or gone too. The shield was no longer needed; the lie had done 

its work and outlived its purpose. To tell the truth now would harm 

no one and would correct one of the famous mysteries of chess 

history — would transform a story of a brilliant man's tantrum into a 

story of a brilliant man's sacrifice. 

It was, she realised, the same problem her father had faced, inverted 

by time. He had faced a truth that was a weapon, in a year when 

telling it would kill. She faced the same truth in a year when telling it 

would heal — when it would restore a maligned man's honour and 

harm not a soul. 

Her father had read his year correctly and chosen the lie. She read 

hers, and chose the truth — not in spite of him, but because of him. 

He had not destroyed the truth because truth did not matter. He had 

destroyed it because, in 1967, it would have been used to kill children. 

He had been, she understood, not the enemy of the true record but 

its most careful steward: a man who knew that a truth has a right 

time, and that an honest person's task is to know the difference 

between the year that the truth saves and the year that it slays. 
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8 

She wrote the history. 

She wrote it carefully, as a scholar, with Brahim's testimony recorded 

and witnessed before he died — which he did, peacefully, the 

following year, the last man who had stood in that playing hall in 

1967. She traced the minor player's false identity through the 

archives that had, by her century, become available. She 

reconstructed the threat, the flight, the sacrifice. She corrected the 

record of the 1967 Sousse Interzonal, and restored to a long-dead 

grandmaster the truth of why he had given up the world 

championship: not pique, but love; not weakness, but the strongest 

move available to a man with everything to lose. 

And she wrote, at the centre of it, the part that mattered most to her: 

the account of an arbiter named Tahar Khelifi, who had recorded the 

truth in his logbook on the night it happened, and had then torn out 

the page and burned it over a candle, choosing a lie to shield 

strangers' children, and who had carried that choice in silence for 

fifty-nine years. 

She titled that chapter The Sealed Move. Because her father, she had 

come to understand, had sealed something that night too — not a 

chess move, but a truth, in the only envelope he had, which was his 

own silence. He had sealed it and surrendered it to time, the way a 

player surrenders a sealed move to the arbiters, trusting that it would 

be opened only when it was right to open it. 

He had trusted that the right person would open it, in the right year. 
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His daughter, the historian, had been the right person. And fifty-nine 

years later, with everyone it could harm beyond harm and a maligned 

man's honour waiting to be restored, was, at last, the right year. 

The history did not stay in the academy. It rarely does, when it is good 

enough. A European broadcaster made a documentary of it the 

following year — grainy 1967 footage of the seaside casino, the 

narrow suits, the ceiling fans, intercut with Yasmine in her study 

turning the torn logbook in its glass case — and it was watched by 

millions who had never played a game of chess, because it was not, in 

the end, a chess story. The world chess federation, which had carried 

the grandmaster's withdrawal in its official histories as a disciplinary 

curiosity for half a century, issued a short formal statement 

correcting the record: the withdrawal of 1967, it said, was now 

understood to have been the act of a man under duress protecting his 

family, and the federation regretted the long mischaracterisation. It 

was four sentences. It was also, Yasmine thought, reading it, the 

single most important document in the matter after her father's 

burned page — because it meant the lie was not merely privately 

known to be a lie, but publicly, officially, permanently corrected, in 

the same record that had carried the slander for fifty-nine years. The 

grandmaster's surviving grandchildren wrote to her. One of them 

flew to Tunis to stand in her study and look at the torn logbook and 

weep for a man he had been raised to think of as difficult and had 

now learned to think of as brave. 

She kept the logbook, with its torn page, in a glass case in her study 

at the university. Visitors sometimes asked about the missing leaf. 

She told them it was the most important page her father ever wrote, 

and the most important one he ever destroyed, and that both things 

were true, and that the difference between them was only a matter of 

which year you were standing in. 
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Then she would close the case, and the torn edge would catch the 

light, and she would think of a young arbiter holding a page over a 

candle in a coastal town in 1967, getting the most important ruling of 

his life exactly right — by refusing, that year, to be the armoury. 

 ◆  ◆  ◆ 
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STORY 7 
 

THE NORWAY BLITZ 

 
The draw offer came with a glass of water. The doping officer 

knew what was in the glass. 
 
 ◆ 
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1 

The protest was lodged at 4:14 in the afternoon, fourteen minutes 

after the game ended, and it was the strangest protest Sigrid 

Halvorsen had received in nine years as the anti-doping officer of the 

Norway Chess tournament, because it was not about doping, and it 

was not, on its face, about chess. 

It was about a glass of water. 

Sigrid Halvorsen was forty-seven. She was a sports physician by 

training and the medical and anti-doping officer for the elite 

tournament held each summer in Stavanger — a role that, in chess, 

most people regarded as faintly absurd, because what, they asked, 

could a chess player possibly take to cheat? But chess had been 

brought under the international anti-doping framework like every 

other sport, and Sigrid took the work seriously, because she had 

learned, in nine years, that the absurd-seeming corner of any system 

is exactly where the clever hide. 

The protest had been lodged by the loser of the day's marquee game 

— a young challenger who had been crushing the field — against the 

winner, a veteran former champion. The challenger alleged, in the 

formal language of the protest form, that during the game the veteran 

had offered him a draw, and had offered it while sliding across the 

table a glass of water, and had said, quietly, ‘Take the draw and take 

the water.’ The challenger had declined both, had played on, had then 

— inexplicably, he wrote, against a position he had been winning — 

collapsed into a series of errors and lost. 

He believed, he wrote, that there had been something in the water. 

And he wanted it tested. 
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Sigrid Halvorsen read the protest twice. Then she went to find the 

glass. 

2 

The glass was gone, of course. Fourteen minutes is a long time in a 

playing hall; the tables had been cleared, the glasses collected, 

washed, returned to the catering trolley. There was no glass to test. 

But Sigrid Halvorsen had not spent nine years in the absurd corner 

of the system without learning how it worked, and she understood, 

standing in the cleared playing hall, that the challenger had made an 

error in his protest — an understandable one, a layman's one. He had 

assumed that if there was something in the water, it had been put 

there to harm him. 

Sigrid did not think it had been put there to harm him. She thought 

it had been put there to be refused. 

Because the offer had been strange. ‘Take the draw and take the 

water.’ A veteran former champion, far better than the young 

challenger at the dark arts of the board, offering a draw in a losing 

position, with a glass of water, in a single sentence that bound the two 

together. If the water were simply poisoned — drugged to make the 

challenger play worse — there would be no reason to mention it, no 

reason to offer it openly, no reason to pair it with the draw. You do 

not announce the poison you are administering. 

Unless the water was not the weapon. Unless the water was the 

message. 
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3 

She found the veteran in the players' lounge, alone, a great and aging 

champion at the end of a career that had been slipping for three years, 

and she sat down across from him, and she did not accuse him of 

anything, because she did not yet know what there was to accuse him 

of. 

“You offered him a draw and a glass of water,” she said. “He's 

protested. He thinks the water was drugged. He wants it tested. 

There's no glass to test. So I'm asking you instead. What was in the 

water?” 

The veteran looked at her for a long moment. He was very tired. He 

had the face, Sigrid thought, of a man who had been waiting to be 

asked a question, any question, by anyone. 

“Nothing,” he said. “There was nothing in the water. It was just 

water.” 

“Then why offer it? Why say it that way? ‘Take the draw and take the 

water.’ Why bind them together?” 

The veteran was silent. And then, because he was tired, and because 

the question had finally come, he told her the truth, which was 

stranger and sadder than any doping scandal. 

“Because someone told me to,” he said. “Someone told me that if I 

offered the boy a draw and a glass of water, in those words, and he 

accepted, I would be paid enough to retire on. And if he refused, I 

would be paid nothing, but I would have done my part, and they 

would do the rest.” 
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4 

It came out slowly, in the players' lounge, the whole shape of it. 

The veteran was at the end. Three years of decline, a fortune 

mismanaged, a career nearly over, and an approach — quiet, deniable 

— from people who ran a betting operation on the elite tournaments. 

They had not asked him to lose. They had not asked him to cheat in 

any way a doping test or a fair-play screen could catch. They had 

asked him to do something that sounded almost meaningless: to offer 

the young challenger, in the marquee game, a draw and a glass of 

water, in those exact words, ‘Take the draw and take the water.’ 

It was a signal. The challenger was the one being cheated — but not 

by the water, and not by the veteran. The phrase was a coded 

confirmation for an accomplice watching the worldwide broadcast: 

the fix is on. On hearing it, the accomplice would trigger a cascade of 

bets against the challenger, placed in the seconds before the result 

moved the odds. 

And the loss itself was to be arranged not in the water but in the 

breaks. The challenger's own two seconds — his trusted coaching 

team — had been paid to feed him wrong analysis between sessions, 

steering a won position quietly into the ground. The veteran's 

sentence was only the starting gun. 

The water was theatre. The whole crime lived in a sentence and two 

trusted men, and the sentence had done its work the instant it was 

spoken on air, whether the challenger drank or not. 

The challenger had refused the draw and the water, proudly, and had 

then lost anyway — not to the water he suspected, but to the two men 

he trusted most, working quietly against him in the breaks. 
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5 

Later, when it was all unravelling, Sigrid pieced together the break 

itself, from the broadcast logs and the analysis room's own 

recordings, and it was the part she found hardest to forgive. 

After the signal phrase, with the challenger a clean piece up and forty 

minutes on his clock, he had gone to the small analysis room his team 

kept, as players do, to clear his head over the position with his 

seconds. The two men had been waiting. The senior of them, a coach 

the challenger had worked with since he was a boy, had set up the 

position on a travel set and frowned at it — a long, grave, professional 

frown — and said that he didn't like it, that the extra piece was a trap, 

that Black had compensation the engines were underrating, that the 

safe practical course was to give the piece back and simplify. He had 

said it the way a man says a thing he has said truly a thousand times 

before. The second man had nodded along, murmuring about long-

term weaknesses, about not getting greedy, about respecting the 

opponent. 

The challenger had been winning by a piece, and he had walked back 

to the board doubting it, because the two people in the world he 

trusted most had told him, gently, kindly, with every appearance of 

love, to doubt it. He had given the piece back. He had simplified. He 

had drawn even, and then, rattled, drifted, and lost. 

He had not been drugged. He had been coached, by his own coaches, 

into throwing away a won game — and he had walked out of that 

analysis room grateful to them for their caution. That was the cruelty 

Sigrid kept turning over: the boy had thanked the men who were 

destroying him. 
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6 

Sigrid Halvorsen understood, then, why the protest had come to her, 

and why it was, in a sense, the most important protest of her career, 

precisely because it was about the wrong thing. 

The challenger had felt the wrongness — had known, in his body, that 

he had been cheated — and had reached, as a layman would, for the 

explanation that fit a doping officer: something in the water. He had 

been right that he was cheated and wrong about how, and his wrong 

protest had brought the matter to the one official positioned to pull 

the thread. 

She did not have a drugged glass. She had something better: a 

confession, from a broken veteran, of a betting-fix signal transmitted 

on a live broadcast, and the names of two seconds who had betrayed 

their own player. 

She did the correct things in the correct order. She informed the 

tournament's chief arbiter and director. She informed, because this 

was now far beyond chess, the authorities who handled betting fraud 

— for the cascade of bets, placed in markets worldwide in the seconds 

after the signal, would be a record, time-stamped and traceable, and 

the broadcast itself had captured the signal phrase on camera, with a 

time-code, against which every suspicious wager could be aligned. 

The veteran, who had confessed, became the key witness against the 

people who had used him. The two seconds were confronted with the 

timing of the bets and the broadcast and folded quickly. The betting 

operation, which had run this signal-and-seconds method across 

several tournaments, was exposed by the one element it could not 

control: that it had required its signal to be spoken aloud, on camera, 

to the whole world, and had never imagined that the whole world 
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included a chess doping officer who would wonder why a glass of 

water came with a sentence. 

7 

The game's result was annulled. The challenger, who had been 

winning, was not awarded the win — you cannot award a chess game 

that was not honestly completed — but the game was struck from the 

record, his standing restored as if it had not been played, and the 

truth entered into the tournament's account: that he had been the 

victim of a fix executed by his own seconds, and had refused, to his 

credit, the draw and the water that were its trigger. 

The challenger came to see Sigrid Halvorsen before he left Stavanger. 

He was young, and angry, and ashamed of the wrong protest. 

“I thought it was the water,” he said. “I made a fool of myself. There 

was nothing in the water.” 

“There was nothing in the water,” Sigrid agreed. “And you were 

completely right that you'd been cheated. You felt it before you could 

explain it. That's worth more than you think. Half the people I deal 

with explain things beautifully and feel nothing. You felt the truth 

and reached for the wrong bottle to put it in. I'd rather have that, 

every time.” 

She looked at him. 

“Your seconds. The two men. That's the part that will hurt, and it 

should. You trusted them, and they sat across from you in the breaks 

and fed you poison that wasn't in any glass. That's the real doping in 

this sport. Not something in the water. Something in the people you 

trust. There's no test for it. There's only paying attention. You paid 
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attention. That's why you're standing here with your record clean and 

they're not.” 

8 

Sigrid Halvorsen went back to her work, the faintly absurd work of 

being the anti-doping officer of a chess tournament, where what 

could a player possibly take to cheat. 

She kept, on her desk in Stavanger, an empty drinking glass. Just a 

plain glass, the kind the tournament put on every table, the kind that 

had been washed and returned to the trolley before she could test it. 

Colleagues asked about it sometimes. She said it reminded her that 

the thing you are sent to test for is not always the thing that is wrong 

— that the absurd corner of the system is where the clever hide, and 

that her job was not really to test water but to ask why the water came 

with a sentence. 

The challenger went on to become, in time, one of the best players in 

the world. He never forgot the day in Stavanger when he had refused 

a draw and a glass of water and lost anyway and learned that the 

poison had been in the men beside him. He played, ever after, with a 

certain wariness about the people around his board, and a certain 

trust in his own sense of when something was wrong, even before he 

could explain it. 

And once a year, when the tournament returned to Stavanger, he 

would visit the doping officer in her small medical room, and she 

would offer him a glass of water from the tap, and he would take it, 

and drink it, and they would both smile, because it was just water, 

and because the day they had met, it had been just water too, and the 
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whole crime had been hidden in a single sentence that a careful 

woman had refused to let pass. 

 ◆  ◆  ◆ 
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STORY 8 
 

THE KOLKATA 
GAMBIT 

 
The contract gave the sponsor everything the boy would ever win. 

His coach read clause nine. 
 
 ◆ 
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1 

The contract was forty pages long, it was in English the boy's parents 

could not read, and Reshmi Sengupta found the thing that mattered 

on page nine, in a sub-clause, at eleven o'clock at night, the evening 

before the family was due to sign. 

Reshmi Sengupta was thirty-eight. She was a chess coach in Kolkata 

— a woman International Master, strong enough to have had a 

professional career of her own and clear-eyed enough to have 

understood, by thirty, that her real gift was not playing but teaching, 

and that the thing she could do better than almost anyone in India 

was take a talented child and make a great player. She had done it 

three times. The fourth was asleep in the next room: an eight-year-

old named Arjun, the son of a tram conductor and a seamstress from 

a crowded lane in north Kolkata, who was, by Reshmi's professional 

and entirely unsentimental assessment, the most talented chess 

player she had ever seen, child or adult, anywhere. 

Arjun was so talented that he had been found — talent like that does 

not stay hidden — and the finding had brought, to the family's two-

room flat, a representative of a sponsorship company, with a 

contract. 

The contract was extraordinarily generous, on its face. It would pay 

for everything: coaching, travel, equipment, tournaments abroad, a 

monthly stipend to the family larger than the father's wage, the whole 

apparatus a prodigy needs and a poor family cannot provide. The 

representative had been warm, and patient, and had explained that 

the company simply believed in young Indian talent and wished to 

invest in it. 
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Reshmi Sengupta had asked to read the contract overnight before the 

family signed. The representative had not wanted her to. That was 

the first thing that told her to read page nine very, very carefully. 

2 

Page nine, sub-clause nine-point-three, in dense English, assigned to 

the company, in perpetuity, a percentage of everything Arjun would 

ever earn from chess — and the definitions stretched everything to its 

limit: not just prize money but appearance fees, endorsements, 

teaching, writing, commentary, every rupee the boy might earn in any 

way touching the game, forever, against a one-time investment that 

was finite and, against a great player's lifetime, small. 

It was not sponsorship. It was the purchase of a human being's 

career, entire, before he was nine, from parents who could not read 

the language it was written in, dressed as a gift. 

Reshmi had seen the structure before, in other sports, in the long 

history of poor gifted children and the people who find them. She had 

not seen it done this early, or this thoroughly, or this prettily. 

But it was not the clauses she kept thinking about, at the small table 

at eleven at night. It was the father. She had watched him, that 

afternoon, when the representative laid out the stipend — a figure 

larger than he earned conducting a tram through the Kolkata heat — 

and she had watched the man's face do something she would not 

forget: it had crumpled, briefly, with relief, the relief of a father who 

has lain awake for years over a gifted child he cannot afford, and who 

is being told, at last, that someone else will carry the weight. He had 

pressed his palms together and thanked the representative as one 

thanks God. That was what the contract was really buying. Not 
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Arjun's earnings. The father's relief. They had found the one lever 

that moves a poor good man, and they had pulled it, and Reshmi 

understood that to argue clauses with a father that grateful would be 

to argue with the only easy breath he had drawn in a decade. 

She understood that if she said nothing, the family would sign in the 

morning, weeping with gratitude, and sell their son's whole future for 

a stipend, and never know — and that Arjun, the most talented player 

she had ever seen, would spend his life enriching a company that had 

bought him for the price of a few years' school fees. 

3 

She faced, at the small table, the coach's version of the choice that the 

archivist and the arbiter and the widow had faced before her, though 

she knew nothing of them. 

She could tell the family the truth. But the family could not read the 

contract, did not understand percentages or perpetuities, were poor 

and frightened and had been made to feel that this gift was the one 

chance their son would ever have, and that the strange woman coach 

who told them not to sign was perhaps jealous, perhaps wanting the 

boy for herself, perhaps not to be trusted. The representative had, in 

fact, gently planted exactly that suggestion: that coaches sometimes 

wished to control prodigies for their own gain, and that the family 

should be wary of anyone who told them to refuse the company's 

generosity. 

It was a clever inoculation. It meant that the truer Reshmi's warning, 

the more it would sound like the self-interest she had been pre-

accused of. 
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She could refuse to be involved — wash her hands, let the family sign, 

protect her own reputation, walk away from a contract she wanted no 

part of. 

Or she could find the third thing. And the third thing, she realised, 

sitting at the table at eleven at night, was not to argue with the family 

at all. It was to change what they were choosing between. 

4 

Reshmi Sengupta did not sleep. She spent the night on the telephone 

and the laptop, calling in every debt and connection of twenty years 

in Indian chess. 

She called the secretary of the state chess association, whom she had 

known for fifteen years. She called a former student of hers, now a 

wealthy man in Bangalore, who owed his love of the game and a good 

part of his character to her teaching. She called a journalist who 

covered chess for a national paper. She called the principal of a school 

with a strong chess program and a history of scholarships. She called, 

near dawn, a retired grandmaster who ran a small foundation for the 

support of young Indian players and who had been looking, he had 

told her once, for exactly the right child to build it around. 

By morning, she had assembled an alternative. 

It was not as slick as the company's contract. It had no glossy 

representative and no forty pages. But it was real: a scholarship from 

the foundation covering coaching and tournaments; a sponsorship 

from her former student in Bangalore, structured as a genuine gift 

with no claim on the boy's future; a school place; a stipend to the 

family from the foundation, modest but real, with no strings; and a 
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management structure, overseen by the state association and the 

foundation jointly, that would handle the boy's career in his own 

interest, taking nothing for itself, until he was old enough to make his 

own decisions with his own lawyer. 

She had built, in one night, a way for the family to choose not between 

the company's gift and nothing, but between the company's gift and 

a better gift — one that did not buy their son. 

5 

She presented it to the family in the morning, before the company's 

representative arrived, and she did it without attacking the company 

at all, because she had understood in the night that attacking the 

company would only trigger the inoculation. 

She did not say the company was cheating them. She said, instead, 

that she had been so excited by Arjun's talent that she had stayed up 

all night, and had spoken to many people who also believed in him, 

and that they had all come together to offer the family a choice — that 

here was a second path, also generous, also real, and that the family 

should look at both, side by side, and choose the one they trusted. 

And then she did the one thing that disarmed the inoculation 

completely. She said: “If you choose the company, I will still coach 

Arjun, for free, for as long as he wants me. I am not asking you to 

choose me. I am asking you only to choose with both paths in front of 

you, instead of one. That is all. A good move is only a good move when 

you have seen the other moves. I am a chess coach. I cannot let a child 

make a move without seeing the board.” 
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The father, who could not read English but who had conducted a tram 

through the streets of Kolkata for twenty years and knew a great deal 

about people, looked at the two paths, and looked at the woman who 

had stayed up all night and was not asking him to choose her, and 

looked at the representative's contract that no one in his family could 

read. 

And he asked Reshmi Sengupta one question: “The company's paper. 

The part you read at night. Read it to me. In Bangla. All of it.” 

6 

She read it to him. In Bangla. All of it. Page nine, sub-clause nine-

point-three, the percentage, the perpetuity, the definitions. The 

purchase of his son's whole life, in plain language, in his own tongue, 

at his own table. 

The tram conductor listened to the end. Then he stood up, and he 

folded the company's forty pages in half, and he handed them back 

across the table to Reshmi, and he said, “We will take the other path. 

The one where my son belongs to himself.” 

When the company's representative arrived, warm and patient, with 

his pen, the family thanked him for his kindness and declined. The 

representative's warmth cooled very quickly, which told the father, 

he said later, that he had chosen correctly. The representative made 

one attempt at the inoculation — a remark about coaches and their 

interests — and the tram conductor, who had conducted a great many 

difficult passengers, looked at him and said, “The coach offered to 

teach my son for free whether we signed your paper or not. What do 

you offer my son for free?” 
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The representative had no answer, and left. 

7 

Arjun grew up belonging to himself. 

The scholarship and the foundation and the school and the modest 

honest stipend carried the family through the years a prodigy needs, 

and Reshmi Sengupta coached him, and he became — it took a 

decade, but it came — exactly what she had seen at the board when 

he was eight: one of the finest players India had ever produced. And 

because he belonged to himself, every rupee he eventually earned, 

and there came to be many, was his, and his family's, and went where 

he chose it to go, including a great deal of it back into the foundation 

that had refused to buy him, so that other children could be found 

and not purchased. 

He never knew, for many years, how close it had been. He had been 

eight; he had been asleep in the next room. He knew only that he had 

a coach who had been with him from the beginning and had never 

taken anything from him. 

When he was grown, and great, he asked her once, the way the 

successful ask the people who shaped them, what the turning point 

had been. 

Reshmi Sengupta told him the truth, by then, because he was old 

enough to hold it: about the forty pages, and page nine, and the night 

on the telephone, and the two paths, and his father folding the 

contract in half. 
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Arjun was quiet for a long time. Then he said, “You stayed up all night 

to read a contract in a language you didn't have to read, for a family 

that wasn't yours, for a boy you weren't being paid for.” 

“You were being paid for,” Reshmi said. “That was rather the 

problem. I simply thought you should be the one who got to spend 

it.” 

8 

Years later, a girl was found in a town in Jharkhand — eleven years 

old, the daughter of a brickworks labourer, with a gift that made the 

men who saw her play go quiet. And a company came, with a 

representative who was warm and patient, and a contract that was 

generous on its face. 

But the family had a coach by then, because the state had built a 

finding-system in the years since Arjun, and the coach made a single 

telephone call before the family signed, to the one man in India 

whose name opened every door in the game. Arjun came himself. He 

flew to Ranchi and drove to the town and sat at the family's table, the 

most famous player the country had ever produced, and he asked to 

read the contract overnight before anyone signed. 

The representative did not want him to. Arjun smiled at that, because 

he knew exactly what it meant; a woman had taught him, long ago, 

that the page they least want you to read is page nine. He read it 

overnight. He found the clause. And in the morning he did not attack 

the company. He told the family, instead, that he had been so moved 

by the girl's talent that he had stayed up all night, and that he had 

spoken to people who also believed in her, and that here was a second 

path, also generous, also real, and that they should look at both, side 
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by side, and choose the one they trusted. And he added the sentence 

he had not understood when he was eight and asleep in the next room 

and understood completely now: that he would coach the girl for free 

whether they signed the company's paper or not, that he was not 

asking them to choose him, only to choose with both paths in front of 

them — because a good move is only a good move when you have seen 

the other moves. 

The family chose the path where the girl belonged to herself. 

Reshmi Sengupta was old by then, and did not travel, but Arjun 

telephoned her that night from the town in Jharkhand and told her 

what he had said, word for word, and there was a long silence on the 

line, and then his old coach said only, “Good. Now she has a coach 

who stayed up all night for her too. That is how it is supposed to go.” 
She paused. “See both paths, beta. Always make them see both 

paths.” It was the last lesson she ever gave him, and it was the first 

one she had ever given him, and they were the same lesson, and he 

passed it on for the rest of his life. 

 ◆  ◆  ◆ 
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STORY 9 
 

THE ZURICH CIPHER 

 
The dead banker left his daughter a chess game. The 

cryptographer read it as a confession. 
 
 ◆ 
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1 

The inheritance was a single sheet of paper, and it was a chess game, 

and Annika Voss's father had left it to her and to no one else, with an 

instruction in his will that only she was to receive it, and she 

understood why within an hour, because she was a cryptographer, 

and the game was not a game. 

Annika Voss was thirty-six. She was a cryptographer for a Swiss firm 

that secured financial data — a profession of patterns, of hidden 

structure, of reading what is concealed inside what is shown. Her 

father, Reto Voss, had been a private banker in Zurich, of the old and 

discreet kind, and he had died at sixty-eight, suddenly, of a stroke, 

leaving an estate that was being administered, and an instruction that 

his daughter alone was to receive a single sealed sheet. 

The sheet, when she opened it, was the score of a chess game — sixty-

some moves, in the international notation, in her father's neat hand, 

with no names, no date, no event, no annotations. Just the moves. 

Her father had taught her chess as a child. They had played, the two 

of them, for years, before she grew up and away into her own life. It 

had been the thing between them, the game; her clearest memories 

of him were across a board. 

She had thought, opening the sheet, that he had left her a sentimental 

thing — a record of a game they had played together, perhaps, a last 

touch across the board from beyond. 

Then she played through it, and saw that it was not a game two people 

would ever have played — that it was full of moves no one would 

make, deliberately bad, deliberately strange — and the cryptographer 

in her woke up, because deliberately strange was her whole 
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profession, and she knew, by the second cup of coffee, that her father 

had left her a message encoded as a chess game, and that he had left 

it to her alone because she was the one person alive who could read 

both halves of it: the chess and the cipher. 

2 

It took her a weekend. 

The key, she found, was that the game was not meant to be read as 

chess but as data structured to look like chess. Each move was a pair 

— a piece and a square, or a square and a square — and the pairs, read 

in sequence, in the system her father had taught her without her ever 

knowing he was teaching her a system, resolved into characters. The 

deliberately bad moves were the ones carrying information; the 

occasional normal-looking moves were spacers, structure, the 

scaffolding that made the thing look like a real game to anyone who 

was not both a chess player and a cryptographer and her father's 

daughter. 

Her father had built a cipher that required all three keys at once. It 

could not be read by a chess player who was not a cryptographer, nor 

by a cryptographer who did not know the specific encoding he had 

taught his daughter at the board when she was ten, nor by anyone 

who was not, specifically, Annika Voss. 

It had been, she realised, the most personal thing he ever made: a 

message that only his own child, grown into her own particular life, 

could possibly decode. He had been building it, in a sense, since she 

was ten years old and he first showed her how a knight moves. 

She decoded it on Sunday night. 
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It was a confession. 

3 

Her father, the discreet private banker, had spent the last fifteen 

years of his career administering, among his legitimate clients, a set 

of accounts that were not legitimate — accounts through which a 

quantity of money belonging to a number of people who should not 

have had it had been moved, cleaned, and hidden. He had not, the 

decoded message said, begun willingly. He had been drawn in by a 

senior colleague, had understood too late what he was part of, and 

had then found himself unable to leave, because the people whose 

money it was did not permit their bankers to leave. 

He had carried it for fifteen years. And as he grew older, and felt his 

heart, and began to think about the daughter he had taught chess to 

and lost touch with, he had decided to do the one thing he could: to 

leave behind, in a form only she could read, the complete record. 

Account numbers. Names. The structure of the scheme. The senior 

colleague. The clients. Everything a prosecutor would need, encoded 

in a chess game, willed to the one person he trusted and the one 

person equipped to read it. 

And the message ended with words that Annika read three times, 

alone, on Sunday night. 

Annika, my dear. I could not be brave while I lived; they would have 

killed me, and perhaps you, and I was a coward who told himself he 

was protecting you by saying nothing. But I have made you the key. I 

taught you the game so that one day I could tell you the truth in it. 

What you do with this is yours to decide. If you burn it, I will 

understand; you owe me nothing, and I gave you a poisoned 
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inheritance. If you use it, be careful, be clever, be the cryptographer 

you became and not the banker I was. Either way, know that the last 

thing I made in this life, I made for you, and it is the truth, which is 

the only clean thing I have left to give. — Papa. 

4 

Annika Voss sat with the decoded confession through Sunday night 

and into the grey Zurich dawn. 

Her father had given her the choice he had not been able to make 

himself. She could burn it. The scheme was her father's shame; using 

the message would expose his name along with the others, would end 

any clean memory of him, would mark her, the daughter, as the one 

who turned in her own father, even dead. And it would be dangerous; 

the people whose money it was were real, and the message warned 

her so. 

Or she could use it — could take the decoded record to the authorities, 

could end the scheme, could see the senior colleague and the clients 

brought to account, at the cost of her father's posthumous name and 

at some risk to her own safety. 

She was a cryptographer. She thought about it the way she thought 

about everything: structurally. And she saw that her father had, 

characteristically, built the choice with more care than it first 

appeared. He had encoded the message so that only she could read it 

— which meant that she controlled, completely, the timing and the 

manner of its use. She was not forced to act in haste or in the open. 

She held a sealed thing that no one else even knew existed, that no 

one else could read if they did know, and she could choose exactly 

how and when and through whom to bring it into the light. 
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He had not just given her a confession. He had given her a perfectly 

secure, perfectly private instrument, and the absolute freedom to use 

it well or not at all. It was, she understood, an act of trust so complete 

it amounted to a kind of apology: I made the mess, and I am giving 

you the only clean tool, and the entire decision, and I am trusting you 

to be better than I was. 

5 

She did not pretend, in the grey dawn, that the danger was abstract. 

Her father's warning — they would have killed me, and perhaps you 

— was not a flourish. She made herself sit with it concretely, the way 

she made herself sit with a cipher she did not yet understand. The 

decoded names included two she recognised from the financial press, 

men who chaired things and endowed things and were photographed 

at galas, and one she recognised from a quite different kind of press, 

a man whose associates had a documented way of resolving 

inconveniences. The money in the unlawful accounts had a country 

of origin and an owner, and the owner was not a person who absorbed 

a fifteen-year exposure philosophically. If Annika simply walked into 

a police station with a sheet of paper, she would be, within a week, a 

known quantity to people who had killed for less, a single woman in 

a flat in Zurich whose name was now attached to their ruin, with no 

protection but the goodwill of an investigation that had not yet 

begun. 

She thought about that for a long time, alone, watching the lake go 

from black to grey to silver. She thought about her father, who had 

carried this for fifteen years precisely because he had done that 

arithmetic and concluded that silence kept her alive. And she 
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understood that he had given her the cipher, rather than the plain 

confession, for exactly this reason: a sealed thing only she could read 

meant that she did not have to be brave the way he could not be. She 

had to be clever. The danger was real, and the answer to real danger 

was not courage. It was structure. 

So she built the structure before she moved an inch. 

6 

She used it. But she used it as a cryptographer, not as a banker's 

frightened daughter — carefully, cleverly, from a position of complete 

control. 

She made multiple secure copies of the decoded record and the 

original cipher, distributed so that no single act could destroy them 

or silence her — copies lodged with separate parties in separate 

jurisdictions, each accompanied by sealed instructions to release 

everything publicly the moment anything happened to her. She did 

not walk into a police station with a sheet of paper. She engaged, 

quietly and through protected channels, a lawyer who specialised in 

exactly this — the bringing of financial crime to light by people who 

needed protection while they did it — and through that lawyer she 

negotiated her own safety as the first term of the disclosure: a formal 

cooperation arrangement with the Swiss financial-crime authorities, 

protected-witness status, the distributed copies standing behind her 

like a wall, so that by the time the men in the record learned their 

banker's daughter held the ledger, harming her was the one act 

guaranteed to detonate everything they most needed buried. 

Only then, safe inside the structure she had built, did she let the 

authorities open the envelope. 
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They were, presented with a complete, internally consistent, account-

level record of a fifteen-year scheme, exactly as grateful as authorities 

are when handed a gift of that quality. The senior colleague, still alive, 

still active, was the principal target; the clients, the money, the 

structure, all of it traceable from her father's encoded ledger. 

Her father's name was in it. There was no avoiding that, and Annika 

did not try to. But she had the cryptographer's understanding of how 

a record reads, and she ensured, through her lawyer, that the full 

context was preserved and presented: that the record existed at all 

only because Reto Voss had created it; that he had, in the end, been 

the one to expose the scheme, encoding it for his daughter at the cost 

of his own name, choosing the truth as the last clean thing he had to 

give. He was not exonerated. He had done wrong, for fifteen years, 

and the record said so in his own encoded hand. But he was the 

reason the others were caught, and that, too, was in the record, and 

Annika made certain it stayed there. 

7 

She kept the original sheet — the chess game, the cipher, the last 

thing her father made. 

She had it framed, after it was all over, after the copies had done their 

work and the authorities no longer needed the original and the senior 

colleague's trial was a matter of record. She hung it in her flat in 

Zurich, the sixty-some moves in her father's neat hand, looking to any 

visitor like a sentimental thing, a record of a game between a father 

and a daughter who had loved each other across a board. 

Which, in a way, it was. It was the last game they ever played. He had 

made the moves; she had read them; and the reading had been the 
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truest conversation they ever had, truer than any they managed while 

he lived, when he was a frightened man keeping a secret and she was 

a daughter who had drifted into her own life. 

He had taught her chess so that one day he could tell her the truth in 

it. She had not known, all those childhood evenings across the board, 

that she was being given a key. She thought now that he had not 

entirely known it either — that he had taught her the game out of love, 

simply, and that only later, trapped and aging and ashamed, had he 

realised that the love had given him, and her, the one channel 

through which the truth could safely pass. 

The board had been their language when she was a child. It had 

become, at the end, the only language honest enough for what he 

needed to say. 

She still played chess, alone sometimes, in the evenings, in the flat, 

beneath the framed game. She would set up a position and think 

about it, the way he had taught her, looking for the move beneath the 

move, the structure beneath the surface. 

It was, she thought, what he had been doing all along. Looking for the 

one move, in a bad position, that was still clean. He had found it at 

the very end, and it had been her. 

 ◆  ◆  ◆ 
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STORY 10 
 

THE CANDIDATES' 
MOVE 

 
The grandmaster wanted to defect. Only his interpreter knew the 

message was not about chess. 
 
 ◆ 
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1 

The grandmaster said, in the post-game press conference, in his own 

language, that the position after move twenty had been ‘like a bird 

that has forgotten the way home,’ and Lyudmila Petrova, translating 

for the international press, said, ‘the position was unclear,’ and only 

she knew that he had just told her he wanted to defect. 

Lyudmila Petrova was forty-three. She was the official interpreter for 

the grandmaster's delegation at the Candidates Tournament in 

Yekaterinburg — the tournament that would determine the 

challenger for the World Championship — and she had been chosen 

for the role by the delegation's federation precisely because she was 

trusted: a citizen in good standing, security-cleared, reliable, a 

woman who had interpreted for the federation for fifteen years 

without a single irregularity. 

What the federation did not know was that Lyudmila Petrova and the 

grandmaster had grown up on the same street, in the same provincial 

city, two thousand kilometres from Moscow, and had known each 

other as children, and had a private language older than the official 

one — the half-coded, allusive, poetic speech of two children from the 

same place who had each, separately, made their way to the centre of 

a system that watched them. 

‘A bird that has forgotten the way home’ was from a song their 

grandmothers had both sung. It meant, in the language of their 

childhood street, I want to leave and I cannot find the way. 

Lyudmila Petrova translated it as ‘the position was unclear,’ and kept 

her face still, and understood that the most dangerous fortnight of 

her life had just begun. 
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2 

She was watched, and she knew it. The delegation included, as such 

delegations always did, men whose role was not chess. They watched 

the grandmaster, who was the asset. They watched the interpreter, 

who was the channel. Every word Lyudmila translated was, in 

principle, checked; her reliability was the reason she had been 

chosen, and her reliability was therefore the thing most closely 

tested. 

The grandmaster could not speak to her privately. They were never 

alone; the men saw to that. The only channel between them was the 

official one — the press conferences, the formal exchanges, the public 

translation — conducted in full view and full hearing of the people 

whose job was to make sure it carried nothing it should not. 

And so the grandmaster, who was one of the great minds of his 

generation, had done the only thing available to him. He had begun 

to speak, in his public answers, in the private language of their 

childhood street — the songs, the allusions, the half-rhymes that two 

children from that place would know and that no security officer from 

Moscow ever could. He buried his real message in his chess 

commentary, in metaphors about birds and rivers and the long road 

home, and trusted Lyudmila to hear it and to translate, for the 

watchers, only the flat surface: the position was unclear, the endgame 

was difficult, he was tired. 

It was a cipher made of childhood. It had exactly one reader in the 

world. And the reader was the interpreter the federation had chosen 

for her reliability. 
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3 

Over the first week, in fragments, across press conferences and 

formal exchanges, the grandmaster told her the whole of it, and she 

carried it, flattening every dangerous word into harmless officialese 

as it passed through her. 

He wanted to defect. Not for himself alone — he was tired, he was 

watched, he had been a possession of the federation his whole life, 

but he might have borne that. He wanted to defect because of his son. 

His son, nineteen, was at home, and had fallen under suspicion — 

had said the wrong things, known the wrong people — and the 

grandmaster had been given to understand, quietly, that his son's 

safety was contingent on the grandmaster's continued performance 

and obedience, and that a Candidates victory, a challenger's place, a 

propaganda triumph for the federation, would buy the son's safety, 

and that a defection would end it. 

He was, in other words, in the position the Sousse grandmaster had 

been in, sixty years before, though neither Lyudmila nor he knew that 

story. He was being made to play for his child. And he had decided, 

unlike the man at Sousse, that he would not race home to perform 

obedience. He would defect — but he would do it in a way that took 

his son with him, or he would not do it at all. 

That was the message, assembled over a week of birds and rivers: I 

will not leave without my son. Can it be done? You are the only one 

who can ask. 
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4 

Lyudmila Petrova was the interpreter, the trusted channel, the 

reliable woman. She was not a spy, not an operative, not anything but 

a translator from a provincial street who had risen on the strength of 

her tongue and her discretion. 

But she had one thing the grandmaster did not have, and it was the 

thing the whole situation turned on: she could move, and speak, in 

the ordinary world of the tournament, in three languages, to many 

people, without suspicion, because her job was precisely to move and 

speak among foreigners. An interpreter talking at length to foreign 

journalists, foreign officials, foreign delegation members was not 

suspicious. It was her function. 

So she used her function. Carefully, over the second week, in the 

ordinary course of her work, she made contact — a word here, a 

longer-than-necessary clarification there, a translated message that 

carried, beneath its surface, a question — with the people who could 

answer the grandmaster's question. The tournament was an 

international event in a watched city, but it was full of foreigners with 

their own quiet channels, and an interpreter is a person whose job is 

to carry meaning between worlds. 

She carried it. She asked the grandmaster's question — can it be done, 

the son as well as the father — through channels she assembled out 

of her own ordinary professional contact with the foreign press and 

officials, and she received, in time, through the same channels, in the 

same buried way, an answer. 

And because she was meticulous, she did not stop at the question; 

she learned the shape of the answer, the mechanics of it, so that she 

could carry not just hope but a plan. The father's part was almost 
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simple: a defeated player, of no further use, walks out of a hotel after 

a closing ceremony, into a car, to an embassy whose doors are open 

to him for a window of perhaps two hours before anyone thinks to 

check his room. It was the son who was difficult, two thousand 

kilometres east, watched but not yet seized. The foreign channel 

could not reach into that city directly. But it could, Lyudmila learned, 

do one thing: it could arrange for the son to receive, on a specified 

evening, an entirely ordinary invitation — a visa interview, a 

scholarship that did not exist, a reason a nineteen-year-old might 

plausibly travel to a third country without alarming anyone — timed 

to put him on an aircraft and out of the country's reach in the same 

hours the father walked into the embassy. Two doors, two thousand 

kilometres apart, opening on the same evening, neither of which 

could open until the other was ready. The father could not go first, or 

they would seize the son. The son could not go first, or they would 

seize the father. They had to move in the same hour, and the only 

signal that could synchronise them, across all that distance and all 

those watchers, was the result of a chess game played on live 

television. 

The answer was: yes, but only at the closing ceremony, and only if the 

grandmaster does not win. 

5 

The condition was the cruel heart of it, and Lyudmila understood it 

at once. 

If the grandmaster won the Candidates — became the challenger, the 

propaganda triumph — the federation's attention on him would be 

total, his every movement managed, defection impossible, and his 
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son's safety locked to his continued obedience. A winner cannot 

disappear; a winner is too valuable, too watched, too surrounded. 

But a loser — a grandmaster who finished out of contention, a 

disappointment, a man the federation had briefly hoped for and then 

written off — a loser could slip, in the loosened attention after the 

closing ceremony, through the channels that had been prepared. And 

the son, at home, not yet arrested, still merely suspected, could be 

moved at the same moment, before the federation understood that 

the father had gone and tightened its grip on the child. 

The whole thing depended on the grandmaster losing. Deliberately. 

Throwing away the Candidates Tournament — the summit of his 

career, the thing he had worked his whole life for, the World 

Championship challenge that was finally within his reach — in order 

to become unimportant enough to escape with his son. 

Lyudmila had to tell him this. In the private language of birds and 

rivers, across a press conference table, in front of the men who 

watched. She had to tell a great player, at the height of his powers, 

one round from the challenger's place, that the way home for him and 

his son was to lose. 

6 

She told him at the press conference after the penultimate round, 

when he was, in fact, leading, one good result from the challenger's 

place. 

A journalist asked him about his chances in the final round. And 

Lyudmila, translating his answer, had to find a way to carry back to 
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him, inside her translation of his own words, the message: you must 

lose, it is the only way, the son too, but only if you lose. 

She did it through the song. Their grandmothers' song, the one about 

the bird, had a second verse — a verse about how the bird, to find its 

way home, must first fly the wrong way, away from home, into the 

dark, because the way home lay through the dark and not toward the 

light. It was a known thing between them; he would understand. As 

she translated his bland answer about the final round into English for 

the journalists, she let her voice, for one phrase, in their own 

language, beneath the translation, carry the line about the bird flying 

the wrong way to find its way home. 

She watched his face as she said it. 

She saw him understand. She saw him understand that she was 

telling him to lose. She saw the cost of it cross his face — the whole 

career, the summit, the thing he had wanted since he was a child on 

their street — and she saw him weigh it, in a single second, against 

his son. 

He did not hesitate longer than that second. He gave a small nod, as 

if acknowledging the journalist's question, and said, in their 

language, one line back to her, which she translated for the room as 

‘I will play the final round as the position demands.’ 

What he had actually said was the song's last line: the bird flies into 

the dark, and is not afraid, because the dark is the way home. 
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7 

He lost the final round. 

There was a moment in it, near the end, that only he experienced and 

that Lyudmila reconstructed afterward from the broadcast, watching 

his face over the board in the long minutes before the move that lost. 

He had reached a position where he could still, even then, have drawn 

— could have steered into a fortress, split the point, kept his slender 

mathematical chance of the title alive into a play-off. The honest 

move, the winning-his-life move, was right there on the board, and 

any grandmaster watching could see he had seen it. 

And in that moment, the cameras caught him simply sitting, very 

still, his eyes on the pieces, for almost four minutes — an eternity on 

the clock — and what the cameras could not see was that he was 

looking at two boards. On one, he played the drawing move, and held, 

and won the play-off, and walked out of the hall a challenger for the 

championship of the world, the summit of everything, photographed 

and garlanded and owned — and his son, two thousand kilometres 

east, was taken from a flat at dawn by men who did not need to 

explain themselves, because a champion's son is a hostage too 

valuable to release. On the other board, he played the losing move, 

and walked out of the hall a failure, a man the world pitied, and into 

a car, and through a door that closed behind him forever — and his 

son, that same hour, boarded an aircraft toward a scholarship that 

did not exist, and was free. 

He looked at both futures for four minutes, the title on one side and 

the boy on the other, and then he reached out, with a steady hand, 

and played the move that lost. 
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He did it beautifully, which was the terrible thing — he did not 

blunder, did not collapse obviously, did not do anything that the 

watching men or the watching world could read as deliberate. He 

simply played a sharp, double-edged, committal game, took risks a 

leader did not need to take, walked into complications, and lost, in a 

manner that looked like nothing more than a great player 

overpressing in the biggest game of his life and coming to grief. A 

tragedy. A choke. The chess world's sympathy. 

Only Lyudmila Petrova, in the whole world, knew that she had just 

watched a man throw away the summit of his life, on purpose, with 

perfect artistry, to save his son. 

The closing ceremony was the following evening. In the loosened 

attention that follows a tournament's end — the delegation's focus 

shifted to the winner, to the next stage, to going home, the defeated 

grandmaster suddenly a minor concern — the prepared channels did 

their work, and the two doors opened in the same hour. The 

grandmaster, of no further use to anyone, walked out of the hotel 

after the ceremony, into a car that was waiting, and through the 

embassy door that closed behind him with the soft finality of a thing 

that cannot be undone. And two thousand kilometres east, in those 

same minutes, his son — holding an invitation to a scholarship that 

did not exist, in a third country, for a course he would never take — 

passed through an airport gate and out of the reach of the men who 

had been watching him, before any of them understood that the 

father's defeat on live television the night before had been the starting 

gun. 

Father and son came out together. It was weeks before Lyudmila 

knew for certain that both had made it. She learned it the way she 

had learned everything in that fortnight: indirectly, in a buried form, 
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a message that reached her through a foreign contact, containing a 

single line in the language of their childhood street. 

The line was the first verse of the song, but changed, the bird no 

longer lost: the bird has found the way home, and sings. 

8 

Lyudmila Petrova was investigated, of course. A grandmaster had 

defected; his interpreter, the trusted channel, was scrutinised 

exhaustively. But she had been, throughout, perfect. Every official 

translation she had given was accurate to the surface of the 

grandmaster's words. There was no recording, anywhere, of her 

saying anything she should not have said, because she never had — 

she had only translated metaphors about birds as metaphors about 

chess, which is what they appeared to be, and no security officer from 

Moscow could prove that a song their grandmothers sang on a 

provincial street had ever meant anything more. 

The cipher had been perfect because it was made of childhood, and 

childhood leaves no transcript. 

She was cleared. She had been too reliable, too careful, too exactly 

what she had been chosen to be. The federation concluded that the 

grandmaster had arranged his own defection through foreign 

contacts and that his interpreter had been, like everyone, deceived. 

She continued, for a time, in her work. And then, quietly, in her own 

way, in her own time, by her own prepared channels — for she had 

learned, in that fortnight, a great deal about how it was done — she 

left too. 
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She did not see the grandmaster again for years. When she did, in a 

free country, at a small gathering of people from their part of the 

world, he crossed the room to her, an older man now, his great career 

a thing of the past, his son grown and safe beside him. 

He did not thank her in any language a watcher would have 

understood. He simply began, quietly, to sing — their grandmothers' 

song, all the verses, the bird lost and the bird flying into the dark and 

the bird home at last — and Lyudmila Petrova joined him, two people 

from the same provincial street, singing in a free room the cipher that 

had carried them both out. 

His son, who did not know the song, listened to his father and the 

interpreter sing it, and understood only that it mattered, and that he 

was alive to hear it, and that these two had arranged, between them, 

in a language older than the one that had owned them, the move that 

had brought him into the light. 

 ◆  ◆  ◆ 
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STORY 11 
 

THE HASTINGS 
ENDGAME 

 
The club's championship cup had a hundred names on it. The 

historian found the one that was wrong. 
 
 ◆ 
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1 

The cup had been won every year since 1895, and a hundred and 

twenty-nine names were engraved upon it, and Cordelia Frome, 

cataloguing the club's history for its hundred-and-thirtieth 

anniversary, found that one of them was a lie, and that the lie had 

cost a woman her place in the history of the game. 

Cordelia Frome was sixty-one. She was the honorary historian of the 

Hastings Chess Club, on the south coast of England — a club that had, 

since the nineteenth century, been one of the cradles of English chess, 

host to famous tournaments, home to a championship cup that was 

among the oldest continuously contested trophies in the game. 

Cordelia had been a member for forty years and the historian for the 

last ten, an unpaid post she had taken up out of love, and she was 

preparing, for the anniversary, a complete history of the club 

championship, name by name, year by year. 

It was while verifying the early years against the original club minute 

books — the leather-bound volumes that recorded every meeting, 

every game, every result, in the hands of successive club secretaries 

since 1895 — that she found the discrepancy. 

The cup recorded the winner of the 1897 championship as a man: H. 

Pemberton. 

The minute book, in the secretary's hand of 1897, recorded the 

winner of the 1897 championship as H. Pemberton also — but with 

an entry, three pages later, that Cordelia read twice, and then a third 

time, sitting very still in the club's small archive room. 

The entry recorded a special meeting of the club committee, held in 

private, at which it was resolved that the name engraved upon the 
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championship cup should read H. Pemberton, and that the matter of 

the winner's sex should not be further discussed or recorded. 

2 

Cordelia Frome, historian, pulled every thread the minute books 

offered, over many evenings in the archive room, and assembled the 

truth of 1897. 

The winner of the 1897 club championship had been a woman. Her 

name was Harriet Pemberton. She had joined the club — which did, 

in that era, in a limited way, admit women — as a player of modest 

reputation, and had then, over the season of 1897, defeated every 

man in the club, including the strongest players on the south coast, 

and won the championship outright, the first and, the records would 

suggest, for a very long time the only woman to do so. 

And the committee of 1897, faced with the intolerable fact that the 

club championship cup would have to bear a woman's name among 

its line of gentlemen, had met in private and resolved to engrave the 

cup with her initial and surname only — H. Pemberton — so that 

posterity would read it as a man's, and to bury the truth in a sealed 

resolution that the matter of the winner's sex should not be further 

discussed. 

Harriet Pemberton had won. The cup said so. But the cup had been 

engraved to hide that the H stood for Harriet, and the club had spent 

a hundred and twenty-nine years letting the world assume that the 

1897 champion, like all the others of that era, had been a man. 

She had been erased in plain sight — her victory recorded and her self 

deleted, her name on the cup and her existence behind it concealed 
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by a single ambiguous initial and a committee's resolution never to 

speak of it. 

3 

Cordelia Frome traced Harriet Pemberton forward, as a historian 

does, to learn what had become of the erased champion. 

It was a sad tracing. Harriet Pemberton had played one more season, 

in 1898, and had then left the club, and chess, entirely. The minute 

books did not say why, but Cordelia, reading between the careful 

secretarial lines, could see the shape of it: a woman who had beaten 

every man in the club and been rewarded with an initial and a silence, 

who had understood that her victory was to be allowed only on the 

condition that it be disguised as a man's, and who had decided, with 

what Cordelia imagined as a cold and entirely justified fury, that she 

would not play a game that would not own her. 

Harriet Pemberton had, the genealogical record showed, married, 

and moved away, and lived a long life, and died in 1954, and had 

descendants, who were traceable, and who lived, some of them, still 

in the south of England. 

And not one of them, Cordelia discovered when she found and 

contacted them, knew that their great-great-grandmother had been 

the 1897 champion of the Hastings Chess Club. The story had not 

come down. Harriet had not told it. Why would she have? It was not 

a story of triumph she had been allowed to keep. It was a story of a 

victory taken and disguised, and she had walked away from it and 

never looked back, and her descendants knew her only as a long-dead 

matriarch who, family legend faintly held, had ‘been clever at games’ 
as a young woman. 
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But one of the descendants, an elderly woman in Rye, had a box. It 

held the ordinary residue of a long-dead life — a christening gown, a 

few sepia photographs, a bundle of letters tied with ribbon — and 

among the letters was one, in a firm upright Victorian hand, that 

Harriet Pemberton had written to her own sister in the spring of 1898 

and that had somehow survived a hundred and twenty-eight years in 

the bottom of the box. Cordelia read it in the woman's front room in 

Rye with the sea-light coming through the window, and her hands 

were not quite steady, because it was the first time Harriet had 

spoken to her as a person and not a discrepancy in a ledger. 

I am leaving the club, the letter said, and I will not tell you it does not 

grieve me, because you would know I was lying. I won the thing, 

Margaret. I beat every man in that room, the clever ones and the 

proud ones and the one who would not shake my hand, and I won it 

cleanly across a whole winter of Tuesday evenings, and when it was 

done they gave me a cup with a lie cut into it. They put my name on 

it the way you would write a name you were ashamed of — small, and 

quick, and only the front of it, so that no one need ever know the rest. 

They did not even have the courage to refuse me. They let me win and 

then unwrote that a woman had done it. And I find, dear sister, that 

I would rather have lost honestly than win and be hidden, and so I 

shall give them no more winters. Let them have their cup. They have 

made it tell a lie, and a thing that tells a lie is no longer a trophy, only 

a small engraved coward. I am quite well. Do not worry for me. I have 

decided that the next thing I am clever at, I shall be clever at where 

they cannot file me away. — Your Harriet. 

Cordelia copied it out, word for word, and gave the original back to 

the woman in Rye with both hands, the way one returns something 

holy. A small engraved coward. Harriet Pemberton had been dead for 
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seventy-two years, and she had just told Cordelia exactly what the 

cup was, and exactly what to do about it. 

4 

Cordelia Frome, honorary historian, sixty-one years a lover of this 

club, faced the choice the others had faced, the choice that seemed to 

come to every woman who found the truth at the edge of an 

institution she belonged to. 

She could say nothing. The club was about to celebrate its hundred-

and-thirtieth anniversary; the cup, with its line of names, was the 

centrepiece; the discovery that the club had, in 1897, deliberately 

erased a woman champion was not the note the anniversary 

committee would wish to strike. To raise it was to embarrass the club 

she loved, in its anniversary year, with a hundred-and-twenty-nine-

year-old shame. 

Or she could tell it. She could restore Harriet Pemberton — could 

correct the record, could put the truth on the cup, could give a long-

dead woman and her unknowing descendants the victory that had 

been disguised. 

It was not, on its face, a hard choice; the wrong was clear and the 

righting of it harmed no living person. But Cordelia understood that 

it was harder than it looked, because of how she did it, and to whom, 

and when. To stand up at the anniversary and denounce the club's 

founders would be to make the truth a weapon and the occasion a 

scandal, and would set the membership defensively against the very 

correction she sought. The club, like all old institutions, would 

protect itself if attacked, even from its own history. 
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She needed, as the others had needed, the third thing: a way to tell 

the truth that the institution could receive as honour rather than as 

accusation — a way to let the club be the hero of its own correction 

rather than the villain of its own exposure. 

5 

She found it the way a historian finds things: in the record itself. 

Because the minute book of 1897 did not only record the committee's 

shameful resolution. It recorded, Cordelia found on a closer reading, 

a dissent. One member of that committee — a man named Edmund 

Carr — had voted against the resolution, and had asked that his 

dissent be recorded, and had stated, for the minute, that ‘Miss 

Pemberton has won the championship of this club fairly and outright, 

and her name and her sex should be engraved upon the cup with 

honour, and that to do otherwise is a disgrace to the club which 

posterity will not forgive.’ 

Posterity, Cordelia Frome realised, was her. And Edmund Carr had 

spoken, across a hundred and twenty-nine years, directly to her, the 

future historian, telling her exactly what to do and giving her exactly 

the instrument to do it with. 

Because now the story was not simply that the club had erased a 

woman. The story was that the club had erased a woman over the 

recorded objection of one of its own members, who had seen clearly, 

in 1897, what was right, and had said so for the record, and had been 

outvoted. The club contained, in its own founding generation, both 

the shame and the conscience. And a club can be brought to honour 

its conscience far more easily than it can be brought to confess its 

shame. 
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Cordelia would not tell the anniversary that the club had erased 

Harriet Pemberton. She would tell the anniversary that the club, in 

1897, had contained a man named Edmund Carr who had fought for 

Harriet Pemberton and lost, and that the time had come, at last, to 

give Edmund Carr his victory and Harriet Pemberton her name. 

6 

She presented it to the anniversary committee that way, and it landed 

exactly as she had calculated. 

She did not accuse the founders. She told the committee a story of 

two heroes — a woman who had won against every odds, and a man 

who had stood up for the truth of it against his own peers — and a 

wrong that the present club, the modern club, the better club, now 

had the privilege of righting. She made the correction not a 

confession of the club's shame but a fulfilment of the club's own best 

conscience, voiced in 1897 by Edmund Carr and ratified, at last, a 

hundred and twenty-nine years later, by his successors. 

The committee, offered the chance to be the heroes of the story rather 

than the heirs of its villains, took it gladly. There is, Cordelia 

reflected, almost nothing an institution will not do if you allow it to 

feel honourable while doing it, and almost nothing it will do if you 

require it to feel ashamed. The truth was the same either way. Only 

the framing differed. She had simply chosen the framing that let the 

truth win. 

Not all of it went gladly. One man fought her — a retired schoolmaster 

named Aubrey Tench, who had been a member for fifty years and the 

club's self-appointed keeper of its dignity for most of them, and who 

did not like the word disgrace anywhere near the founders, and said 
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so. He raised, in the careful committee-room voice of a man who 

believes his objections are about procedure, every objection such a 

man raises: that the minute book was old and perhaps unreliable; 

that one could not judge 1897 by the standards of 2026; that the cup 

was the cup and re-engraving it set a dangerous precedent; that the 

club's reputation in its anniversary year was a delicate thing not to be 

handed to the newspapers; that Miss Frome, with respect, was a 

historian and not a member of the committee of 1897 and could not 

know what those men had faced. 

Cordelia let him finish. Then she did not argue with any of it. She 

simply opened her folder and laid two documents on the committee 

table where everyone could see them. The first was the photographed 

minute of Edmund Carr's dissent — a founder, one of their own, in 

1897, calling it a disgrace which posterity will not forgive, so that the 

word Tench objected to was not hers at all but the club's own. The 

second was Harriet Pemberton's letter to her sister, copied in 

Cordelia's hand, the small engraved coward and all of it, the voice of 

the woman herself reaching across a hundred and twenty-eight years 

into the committee room. She read three lines of the letter aloud, and 

the room went very quiet, and Aubrey Tench, who had been prepared 

to argue all afternoon with a historian, found that he had nothing at 

all to say to Harriet Pemberton. 

He voted against it anyway, alone, for the minute, the way Edmund 

Carr had voted against the original resolution alone, for the minute 

— and Cordelia, who missed nothing, made sure that small symmetry 

was recorded too, one man dissenting in 1897 to demand the truth 

and one man dissenting in 2026 to refuse it, the whole arc of the 

club's conscience in two votes a hundred and twenty-nine years 

apart. 
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The committee resolved, over his objection, to correct the cup. 

7 

It was done at the hundred-and-thirtieth anniversary, before the 

assembled membership and Harriet Pemberton's descendants, 

whom Cordelia had found and invited and prepared. 

The cup was not re-engraved to erase H. Pemberton — that would 

have been its own falsification. Instead, beneath the line of names, a 

new engraving was added, and a permanent plaque mounted beside 

the cup, telling the true story: that the H. Pemberton who won in 1897 

was Harriet Pemberton, the first woman champion of the club; that 

her name had been disguised by a committee of the time; that one 

member, Edmund Carr, had dissented and demanded she be 

honoured; and that the club, in its hundred-and-thirtieth year, 

restored to Harriet Pemberton her name and her victory, and to 

Edmund Carr his vindication. 

Harriet Pemberton's great-great-granddaughter — a woman of about 

Cordelia's age, who had come not knowing why she had been invited 

and had learned, in the preparing, that her ‘clever at games’ ancestor 

had been a champion erased — unveiled the plaque. She wept, as the 

descendants in these stories always wept, for an ancestor she had 

never met and now, too late and not too late, knew. 

And then she said a thing that Cordelia Frome kept for the rest of her 

life. She said: “She never told us. She won, and they hid it, and she 

walked away, and she never told her own children. She carried it 

alone for fifty-seven years and took it to her grave. And I think — I 

think she would be glad, but I think she would also say: it should not 
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have taken a hundred and twenty-nine years. It should not have 

needed me to be dead before a woman's name could go on a cup.” 

“No,” Cordelia Frome said. “It should not have. But it needed 

someone to read the minute books, and someone to find Edmund 

Carr, and someone to decide that the truth was worth more than the 

club's comfort. Your great-great-grandmother won the 

championship in 1897. I only won the argument in 2026. Hers was 

the harder game.” 

8 

Cordelia Frome completed her history of the club championship — 

the full and true one, name by name, year by year, with Harriet 

Pemberton restored to 1897 and Edmund Carr's dissent quoted in 

full. 

She kept, in the archive room, the 1897 minute book open in a glass 

case, to the page of Edmund Carr's dissent, so that any member or 

visitor who came to study the history of the Hastings Chess Club 

would read, first, the words of a man who had seen clearly across a 

hundred and twenty-nine years. 

Her name and her sex should be engraved upon the cup with honour, 

and to do otherwise is a disgrace to the club which posterity will not 

forgive. 

Posterity, Cordelia would tell visitors, had nearly forgiven it, by 

simple forgetting, which is how most disgraces are forgiven — not 

righted, just lost. The minute book had nearly not been read. The cup 

had nearly gone on lying by omission forever. It had been the closest 

thing in the world to a perfect erasure: a victory recorded and a 
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person deleted, hidden behind a single initial, sealed by a resolution 

never to speak of it. 

It had failed only because a club had kept its minute books honestly 

even while it engraved its cup dishonestly — because the same 

institution that had hidden the truth had also, with the bureaucratic 

thoroughness of its kind, recorded the hiding, and the dissent against 

the hiding, in a leather-bound volume that waited a hundred and 

twenty-nine years for a historian who loved the club enough to read 

every page. 

An archive should never hold only the lie, an Icelandic woman 

Cordelia would never meet had once told a very old man. It should 

hold the truth too. It should simply know when to let it out. 

Cordelia Frome had let it out. She walked home from the club that 

anniversary night along the Hastings seafront, the Channel dark and 

loud beside her, and she thought of Harriet Pemberton walking the 

same front in 1898, a champion erased, deciding never to play again, 

carrying her stolen victory in silence toward a grave that would hold 

it for seventy-two years. 

It should not have taken a hundred and twenty-nine years. 

But it had taken them, and then it had ended, and Harriet 

Pemberton's name — her real name, her whole name — was on the 

cup at last, with honour, where Edmund Carr had said it belonged. 

The game, Cordelia thought, is long. Longer than a life, sometimes. 

But the endgame, played correctly, by whoever is left at the board 

when the truth is finally ready, can still be won. 

 ◆  ◆  ◆ 
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END OF THE COLLECTION 
 

Some moves, you'll have noticed, 
are sealed for years before they are played. 

 
 
 

— M.P. 
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