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    Introduction
 
 Disorder: an Examination of Irrational Positions
 

    You, what do you own the world? How do you own disorder? Disorder, now somewhere between the sacred silence, sacred silence and sleep; somewhere, between the sacred silence and sleep. Disorder, disorder, disorder! – System of a Down, “Toxicity”.
 

    Have you ever taken a random word-association test? If they say “dog”, you respond with “bone”, “leash”, “bark”, or even “cat”. You aren’t likely to associate “dog” with “origami”, the Japanese art of paper-folding. In this book, we look at the “origami” games, which tend to be devoid of strategic – or even tactical – markers for us to orient ourselves. In this book we explore the idea: is darkness merely the absence of light, or is it a separate entity by itself? Tal taught us that our idea doesn’t need to be grounded in truth to actually work. The attempt to confuse is not obligated to be steeped in meritocracy, if the goal is simply to confuse the opponent and win. You cannot execute a plan or combination unless it contains truth, but don’t believe for a second that lies are of no use, since lies have a way of deceiving/confusing opponents.

    The child is the extension of the parent. The childhood heroes who moulded my style – Nimzowitsch, Capablanca, Botvinnik, Petrosian, and Fischer – were all great strategists who excelled in positions of clarity. None of them felt comfortable in super-complex, irrational positions, where disorder reigns, and neither do I. This book is an attempt to tackle a natural strategist’s demons, by plunging into exactly the kind of positions where we are at our weakest. We examine games of the great chaoticists – like Tal, Kasparov, Carlsen, and others – in the hope that they will help us orient ourselves in positions which defy logic.

    An athlete doesn’t normally choose their event. The body chooses it for them. If you are five feet tall and weigh 95 pounds, you aren’t going to fare well if you dream about entering the NBA, or aspire to become an Olympic weightlifter. On the other hand, you may turn out to be a brilliant jockey, or marathon runner. The patterns of our move choices are completely unique. There is nobody else on Earth who plays exactly like you. In the same way, we don’t choose our chess style; it chooses us. And if we are natural strategists, then positions filled with disorder will be our Kryptonite. This book is mainly written for such players, to face their fears and study the part of chess which they dread most.

    My old student professor, Joel Sneed, once asked GM Boris Gulko: which element attracted him to chess the most? Boris replied, “The adventure!” In other words, the thrill of not knowing. This is the mind-state all great chaoticists have embedded within their DNA. In this book we look at games where the most common thought internally uttered is: “Huh? What?” We play so many forgettable games and so few which remain within our minds as long as we live. The ones we remember often come with a fearful level of confusion and irrationality. In such positions there is no clarity and no disclosure of its inner truth. We must keep in mind: how many of our games go exactly as scheduled? The answer is: not many.

    In one respect we chess players are devolving since, during study, we hate using our own brains, preferring instead to suckle on the comforting teat of chess engines. Why use the flawed human brain when the instant-answer genie is available? If you are going through these games, I encourage you to disconnect the engine and only use it later for verification. Computers are designed to do all the brain-work for us, so we don’t have to. And therein lies the problem. This book can be used as a manual to work on tactics and calculation, just as long as the engine is turned off.

    

    How to Identify Positions of Disorder/Irrationality
 1. A lack of continuity, in that one thing doesn’t necessarily logically lead to what we expected. In this book we try to decode the “without words” positions, which cannot be accessed logically/verbally broken down and explained easily. In such positions the logical mind tends to transform atavistically into a kind of animal consciousness, where nothing is fixed and we are engulfed in a deep realization of terrifying impermanence, where all which matters is our survival.

    2. You are lost in the woods and hungry. Then you come upon a patch of unfamiliar berries and mushrooms, which could be edible or could be poisonous. The question is: are you going to risk eating them? This book examines the mechanics of risk. Go too far and you overextend; play too safely with too strong a self-preservatory instinct and you may suppress opportunity.

    3. Just because something is impossible to prove doesn’t mean it is impossible to believe. We also examine the element of intuition, the mechanism which finds the solution despite a desert – or a complete overload – of data.

    4. There exists one great disruptor of a position’s logic: our opponent’s (or ours, for that matter) capricious free will and its capacity to generate chaos from order. The deferential following of orthodoxy tends to keep us safe, at the high cost of stifling imagination. In this book we look at games which essentially give the finger to orthodoxy! The fact that no previous person ever thought of a certain idea, means one of two things:

    a) Nobody ever thought of it before.

    b) It’s not played because it’s a bad idea.

    In this book we try to understand the nature of imagination.

    5. There are two types of blindness:

    a) Those who are unable to see.

    b) Those who deliberately refuse to see.

    We examine the nature of what it means to make mistakes – and in this book, they are myriad since the complexity level of the games is so high. We must deconstruct chaos and rebuild it back to reality. The way we do this is first to gather as much data as possible and then – even if the position is insanely complicated – make an educated guess, better known by its other name: intuition.

    6. “I must not fear. Fear is the mind killer.” Crazy positions are stress-inducers in our games. If we acclimatize ourselves in such positions, we will (hopefully) be less stressed at the board when they arise in our own games.

    7. When all our physical resources are depleted, we still have access to a final weapon: treachery! There are three steps in evading an opponent’s ambushes and traps:

    a) Suspecting that one exists.

    b) Correctly guessing its vicinity.

    c) Pinpointing its exact location.

    In this book we see some of the most devious tactical minds in chess history at work. We observe how they ensnared opponents. The hope is that we will then appreciate the signs of danger in our own games, before it’s too late to do anything about them.

    8. Any attempt at computation made within an irrational position is certain to be embedded with multiple disturbing unknowns, which we won’t be able to foresee in advance. Yet we must understand that, in chess, the words “disorder” and “irrational” actually mean irrational only to us flawed humans and not to engines which, if left on to analyse, accurately break down even the most nightmarish position and make perfect sense of it.

    9. The fact that our crazy idea shouldn’t work doesn’t make it any less dangerous, since we are playing a flawed and often easy to confuse human, rather than an engine.

    10. While the Sesame Street Muppets taught us that learning can be fun, in this book we look at games so irrationally complex that it is actually difficult to learn from many of them. Nonetheless, in a position’s confusion, just because we lose our faculty of sight, doesn’t mean we also lose our power of reason. The idea behind this book is: any position, no matter how complex, can still be broken down (at least to some degree!) into points of data, from which we hope to come up with the correct idea. So before most of the examples, I try my best to “explain” that which is often unexplainable. In such positions when we think: “I have a strong intuition on the matter”, it won’t be code for “I’m taking a wild guess!”

    11. There seems to be an unspoken “rule” where every chess book written must educate and teach us something. We sometimes forget that chess is also our form of entertainment, so some of the games are placed in the book solely for their enjoyment value. A blunder doesn’t mean that we are weak; it means that we are human. Games with numerous double question mark moves (in this book there are many double exclam moves as well) can be a joy to play over, since they demonstrate to us that in insane complications even the greatest players in chess history are human and make a load of errors, just like we do.

    12. After more than a half century in chess, I finally learned the secret to navigating irrational positions: let go of our obsession with knowing the position’s future and even let go of the game’s outcome. Just let the law of karma decide whether you win, lose or draw.

    

    It’s not so easy to place disorder into orderly categories, yet we must do so, otherwise this will be a single-chapter book.

    The chapters:

    1. Irrational Attack: This is the crowd-pleaser chapter, with some of the most complex attacking games in chess history.

    2. Irrational Defence: “He who attacks must vanquish; he who defends must merely survive,” said Master Po, from the 1970’s show Kung Fu. The will to survive is our most elemental drive. In this chapter we examine Houdini-like escapes, where creative defensive ideas triumph.

    3. The Dynamic Element: We examine the nature of what it takes to seize and, more importantly, keep hold of the initiative.

    4. Exploiting Imbalances: In this book we look at some of the most zany imbalances we have ever seen.

    5. Irrational Endings: When working on the games selection, I attempted to find some of the most tangled endings ever played.

    6. Opening Shockers: The first twelve or so moves of the opening in our games tend to be a solemn ritual, requiring little or no thought, since we previously reached the same position dozens or even hundreds of times. So how refreshing when something anomalous occurs in the opening phase. Opening theory is not a fixed entity but one subject to constant amendment. Yet there are limits to what can be changed. I very much doubt that a GM game will open with 1 e4 e5 2 Nf3 Nc6 3 Ba6??, then to be called the Accelerated Ruy Lopez. In this book we look at some of the craziest theoretical novelties ever concocted by the human mind.

    7. Irrational Draws: We normally equate draws as incomplete events and disappointment. Not in this chapter though, where every draw is the result of bedlam.

    8. Irrational Promotion Races: So scary are some pawn promotion races that they may be the leading cause of heart attacks and strokes among chess players. In this chapter we look at a few of these nail-biters, where second place in the race is not an option.

    

    I give you a written promise that there are zero boring games to make your eyes glaze over in this book. Here are a couple of examples:

    

    Game 35
 S.Matveeva-A.Skripchenko
 Krasnoturinsk 2003

    


    [image: ]

    Welcome to the swamp. Black’s candidate moves are 44 ... Qb4+ or 44 ... Rg6+. One line leads to a clear win, while in the other the assessment drops to almost even. Imagine playing Black in this position in one of your tournament games. Would you find the right line? Normally when most of us enter such positions, we become the high school student who is happy with a C grade and delighted with a B minus, meaning we take a wild guess. The problem is that intuition doesn’t work in such positions, unless your name is Mikhail or Magnus. The object of this book is to help us find a path of hidden logic, when it doesn’t appear to exist.

    

    Game 66
 I.Graudins-L.Sandström
 Correspondence 2012

    


    [image: ]

    We have clearly reached the Lord of the Flies point in the game. Can you tell me what is going on here? I don’t have a clue either. It’s White, who is a rook up, to play. Yet Black has this armada of pawns all sailing for their respective promotion squares. How would you assess this position without an engine? Is it even, is White winning, or is Black winning?

    

    

    
      The written word is merely a diluted substitute for actual experience. Still, my hope is that analysing the games in this book will help us all maintain our bearings when we arrive in irrational positions. Good luck. May you survive the storm!

      

      Cyrus Lakdawala,

      San Diego, February 2023

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
    
      
        

      
Chapter One
 Attack
 
 In this chapter we look at some of the craziest, most brilliant and blunderful attacks in chess history.

      

      Game 1
 F.A.Hoffmann-Al.Petrov
 Warsaw (match) 1844

      

      I selected this game for sentimental reasons. It was the first one I ever played over in a chess book. At age eight I was blown away by Black’s brilliance. At age 62, however, it becomes clear the game was closer to a comedy. Yet it is in a weird way a cult classic brilliancy, in the same way that Plan 9 from Outer Space had a shot to win an academy award – not much.
    

    1 e4 e5 2 Nf3 Nc6 3 Bc4 Bc5 4 c3 Nf6 5 d4 exd4 6 e5 Ne4?

    Today, we know to play 6 ... d5 7 Bb5 Ne4 8 cxd4 Bb6 or 8 ... Bb4+.

    [image: ]

    
    Exercise (critical decision): How can White exploit Black’s last move?

    
    Answer: Move the bishop to d5, which prevents a defence with ... d7-d5.

    7 Bd5! Nxf2

    This sacrifice is relatively best, even though Black doesn’t get enough for the piece, since White remains well developed. 7 ... f5 8 cxd4 Bb4+ 9 Bd2 is wretched for Black, who is unable to castle.

    8 Kxf2 dxc3+ 9 Kg3!

    This way White doesn’t block f1 with his king and allows his rook the square.

    9 ... cxb2

    This picks up a third pawn for the piece, at the cost of helping White develop.

    10 Bxb2

    Black’s three pawns for the piece are not enough, since White was handed a lead in development and the potential for an attack on Black’s king.

    10 ... Ne7

    10 ... 0-0 11 Nbd2 d6 12 Ne4! is terrible for Black.

    [image: ]

    
    Exercise (critical decision): On his last move Black threatens to swap away

    White’s powerful light squared bishop, while also adding ... Nf5+ into the mix.

    How should White respond?

    
    Answer: Simply making luft for the white king leads to a winning position.

    11 Ng5??

    Principle: Whenever you spot a combination, you would be wise to take Murphy’s Law into account. White’s idea is unsound, since he forgets about his own king’s safety. Instead, 11 h3! leaves White’s king safe and Black clearly standing worse.

    The threat to check on f5 should not be ignored: 11 Bb3? Nf5+ 12 Kf4 g5+!! 13 Ke4 (if 13 Nxg5?? Be3+ 14 Ke4 Qxg5 wins; or 13 Kxf5?? d5+ 14 e6 Bxe6+ 15 Ke5 Qd6+ 16 Kf6 Rg8 and mates) 13 ... Qe7 14 Kd3 d5 and the advantage swung to Black.

    11 ... Nxd5 12 Nxf7

    The sacrifice on f7 was the point. Now Black’s queen and h8-rook hang simultaneously and if Black’s king takes the knight, then Qxd5 comes with check.

    If 12 Qxd5? (not check) 12 ... Qxg5+ check, White doesn’t have time to pick up the loose c5-bishop, and 13 Kf3 (13 Kh3 d6+ is also fatal) 13 ... Qe3+ 14 Kg4 h5+ 15 Kf5 g6+ 16 Kf6 Be7+ 17 Kg7 Qh6 mate has shades of the famous Lasker-Thomas game, but with colours reversed.

    [image: ]

    
    Exercise (combination alert): White’s combination is horribly flawed and

    the engine points out no less than four (!) different ways for Black to win.

    For this exercise, find Black’s optimal response.

    
    Answer: Queen sacrifice by simply castling.

    12 ... 0-0!

    The sacrifice is absolutely sound. And the answer to your question is: yes, castling is indeed a legal move, since the black king didn’t pass through a check.

    The less optimal lines are also winning:

    a) 12 ... Qe7 13 Qxd5 Rf8 14 Nd2 Rxf7 15 Nf3 d6 with an extra pawn.

    b) 12 ... Ne3 13 Qf3 Qe7 14 Nxh8 d5 (threat: ... Qg5+) 15 h4 Nf5+ 16 Kh2 Qxh4+ 17 Qh3 Qf4+ 18 g3 Qe3 with a winning attack for Black, although it’s still quite complicated.

    c) 12 ... Rf8 13 Nxd8 Bf2+ 14 Kh3 d6+ 15 e6 Nf4+ 16 Kg4 Nxe6 17 g3 Nd4+ 18 Kh5 Rf5+ 19 Kh4 Rd5! and the dual threats of ... g7-g5 mate and ... Nf5+, winning White’s queen, are decisive.

    13 Nxd8 Bf2+

    The remainder is wholesome, family entertainment and it’s fun to watch White’s king squirm.

    14 Kh3 d6+ 15 e6

    White is bloody lucky to have this block. 15 g4? Nf4 is mate straight away.

    15 ... Nf4+ 16 Kg4

    In such positions we fight for our king’s life, as if it were our own at stake.

    16 ... Nxe6

    Threatening mate in two, starting with ... Rf4+.

    17 Nxe6

    Tartakower and Du Mont give a different finish: 17 g3 (cutting off the rook check; 17 Bc1 Nxd8+ also leads to a quick mate) 17 ... Nd4+ 18 Ne6 Bxe6+ 19 Kh4 Nf5+ 20 Kh3 Ne3+ 21 Kh4 Ng2+ 22 Kh5 g6+ 23 Kg5 Be3 mate.
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    Exercise (calculation): As a simple calculation exercise, work out Black’s

    forced mate in four, without moving the pieces.

    
    Answer: Start with the obvious capture on e6, with check.

    17 ... Bxe6+ 18 Kg5 Rf5+ 19 Kg4 h5+ 20 Kh3 Rf3 mate

    Mate, with double check!

    

    Game 2
 J.R.Capablanca-O.Bernstein
 St. Petersburg 1914

    

    The first chess books we read shape our minds and styles. As a child I devoured every Capablanca game I could lay my hands on, and the dream was to one day transform myself into a poor-man’s Capa. This game is an un-Capa version, since it displays his ability to calculate and attack.

    [image: ]

    We feel that Bernstein has misplayed the position for the following reasons:

    1. Black’s king is uncastled and in the middle.

    2. Black’s queen is uncomfortably placed on c7, since it meets the glare of White’s c1-rook. This opens possibilities of Nd5 and also a piece sacrifice on b5, with either bishop or knight.

    3. Black’s knight on g4 is loose, so maybe we can look for discovered attacks based upon moves like Ng5.

    
    Exercise (critical decision): It’s clear that if we allow Black to castle then he

    may survive, so we must take decisive action. How would you continue if you

    had Capablanca’s position?

    
    Answer: Sacrificing the bishop on b5 is strongest and produces a potent attack for White.

    17 Bxb5!

    Capa goes with a pulse-thudding decision which requires precise calculation.

    17 ... axb5

    The alternatives are even worse:

    a) 17 ... cxb5 18 Nxb5 Qb8 19 Nc7+! (confession: for practical reasons I would go for the sub-optimal 19 Rxc8+! followed by a knight fork on d6, mainly since it’s a lot easier to calculate, and also my intuition gravitates to the least interesting continuation in any position!) 19 ... Ke7 20 Ng5! Ndf6 21 Qb3 (threatening to infiltrate on f7) 21 ... Rf8 22 b5! (threatening a devastating queen check on either a3 or b4) 22 ... Ne8 23 Nd5+ Kd8 24 b6 and Black can resign.

    b) 17 ... Ne3 doesn’t work: 18 fxe3 Bxe3+ 19 Kh1 Bxc1 20 Nd4!! (something malevolent emerges from the terrible darkness; Black is unable to save himself) 20 ... cxb5 21 Nd5 Qc4 22 Ne6 Bf4 23 Nxg7+ Kf7 24 Bxf4 Kxg7 25 Bh6+! Kxh6 26 Qd2+ Kg6 27 Ne7+ and mate in two.

    18 Nxb5 Qd8

    18 ... Qb8 19 Nd6+ Ke7 20 Nf5+ Ke8 21 Rxc6 is also decisive. As a reminder: Black can’t castle since his king has already moved.

    19 Nd6+ Kf8

    19 ... Ke7 20 Nf5+ Kf8 21 Nxe5! is a winning attack for White.

    20 Rxc6 Nb6 21 Bh4!!

    [image: ]

    The bishop is brought into the attack with tempo. The move is given exclams by Capa, Golombek, Kasparov, and me (in Capablanca: Move by Move). I like it better than the engine’s prosaic 21 Nxe5 Nxe5 22 Bxe5 with a winning position for White here too.

    You might think that such a chaotic position would be inhospitable for a great strategist like Capa. What many in his time didn’t appreciate was that he was also a great calculator, who could go toe to toe with Lasker or Alekhine in a pure number-crunching battle.

    21 ... Qd7 22 Nxc8!

    Now Capa gives up an exchange to enter a forcing line which drags Black’s king up the board. The engine prefers the quiet 22 b5 Nf6 23 Qc1, again with a winning position.

    22 ... Qxc6

    Black is now a full rook up, but the growing wealth gap obviously doesn’t bother Capa, who plays for mate. 22 ... Qxd1 23 Rxd1 Rxc8 24 Rxc8+ Nxc8 25 Rd8+ Kf7 26 Rxh8 is a hopeless ending for Black.

    23 Qd8+

    The immediate 23 Be7+!! is even stronger. 23 ... Kf7 (or 23 ... Kg8 24 Qd8+ Kf7 25 Ng5+ Kg6 26 Qxh8) 24 Ng5+ Kg6 25 Qxg4 Qxc8 26 Ne6+ Kf7 27 Qxg7+! Kxe6 28 Rd1!. Principle: When attacking, don’t chase the enemy king. Instead, cut off flight squares. White threatens mates on both d6 and f6, which can only be stalled, not avoided.

    23 ... Qe8 24 Be7+ Kf7 25 Nd6+ Kg6

    Abandon all hope, ye who enter here. 25 ... Ke6? 26 Ng5 is mate at once.

    26 Nh4+ Kh5

    [image: ]

    
    Exercise (critical decision): To claim that Black’s position is awful is to state

    the obvious. How should White continue his attack?

    
    Answer: Counter-intuitively, by allowing an exchange of queens.

    27 Nxe8! Rxd8 28 Nxg7+

    Queens have been removed from the board, yet the ferocity of White’s attack remains.

    28 ... Kh6 29 Ngf5+ Kh5 30 h3!

    I’m pretty certain Capa visualized and correctly assessed this position when he played 21 Bh4!!.

    30 ... Nc8

    30 ... Rdg8 31 hxg4+ Rxg4 32 Kh2! (threat: f2-f3, followed by g2-g4+) 32 ... Nc8 33 f3 Nxe7 34 fxg4+ Kxg4 35 Nxe7 Kxh4 36 a4 is also completely lost for Black, while 30 ... Nh6?? allows 31 Ng3 or 31 Ng7 mate.

    31 hxg4+ Kxg4

    Bernstein breaks his own record: in his 1911 San Sebastian First Brilliancy Prize loss against Capa, his king was driven to g5!.

    32 Bxd8 Rxd8

    [image: ]

    Black is three pawns down and should just resign.

    33 g3 Rd2

    33 ... Kh3 is met by 34 Nf3.

    34 Kg2 Re2

    Or 34 ... Rxa2 35 Nf3 and if Black attempts to save his e-pawn with 35 ... Bb8?? then 36 Rh1! mates quickly.

    35 a4! Nb6

    Nope, 35 ... Rxe4?? doesn’t work: 36 f3+ picks off the rook.

    36 Ne3+ Kh5 37 a5 Nd7 38 Nhf5 Nf6

    Of course nobody resigned in 1914. An annoyed Kasparov writes: “Bernstein ‘forgets’ to resign.”

    39 b5 Bd4 40 Kf3 Ra2 41 a6 Ba7 42 Rc1 Rb2

    [image: ]

    
    Exercise (combination alert): White has a way to pick up a piece. How?

    
    Answer: Step 1: Give check on g4.

    43 g4+! Kg6

    43 ... Kg5 44 Rc7 is the same.

    44 Rc7!

    Step 2: Double attack. White threatens mate on g7, as well as Black’s bishop.

    44 ... Rxf2+

    There comes a time when we grow too old for unfunny jokes. Black’s forlorn position is a study in dejection, mixed with false defiance. Sigh. Yes, giving up a full rook for nothing against Capablanca should easily solve all his troubles.

    45 Kxf2 Nxg4+ 46 Kf3 1-0

    

    Game 3
 G.Maróczy-S.Tartakower
 Teplitz-Schönau 1922

    


    [image: ]

    You and your new-agey friend are walking through the woods. “My intuition tells me that this mushroom is edible,” says the friend. The question is: are you going to eat it? I just described Black’s dilemma.

    
    Exercise (planning/critical decision): Black’s build-up on the kingside should be a

    cause for alarm for White and we must decide on a slow or violent temptation.

    Would you sacrifice the rook on h2, or play quietly with 17 ... Qf5 - ?

    
    Answer: Sacrificing isn’t the answer to every problem. The rook sacrifice is promising yet clearly weaker than the simple building move 17 ... Qf5!.

    17 ... Rxh2!?

    The human capability to rationalize is that powerful tool which conveniently turns wrong into right. I too would almost certainly sacrifice the rook on h2, rather than go for the slower (but stronger) path, since we salivate if we feel the proximity of a potential brilliancy. Such a deceptively quiet response as 17 ... Qf5! is alien to our normal sense of convention when we are attacking. White’s problem is that he has no counterplay in the middle to distract Black from his attack. So Black can take his sweet time. After 18 Bg2 Nf6 19 Nf1 Rg6! (it’s difficult to find such a move, yet when we think about it logically we realize that with White’s knight on f1 Black’s rook is useless on the h-file; the idea is ... h7-h5, ... Nh7!-g5, when the knight sinks into f3 with devastating effect) 20 c5 Bc7 21 b4 h5 22 a4 Nh7! 23 b5 Ng5 24 Kh1 Rh6! Black got a risk-free and completely winning attack.

    18 Kxh2

    It isn’t easy to maintain a poker face when your teeth chatter like the sound of thrown dice. Maróczy could not have been comfortable here, despite his extra rook for three pawns.

    18 ... Qxf2+ 19 Kh1 Nf6!

    I like this move slightly more than 19 ... Qxg3 20 Nxe4! Qh4+ 21 Kg1 dxe4 22 Qg2 Nf6 23 Qh1 Qg5 24 d5. It always makes me nervous when I am attacking and the opponent is allowed to counter in the centre. Black is still clearly better here, according to the engines, yet not as much as in the game.

    20 Re2 Qxg3 21 Nb1?!

    Why retreat when there is nothing to go back to? White should try 21 c5! Bc7 22 Nc4! (principle: meet the opponent’s attack with a central counter – even a desperate one!) 22 ... dxc4 23 bxc4, when d4-d5 is in the air and it’s not so easy to prove Black’s advantage.

    21 ... Nh5 22 Qd2 Bd7 23 Rf2

    After 23 Qe1 Qf3+ 24 Rg2 Ng3+ 25 Kg1 Nf5 White is busted.

    23 ... Qh4+ 24 Kg1

    [image: ]

    
    Exercise (critical decision): White’s king officially entered the “Somebody,

    please save me!” moment. Should Black play 24 ... g3 or move his bishop

    to g3 instead?

    
    24 ... Bg3?!

    Answer: The pawn push is far stronger: 24 ... g3! 25 Rg2 Rf8 26 Nc3 Rf6 27 cxd5 Rh6! 28 Nxe4 exd5! and if 29 Nxd6 Nf4 (clearance, threatening ... Qh1 mate, to which there is no reasonable defence) 30 Rxg3+ Qxg3+ 31 Bg2 Nh3+ 32 Kf1 (32 Kh1 Nf2+ 33 Kg1 Rh1 mate) 32 ... Rf6+ 33 Ke2 Bg4+ 34 Kd3 Nf2+ 35 Kc2 Nxd1 and ... Rf2 is coming, when White will be massacred.

    25 Bc3?!

    White defends better with 25 Rh2! Qg5 26 Rg2.

    25 ... Bxf2+ 26 Qxf2 g3 27 Qg2 Rf8

    Threat: ... Rf2.

    28 Be1

    If 28 Rd2 Ng7 29 Bb4 Rf3 30 Re2 Nf5 31 Bd2 Qg5 32 Nc3 Nh4 33 Qh1 Rf6!, there is no remedy to the coming ... Nf3+, followed by ... Rh6.
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    Exercise (combination alert/planning): We reach the eve of the white

    position’s destruction. Black has two ways to force the win. Find one of them.

    
    Answer #1: White is devastated if Black sacrifices an exchange on f1, since this removes the last defender of the light squares around White’s king.

    28 ... Rxf1+!

    Answer #2: Also winning is the non-dramatic 28 ... Qg5! 29 Qd2 e5! 30 dxe5 Rf2! 31 Qxf2 (or 31 Bxf2 gxf2+ 32 Kxf2 Qg3+ 33 Ke2 Bg4 mate) 31 ... gxf2+ 32 Kxf2 Bg4 33 Rd2 Bf3! and White is mated.

    29 Kxf1

    Not 29 Qxf1?? Qh2 mate

    29 ... e5!

    Threat: ... Bh3.

    30 Kg1 Bg4! 31 Bxg3

    Desperation.

    31 ... Nxg3 32 Re1 Nf5

    Threatening White’s rook.

    33 Qf2

    If 33 Re2 exd4 34 exd4 Nxd4, White is crushed.

    33 ... Qg5
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    Threat: ... Bf3+.

    34 dxe5

    Instead:

    a) 34 Qg2 Nxe3 35 Qg3 Nf5 36 Qg2 Nxd4 is also completely hopeless for White.

    b) 34 Kf1 exd4 35 exd4 e3 36 Qh2 Nxd4 37 Qb8+ Kg7 38 Qc7+ Kg6 39 Qd6+ Be6 and there is no perpetual check. The engine calls a mate in 14 for Black.

    34 ... Bf3+ 35 Kf1 Ng3+ 0-1

    Since 36 Kg1 Nh1+! wins the queen and quickly mates.

    

    Game 4
 M.Tal-Ma.Pasman
 Latvian Championship, Riga 1953

    

    One delightful aspect of Tal was the worse he behaved over the board, the more he was loved by his fans. By the rise of the Botvinnik/Smyslov chess-is-logic era, the chess world expected to be ushered into an Age of Reason. Then came chaos-monger Tal. The crazy upstart rudely pushed Reason aside and introduced us to the Age of Miracles. You are about to witness one.

    [image: ]

    In this position Tal has been completely strategically outplayed (or far more likely, he outplayed his own position!) and is on the verge of collapsing. Black threatens to disconnect the d5-knight, when White is losing a piece for virtually no compensation. The fact that Tal won either stems from witchcraft or that he signed a deal with the devil, because no other human would have escaped and won from this wretched position.

    23 exf5!

    We are reminded of the lyrics from Nirvana song Smells Like Teen Spirit: “With the lights out, it’s less dangerous, Here we are now, entertain us!” which makes perfect sense since, when we are losing, the plunge to darkness and confusion may actually be our safest and most comforting option. After 23 Qg5 fxe4 24 Rxf8+ Rxf8 25 Rxf8+ Nxf8 Black wins a piece all the same, due to White’s simultaneously hanging knight and bishop.

    23 ... Qxd5 24 fxg6 Rxf3 25 g7+

    If 25 Rxf3 e4 26 Rf5 Qe6 27 g7+ Kg8 28 Be2 Re8, White’s attack stalled.

    25 ... Kg8 26 Bxh7+!
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    Such a move is freighted with a kind of madness which arises when one attacks without fear of consequence, since the attacker already considers himself dead. Tal’s reasoning: if he doesn’t sacrifice a second piece now, Black will shut the bishop out with ... e5-e4. Now saying this, Black should win this quite comfortably, if the opponent is anyone but Tal!

    Instead, 26 Rxf3 e4 27 Rf5 Nxd3! 28 cxd3 (28 Rxd5? Nf2+ 29 Kg1 Nxg4 30 Rxd7 Rc8 is an easy conversion for Black) 28 ... Qxd3 29 Rg5, threatening Qe6 mate, is easily met by 29 ... Re8 and Black wins.

    26 ... Kxh7 27 Rxf3 Ne4

    Still winning, yet Tal’s position remains alive, if on life-support. After 27 ... Qe6! 28 Qh5+ Qh6 29 Qf5+ Qg6 White can resign.

    28 h5 Ndf6

    This is probably the wrong knight, since the other one blocks his e-pawn. If 28 ... Nef6! 29 Qg6+ Kg8 30 h6 e4 31 Rh3 Nh7, White’s attack is at an end.

    29 Qg6+ Kg8 30 h6

    Not 30 Rxf6?? Nxf6 31 Qxf6 Qd1+ 32 Kh2 Qxh5+ and wins.

    30 ... Ra7

    This slightly weakens Black’s back rank. 30 ... Rd8! is a better way to consolidate.

    31 Kh2 Re7??

    Following 31 ... Qd2! 32 h7+ (or 32 Rh3 Qf4+ 33 Kg1 Ng5) 32 ... Nxh7 33 Qxe4 Qd6 34 Rd3 Qe6 35 Rd8+ Kxg7 36 Qe3 Re7 Black’s king is safe and he will convert.
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    Exercise (combination alert): More than a half century of getting swindled

    has taught your innocent writer that nothing is straightforward. Black’s position

    looks safe and he is two pieces up. Prove why his last move was a giant blunder.

    
    Answer: Step 1: Decoy Black’s knight to h7.

    32 Rh3!!

    Threat: h6-h7+, which seems trivially easy to prevent.

    32 ... Nh7

    The desperate 32 ... Ng5 also fails: 33 Qxf6 (with threats on e7, g5 and a queen check on f8) 33 ... Nxh3 34 Qxe7 Nf4 35 Qf8+ Kh7 36 Qh8+ Kg6 37 g8Q+ wins.

    33 Rd3!

    Step 2: Weak back rank. But can’t Black easily defend with ... Qa8 - ?

    33 ... Qa8

    [image: ]

    
    Exercise (combination alert): Can you find Step 3 in Tal’s combination?

    
    Answer: Queen sacrifice/weak back rank (again!).

    34 Qxe4!

    What the hell? Where did that come from?

    34 ... Qxe4

    Black’s position convulses from the blow. If 34 ... Qe8 35 Qd5+ Rf7 (35 ... Re6 36 Qxe6+! wins) 36 Rf3 Ng5 37 Rg3 Nh7 38 Rg6! (virtually zugzwang, as Black only has pawn moves) 38 ... a5 (or 38 ... e4 39 Rxa6 e3 40 Ra8 and wins) 39 Rd6 (threat: Rd8) 39 ... Nf8 40 gxf8Q+, either recapture loses Black’s queen.

    35 Rd8+ Kf7 36 g8Q+ Kf6
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    Tal promoted to a new queen and is still a piece down! Black’s problem, of course, is his unfortunate king.

    
    Exercise (calculation): As a visualization exercise, without moving the pieces,

    work out a way to win Black’s queen.

    
    Answer: 37 Rd6+ Kf5 38 Qg6+ Kf4 39 g3+! Ke3

    It’s generally considered a red flag when the opponent is on the attack and your king is on the sixth rank!

    40 Rd3+

    Congratulations if you accurately visualized to his point.

    40 ... Qxd3 41 Qxd3+ Kf2 1-0

    Black won’t have time to push the e-pawn down the board: 42 Qd2+ Kf3 43 Qd6 Ra7
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    Exercise (combination alert): White has a trick which either wins Black’s rook

    or forces mate.

    
    Answer: Give a queen check on d1.

    44 Qd1+! Ke4 (if 44 ... Ke3 or 44 ... Kf2 then 45 Qg1+ skewers Black’s rook) 45 Qd3 mate. After a murder, the lead detective’s first question is: “who benefits most from the death?” and there you have your killer. White’s queen benefits most.

    

    Game 5
 L.Polugaevsky-R.Nezhmetdinov
 Russian Championship, Sochi 1958

    

    Two factors which define a chess player are strength and style. Rashid Nezhmetdinov, perhaps the strongest IM of all time, was not a world-class player – although he had a disconcerting habit of beating world champions over and over, as if they were patzers! – yet his style was so entertaining that even today he has an army of fans (including myself). The world’s most successful YouTuber, Antonio Radic, aka the Agadmator, who has over a million followers last time I looked, resurrected Nezhmetdinov from obscurity by revealing to the chess world the brilliance of Nezh’s games. Warning: this game is a candidate for greatest attacking game of all time, which automatically translates to a fearful level of complications.
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    Nezhmetdinov has whipped up a promising-looking attack, while White’s counterplay is just a flea bite of a threat to chop the c7-pawn. The vast majority of us would pause to play 16 ... Rf7, which is indeed engine’s first choice. But Nezhmetdinov didn’t play chess this way. His next move plunges the position into absolute chaos.

    16 ... g4!?

    Win or lose, there is no such thing as a Nezhmetdinov game which is devoid of fanfare and theatrics. Now you know why his colleagues nicknamed him “No reverse gear Nezh”. 16 ... Rf7 is the choice of the sane, after which I don’t like White’s position at all, since Black’s attack continues, while White’s is slow in the centre and queenside.

    17 g3!

    Polugaevsky finds White’s best shot to survive the assault. 17 Nxc7?? allows 17 ... g3 18 h3 Bxh3, when White is mated.

    17 ... fxg3

    If 17 ... Qh3!? 18 Nexf4 Bxf4 19 Nxf4 Rxf4 20 Bxe5! Nxe5 21 gxf4 gxf3 22 Rf2 Qg4+ 23 Kh1 Qxf4 24 c5, Black has compensation for the sacrificed exchange but no more.

    18 hxg3 Qh3 19 f4
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    Exercise (critical decision): Black’s knight is attacked and so is his c7-pawn.

    What is his best continuation?

    
    Answer: 19 ... Be6!!

    Nezh ignores both threats. Not only that, he deliberately invites a fork on c7. If instead 19 ... Nf3+?? 20 Kf2 (threats: Rh1 and Nxc7) 20 ... Qh2+ 21 Ke3 Qh5 22 Rh1 Qg6 23 Nxc7, Black is busted because White’s king is perfectly safe in mid-board.

    20 Bc2?

    Polu is the first to crack under the intense pressure.

    White is still okay if he finds the continuation 20 Bxe5! (principle: when under attack, reduce the enemy’s forces with swaps) 20 ... Nxe5 21 Kf2! (running away; 21 Nxc7? Rxf4!! 22 gxf4 g3 23 Nxg3 Qxg3+ 24 Kh1 Bg4 25 Be2 Qh3+ 26 Kg1 Rc8 27 Nd5 Qg3+ 28 Kh1 Kh8! gives Black a winning attack now that ... Rg8 is on the table) 21 ... Qh2+ 22 Ke3 Bxd5 23 Rh1! (zwischenzug) 23 ... Rxf4!! 24 gxf4! Bxf4+ 25 Nxf4 Qg3+ 26 Kd4 Bxe4! and the engine unhelpfully calls this mess of a position equal.

    Note that taking the c-pawn is suicide: 20 Nxc7? Rxf4!! 21 gxf4 g3 22 Nxg3 Qxg3+ 23 Kh1 Qh4+ 24 Kg1 Bh3! 25 Qe2 Rf8 26 Bxe5 Nxe5! 27 Rf2 (27 fxe5? Be3+! 28 Qxe3 Qg4+ forces mate) 27 ... Kh8! and Black’s attack is decisive. Stockfish already calls it mate in 13. We chess players are losing our jobs to robots, who play 700 rating points above any human mind, including Magnus Carlsen’s. The question remains: would Nezh have found all this over the board?

    20 ... Rf7?

    Rather than defending c7 (which Black doesn’t care about), this move has the idea of doubling rooks on the f-file, while pre-empting a queen check after a trade on d5. Nonetheless, the immediate swap was stronger: 20 ... Bxd5! 21 Qxd5+ Rf7 (threat: ... Nb4) 22 Bc3 Re8 23 Rad1 Kf8! (unpinning the f7-rook) 24 c5 (principle: meet the opponent’s wing attack with a central counter; unfortunately, principles don’t always work) 24 ... Bxf4!! 25 Rxf4 Rxf4 26 cxd6 Rf5!! 27 d7 (27 exf5 is met by 27 ... Nf3+ forcing mate) 27 ... Nf3+ 28 Kf2 Rxd5 29 dxe8Q+ Kxe8 30 exd5 Ne7 and Black is winning.

    21 Kf2?!

    Polu misses his second chance to play 21 Bxe5! Nxe5! (not 21 ... dxe5? 22 Rf2!, when the threat of Rh2, trapping the queen, leaves Black in terrible trouble) 22 Kf2! (running again) 22 ... Qh2+ 23 Ke3 Bxd5 24 cxd5 Qh3! 25 Rh1 Bxf4+! 26 Kd4! and White escapes: 26 ... c5+ 27 Kc3 Be3 28 Rxh3 gxh3 29 Qh1 Rf2 30 Qxh3! Rxe2 31 Qe6+ Kg7 32 Qe7+ Kg8 33 Qe6+ with perpetual check.

    21 ... Qh2+ 22 Ke3 Bxd5 23 cxd5 Nb4! 24 Rh1?

    The best defence was 24 a3! Nxc2+ 25 Qxc2 Qh3! 26 Kd2! Nf3+ 27 Kd3 Qg2 28 Rh1 Re8!! 29 Rxh6 Rxe4! 30 Qd1 ( White is unable to play 30 Kxe4?? due to the simple discovered attack 30 ... Ne1+, winning the queen) 30 ... Rfe7 31 Re6, which is in Black’s favour, but not completely winning.
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    Exercise (combination alert): In this position Nezh pulled off one of the

    greatest king hunts in chess history. You should find this combination,

    since the theme has already been demonstrated multiple times in the

    previous notes. What would you play?

    
    Answer: Queen sacrifice.

    24 ... Rxf4!!

    Nezh is done with knocking politely on White’s door. Polugaevsky said that during the game he had a horrible premonition that he was going to be a victim to a memorable attacking masterpiece. He was right.

    25 Rxh2

    We must be occasionally reminded that in chess acquiring wealth is not our ultimate goal. There is nothing better than to accept the queen. If 25 gxf4 Bxf4+! 26 Nxf4 Nxc2+ 27 Qxc2 Qxc2, White won’t survive.

    25 ... Rf3+ 26 Kd4 Bg7

    This is a bit unnerving, with White’s king unable to dodge the black bishop’s malicious gaze.

    27 a4

    This leads to a forced mate in eight. 27 Nc3 a5 wouldn’t have saved White.
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    Exercise (combination alert): White’s luck-forsaken king ran out of safe havens.

    Proceed with Black’s attack.

    
    Answer: Push the c-pawn, either one square or two.

    27 ... c5+!

    Or 27 ... c6 28 dxc6, transposing, as otherwise ... c6-c5 will be mate.

    28 dxc6 bxc6!

    Renewing the threat to deliver mate with the push of the c-pawn.

    29 Bd3

    There is nothing better.

    29 ... Nexd3+ 30 Kc4 d5+ 31 exd5 cxd5+ 32 Kb5
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    Exercise (calculation): White’s king enters another country. This one is not

    so tough. Find Black’s forced mate in three, without moving the pieces.

    
    Answer: 32 ... Rb8+ 33 Ka5 Nc6+ 0-1

    After 34 Ka6 Black has no less than three separate mates in one: 34 ... Nc5 mate, 34 ... Ndb4 mate, and 34 ... Rb6 mate.

    

    Game 6
 M.Tal-Di.Keller
 Zürich 1959

    

    In a lifetime of crazy, if I had to pick Tal’s craziest game, this one would be my choice.

    1 Nf3 Nf6 2 c4 e6 3 Nc3 d5 4 d4 c6 5 Bg5 dxc4 6 e4 b5

    Thank God that covering this opening is outside the jurisdiction of this book. Keller’s game plan: “Okay then, I’m playing Mikhail Tal in his invincible prime, in the year 1959, Anno Domini. My best shot may be to play the Botvinnik Semi-Slav, one of the most complicated openings in chess. He is certain to get confused!” Did Keller commit the Van Helsing/Harker error?

    Oh, you don’t know what that is? Then let me explain. I remember watching Dracula: Prince of Darkness at age 8. Professor Van Helsing and Jonathan Harker were about to ram a wooden stake through Christopher Lee’s dark heart and, just then, the sun went down, allowing the enraged, undead count to burst out of his coffin and start kicking butt with his super vampire strength. The obvious question arises: why did the professor and Mr. Harker attack so close to sunset, when they could have waited until the next morning, at 9:00 a.m., after a leisurely pancake breakfast at IHOP?
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    7 a4 Qb6 8 Bxf6 gxf6 9 Be2 a6

    9 ... Bb7 is Black’s main move today.

    10 0-0 Bb7 11 d5!?

    Principle: Create confrontation and open the
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