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A NOTE FROM BESTSELLING AUTHOR
 BEN MEZRICH

Checkmate is a dramatic narrative account of one of the most intriguing scandals in the history of the game of chess, based on dozens of interviews, multiple first-person sources, and thousands of pages of documents. Though there are different and often contentious opinions about many of the events in the story, to the best of my ability, I re-created the scenes in the book based on the information I uncovered. Some dialogue has been reimagined, but I have attempted to stay true to the points of view of my various first-person sources.




CHAPTER ONE

September 4, 2022

A row of polished wooden tables snaking along the edge of a carpeted makeshift gaming hall, on the cavernous first floor of a converted vodka bar, right next door to the St. Louis Chess Club, a redbrick building in the Central West End neighborhood of St. Louis, Missouri.

Ten minutes past one in the afternoon—and Magnus Carlsen’s world was crashing down around him.

This can’t be happening.

Magnus ran a hand through his disheveled mane of auburn hair, a chaotic halo framing his disbelief. He was hunched over, his shoulders rounded beneath the material of his dark blue blazer; his strong, square features were glistening with sweat. One of his hands covered the lower half of his face, as if he could hide himself from the scene unfolding in front of him and somehow make it less real.

Impossible.

The pieces on the board seemed to dance and blur before his eyes. Usually, when he looked at a chessboard, the clarity was almost painful; he wouldn’t just see the pieces where they were, but where they were supposed to be. People who watched him play (and since before he could remember, people had always been watching him play) often described what he did at a chessboard as clairvoyant. He didn’t just see a dozen moves ahead, he saw to the end of the game, and often through the next game and the game after that.

His seemingly miraculous abilities elicited the sort of fandom usually reserved for rock stars and professional athletes. At the moment, the hall around Magnus was mostly devoid of people, other than the nine other competitors in the tournament, paired off at matching boards that ran in a row behind where he was sitting—yet there was an audience of fans outside the building, held back by the velvet ropes and security at the front entrance to the gaming area. Fans of a fifteen-hundred-year-old sport—albeit one that had once been a pastime reserved solely for royalty. And that gathering outside was only a small percentage of the attention focused on Magnus and his dismay at what was unfolding in front of him. Cameras caught every unkempt swirl of his hair, transmitting every detail, beamed by satellite to thousands upon thousands of rabid chess fans watching online all around the world.

Magnus Carlsen wasn’t just another chess player. Nor was he merely the reigning champion of this particular tournament—the Sinquefield Cup, one of the most prestigious chess Grandmaster events in the United States, with a purse of $350,000 and an invite list that was usually reserved for the top ten players in the game. Magnus Carlsen was, quite simply, the greatest player in the millennium-and-a-half history of chess.

He had begun his career as the youngest Grandmaster ever at the age of thirteen, his peak and current FIDE Elo rating—the numerical representation of his skill relative to other chess masters—of 2882 was likewise a record, higher even than Garry Kasparov, the Russian who had held the title of world champion from 1985 to 2000, or Bobby Fischer, the most famous—and controversial—American chess champion in history. Magnus was the holder of five World Championship titles, and at thirty-two was now more often compared to Mozart than to either Kasparov or Fischer. Coming into the Sinquefield Cup, he’d won a staggering fifty-three consecutive in-person games. And unlike most of his colleagues, he was a burgeoning celebrity away from the chessboard, with crossover, international appeal. His sponsorships included Mastercard, Unibet, and a bottled water company based in his home country of Norway. His own chess app, Play Magnus, was listed on the Oslo Stock Exchange with a valuation of over $100 million. He had millions of fans across his various social media accounts, and even among his fellow Grandmasters he was roundly considered the most dominant player to have ever played the game.

And yet, if the chess pieces currently swimming in front of his eyes weren’t some sort of terrible mirage—Magnus, the reigning deity of chess—was losing.

Magnus blinked hard, trying to see a way out, and when that failed, he did what he’d been avoiding for the past ten minutes and glanced across the table at his opponent. Immediately, he tasted bile rising up the inside of his throat.

The damn kid doesn’t even seem to be paying attention. Yes, a kid, barely nineteen years old, squarely a member of the next generation, Z, who had come of age in the midst of the pandemic, during which chess was almost exclusively a game of pixels on a screen. A nobody with a shock of wild, curly hair that made Magnus’s own seem tame. Beneath that hair: narrow eyes, pursed lips, rounded chin. He wasn’t even looking at the board; he was gazing around the hall, distracted. Hell, he appeared to be chewing gum—as if he couldn’t even be bothered by the unimaginable event that was happening between them.

The truth was, Hans Niemann shouldn’t have been sitting across from a living legend like Magnus Carlsen. Niemann hadn’t even initially been invited to the Sinquefield tournament; although he was a Grandmaster, with a FIDE Elo ranking that had risen above 2650 during the previous year, he had been added to the roster as a last-minute replacement for Richárd Rapport, a player at the time ranked sixteenth in the world, who had been caught up in COVID-related restrictions. Hans was barely ranked fortieth going into the Sinquefield, the lowest-placed competitor in the tournament. Hans was the one who should have been trembling in his seat. He was the one who should have been drenched in sweat, fighting for his life.

And yet when Hans had first sat down at the table, he’d stared right into Magnus’s eyes, his face a mask. He’d held that gaze for an unnatural minute—and from then on had spent his time at the table either staring off into space or, again, directly at Magnus. Magnus had been surprised by the strange behavior. It wasn’t the first time he’d met Niemann; at a tournament in Miami two months earlier, they had played a friendly game on the beach while a number of other Grandmasters looked on. Magnus had won that match easily and had instantly written the kid off as skilled but raw, prone to rushed play and brash moves. They’d played again in the Miami tournament two days later, and although Hans had taken an inconsequential one of three games off the world champion, Magnus had easily gone on to win the tournament’s top prize.

Since then, Magnus had heard stories about Hans’s behavior outside of the game. There were plenty of wild rumors: profanity-laden interviews, trashed hotel rooms, grandiose pronouncements that were in no way backed up by tournament play. Some members of the industry were already calling him the current “bad boy of chess,” the sort of thing that made competitors at Magnus’s level roll their eyes. Players like Hans came and went, propped up more by the drama surrounding their antics than their game play. Hans was a provocateur, not a prodigy—and certainly not a threat.

Perhaps that was the reason the world champion had started this game with an unconventional opening, utilizing the Fianchetto Variation against Niemann’s version of the Nimzo-Indian. As Hans was playing the black pieces, the younger Grandmaster was already at a disadvantage, and Magnus had expected him to make the same sort of rushed mistakes that had made him easy to beat on the sand. Instead, from the very beginning, Hans had countered every one of his moves with a near-optimal response. Deeper into the game, Hans’s play had become nothing short of sublime; at move forty-two, his knight escaped a bishop attack that only a handful of players in the world could have avoided. And then at move forty-eight, Hans had caught Magnus in a rare error with his king and capitalized with a technically perfect response, capturing one of Magnus’s pawns. These weren’t simply defensive maneuvers, they were statements. Precise, audacious.

Piece by piece, Hans was now outplaying the world champion. Chess games between Grandmasters were usually lost in much the same fashion that Hemingway had once described how entrepreneurs go bankrupt—gradually and then suddenly. Staring at the swirling pieces, swallowing back the bitter taste that had risen from deep in his chest, Magnus knew that gradual was now on the verge of turning sudden.

He also knew that there was more at stake than a chess game, or even a high-profile tournament win. In 2022, chess was no longer a sport reserved for royalty; the game’s popularity had skyrocketed during the pandemic, and there were now an estimated half a billion regular chess players spread around the world. Along with this growth in popularity, chess had become big business; billions of dollars were pouring into the game via tournaments, sponsorships, technological development, and chess-centered conventions and events. In the past few years, a single website had grown to dominate the new chess economy: Chess.com. The scrappy start-up that had begun as a place to chat about the sport and play friendly matches had turned into the ultimate online arena, now valued at over $1 billion. And Magnus himself was sitting on a virtual empire with his own app, Play Magnus—for which, just a few weeks earlier, he had already accepted an acquisition offer of $80 million from Chess.com: a deal that had not yet been made public. That sale wouldn’t just make Magnus, already the best player in the game, the richest player in the game, it would solidify Chess.com’s dominance of the sport itself. There was no competing arena, no other comparable place for players to raise their profile in the sport, chase ratings or sponsorships, or find clients for paid tutoring and mentorship. Chess.com was the modern face of chess, and Magnus would soon be synonymous with their brand: brilliant, charismatic, indomitable.

And yet—

No longer gradually—

But suddenly—

This nobody—this fucking kid—was beating him.

And it dawned on Magnus, as he calculated back through Hans Niemann’s nearly perfect play, the kid’s odd, distracted behavior as he made move after seemingly perfect move, perhaps there was something more going on.

Chess was a very old game. It was played the same way as it had been a thousand years before, but the world around it had changed dramatically. Technology, computers, the digital age: these components of the modern era had pushed the sport to its current popularity, allowing it to survive—and thrive—through the pandemic in a way that had surprised even the entrepreneurs behind its now-essential virtual spine, Chess.com.

But these technologies, this surge in popularity, this influx of billions of dollars pouring into the sport, had come with a price.

Magnus Carlsen and Hans Niemann might only have been thirteen years apart in age, but the two players were from two very different generations. Magnus still had a foot in the old, classic world of Kasparov and Fischer. Hans represented something different. Something new. Maybe Magnus had misjudged him? Perhaps he wasn’t just a provocateur, or even a prodigy—but indeed a threat? Not the sort of threat Magnus had been training his entire life to meet, but something much more dangerous, not just to Magnus himself, but to the sport they both loved.

Staring down at his white king, which in a matter of inevitable moments would fall, Magnus felt a fury rising inside him that would surprise the millions of fans who had always seen him as a stoic, unflappable competitor. If he was right, if this kid really was something he’d never faced before, Magnus would have to act, quickly and severely, in a way that would be completely out of character. There was simply too much at stake to do otherwise.

Despite his growing anger, his confusion, his dismay, he was still clairvoyant enough to know that what he was about to do would reverberate far beyond the walls of the Sinquefield Cup. It would shake the very foundations of the world of chess.




ACT ONE

Some people think that if their opponent plays
 a beautiful game, it’s okay to lose. I don’t. You
 have to be merciless.

—Magnus Carlsen




CHAPTER TWO

Spring 2004

The road stretched ahead for what seemed like forever, a ribbon of asphalt wending its way through the Norwegian countryside. Pine trees flashed by on either side, over hills and valleys that dipped and rose along the route from Oslo to Lommedalen. Here and there, the glow of a farmhouse or a flash of moonlight danced off the surface of a newly thawed lake.

It was now the first days of May, and though the snow of winter had melted away, patches of frost still clung to the forest floor in places, glimmering under the dim glow of the car’s headlights. The trip to Lommedalen cut through a part of Norway that still felt vast and almost untouched.

Henrik Carlsen’s car was roomy, something between an SUV and a station wagon, and usually when he made this trip it was filled with his entire family. His wife, Sigrun, would be in the seat next to him, pointing out the various towns and municipalities they passed to their four young children, inevitably an interlocking jumble of energy, barely confined to the rear two rows.

Tonight, the car was quiet except for the soft, rhythmic breathing of his thirteen-year-old son. Magnus, asleep in the back seat, was slumped against the side window, his face relaxed in a way that it never seemed to be when the boy was awake.

Glancing at the boy in the rearview mirror, Henrik felt a mix of emotions. Pride, of course, because Magnus was special—not only in the subjective way that most fathers felt about their sons, but objectively special, already well on his way to becoming an international sensation. Trepidation, because he knew that Magnus was only just beginning his journey. Already there was so much pressure on the boy’s shoulders that sometimes it could seem like he was sinking into the ground. And guilt—the slightest touch of guilt—because Henrik could not be certain he was making the right choice by giving his son to the world.

He glanced again in the mirror, his gaze taking in the pronounced contours of Magnus’s face. When he looked at his son, he didn’t see what the world saw—that word, prodigy, some sort of sparkling bauble, to be pointed at and paraded about. He saw a child, socially awkward and even introverted, a shy kid who liked soccer and LEGO and puzzles, who played board games with his sisters and ate hamburgers with his dad—who had suddenly found himself thrown into a complex, adult world, rising so fast that his life, day by day, was becoming surreal.

Just hours ago, Henrik had watched Magnus sitting in the velvety parlor of a suite at the Grand Hotel in Oslo. Lost in the upholstery of a thronelike chair, the boy had been surrounded by a sea of reporters and their microphones, while across from him, in an identical throne, sat Garry Kasparov—the Russian legend who had dominated chess for more than two decades. Kasparov had been world champion for fifteen years, ranked number one in the game—and had been flown into Norway by a documentary film team. To sit with Magnus, because just a month and a half earlier, on March 18, Magnus had stunned both the Russian champion and the entire chess world by fighting his way to a draw in Reykjavik, Iceland. Henrik had been there, of course, in the stands next to Sigrun and his daughters. Twenty yards away in the arena filled with chess tables, Magnus had barely been able to stay seated as Kasparov held his head in his hands.

It was clear now that Magnus’s abilities, his status as a generational talent, and the fame that came along with all of that was growing beyond Henrik’s control. Not only had Magnus played Kasparov to a draw, but in an earlier round in Iceland he had faced and beaten the former world champion, Anatoly Karpov—a player who had spent a decade on top of the chess rankings before Kasparov. And just a week ago, the boy had earned his own Grandmaster status at the Dubai Open, making him the second-youngest GM in history, just behind Sergey Karjakin, who had achieved the ranking at the age of twelve and three-quarters.

Magnus wasn’t Henrik’s secret anymore, nor was he even just a “Prince of Norway,” as the documentary team had titled their film. He had taken his first steps onto a world stage. Magnus Carlsen—the Mozart of chess. Henrik couldn’t help but feel bewildered at the thought of the label, given to Magnus after his battle with Kasparov by GM Lubomir Kavalek in an article in The Washington Post.

It was true that Magnus’s playing style had a strange, intuitive beauty to it, and he showed an understanding of the board that seemed to go beyond calculation. But likening him to Mozart conjured images of a child plinking away at a piano in some grand concert hall, or an artist effortlessly painting a masterpiece—Leonardo da Vinci and his Mona Lisa. Henrik shook his head, feeling the rumble of his car’s tires against the dark roadway. That wasn’t accurate, because Magnus wasn’t Leonardo painting a chessboard with his brush; to him, Magnus was the painting, beautiful and inscrutable.

Henrik had first noticed that Magnus was different when he was two years old. Henrik’s daughters, Magnus’s three sisters, had been wonderful and brilliant children in their own rights, but normal, whatever that might mean. Magnus, on the other hand, at first his specialness had manifested as something concerning. His development seemed off from the other kids, and he didn’t seem able to follow instructions when it came to physical tasks. Even showing him didn’t help; he needed to sit and think, on his own, before he could complete what was asked of him. Whenever Henrik had walked in on Magnus in his room, or on the playground, he’d find Magnus staring up at the ceiling or the sky, lost in his own mind.

But at the same time, Magnus had shown clear signs of brilliance. By two and a half, the child had been completing five-hundred-piece jigsaw puzzles. By the age of four, he had demonstrated an encyclopedic memory for facts and had memorized the locations, populations, coats of arms, and administrative centers of all of the 356 Norwegian municipalities, a feat that had baffled even Sigrun, a prominent chemical engineer. At four and a half, he became obsessed with LEGO and would sit and work on massively complicated construction projects for hours at a time. Sometimes he would skip eating and sleeping, and at the end of each build, Henrik would find him lying on his back on the floor, staring at the ceiling.

There was no question that Magnus could see patterns incredibly fast, and Henrik believed that numbers were telling him stories. It was around this time that Henrik had first tried to introduce his son to the game of chess. An IT manager with a history in computers and math, Henrik had himself always loved chess and was a reasonable player, with an Elo around 2000 and a background in tournaments. Magnus’s sisters played, though not competitively, so he had tried to teach Magnus the basics. Yet to his surprise, Magnus hadn’t been interested at all. After a few attempts, he had retreated to the backyard to kick around his soccer ball.

It turned out that chess was something Magnus had needed to learn on his own. It wasn’t until three years later, when Magnus was seven, that he sat down with one of his sisters to play, and after losing to her, decided that he needed to get better. Very quickly after that, something clicked in the boy. He began to really play.

Henrik knew better than most how frustrating chess could be, especially for children. After four moves there were billions of possible combinations, which made the game impossible to master. Most strong chess players had a vast knowledge base, which they developed through rote memorization. But Magnus’s abilities were different; even as he learned the various openings and combinations, his real power was his intuition, his curiosity, his creativity. Within a year of learning the game, it became evident that Magnus wasn’t simply going to beat his sisters; if he continued in the direction he was going, he was, eventually, going to beat everyone.

By the time Magnus was eight and a half, Henrik had taught him everything he knew, and at the time, he made a bet with his son that in a year, Magnus would be able to beat him. Within six months, Henrik was no longer good enough to sit at the same board as the boy. Soon Magnus was winning local tournaments and traveling to Oslo to take on Norway’s best.

Within another year, Henrik had left his job to dedicate himself to managing and traveling with his son. Now he was part tutor, part guardian, as they began to navigate the strange, nomadic world of international chess. It had always seemed odd to Henrik that the most brilliant talents essentially became vagabonds, living out of hotel rooms, spending days on trains and nights on airplanes, eating at roadside pubs and diners. At the same time, Henrik believed that the chess world was a place of honor, filled with some of the best people he’d ever met. You couldn’t sit across the board from someone for hours if both players weren’t dedicated to what was, at its heart, a gentleman’s game. He did his best to teach Magnus that chess could be a war, but when you lost, you lost with grace. And even when you lost—which for Magnus was a rarer and rarer phenomenon—you took something from the game that had value. Developing as a person was just as important as developing as a player.

From the autumn of 2000 to late 2002, Henrik had traveled with Magnus as he played in over three hundred tournaments all over the world. As Magnus’s Elo had risen from 900 to beyond 2000, Henrik and Sigrun had made the decision to put real life on hold, pulling Magnus and the girls from school, renting out their house, and going on the road as a family.

In truth, school had never been easy for the boy; maintaining a social life while rising in chess had been difficult, and as Magnus had put it: Chess isn’t cool, and it’s hard to be cool when you play chess. The other kids could be merciless, and the more time Magnus spent away from his class for tournaments, the more of an outsider he became. Being a prodigy might have made Magnus a curiosity, but it hadn’t made his school life any easier.

What Magnus did have was his family, and his family loved nothing more than watching him play. At thirteen, he had already become one of the best Henrik had ever seen. He never seemed intimidated, no matter who he was up against, and as competitive as he was, his emotions were almost always under check. Chess was the one thing Henrik never had to ask Magnus to study—he was always studying.

The whirlwind of events that led to his match with Kasparov in Iceland had been the greatest display of Magnus’s talent since he’d begun his journey, six years before. His first stop had been the Netherlands, where he’d earned his first GM norm—reaching a performance level of at least 2600—at the Corus chess tournament; then he’d traveled on to Moscow, winning his second GM norm at the Aeroflot Open. Arriving in Reykjavik, he’d been ranked 786 in the world—and seeing him up there onstage at the opening ceremony, a thirteen-year-old boy surrounded by men in suits, fidgeting, had been almost too much to bear. Magnus had swiveled his head to smile at his sisters and his mom—then they all had found out he would be facing Kasparov, number one in the world.

Now, back in Norway, after days filled with meeting dignitaries and well-wishers, including the mayor of Lommedalen, nights crowded with dinners and parties that went on much too late for a thirteen-year-old, even a Grandmaster thirteen-year-old—and that strange, surreal sit-down with Kasparov himself—Henrik could not help but bask in this moment of normalcy. The trees flashing by, the car rolling through the darkness, Magnus sleeping peacefully in the shadows.

Meeting Kasparov, face-to-face, without a chessboard between them, had been good for the boy. It seemed the beginning of a relationship that might turn into a true mentorship; and speaking to Kasparov, the master, the champion, had shown Magnus that he still had much to learn. He could be confident—too confident. Having someone around who could still teach him things he didn’t know could only keep him grounded.

Driving through the night, Henrik was reminded of the interview Kasparov had done right before the match in Iceland, when he’d told a reporter how frightening it could be to play someone like Magnus: “You remember when you were the young prodigy, and now if you lose, you’ll be on the cover of the papers—but not as the young prodigy, but as the old victim.”

The comment had made everyone laugh, but it had struck Henrik as surprisingly poignant. For a young prodigy, it was all about potential.

Your life was about the rise,

—up and up and up,

—until you hit your personal ceiling.

Henrik had no idea where Magnus’s ceiling might be. As high as Kasparov’s? Perhaps. Even higher than that?

Was it possible that Magnus had no ceiling at all?

Henrik turned his attention back to the headlights flashing across the asphalt, and the rhythmic breathing of his son. They were almost home, where the rest of his family was waiting.

And he knew, very soon, they would be back on the road.




CHAPTER THREE

November 9, 2013
 The Hyatt Regency Chennai, in Chennai, India

Suddenly

—finally

—everything

—went

—quiet.

Magnus Carlsen opened his eyes. He was sitting in a glass-walled cube on a stage in the center of a cavernous ballroom. He could see a mass of faces on the other side of the glass, jockeying for position among a barrage of cameras and whirring recording devices. He knew that somewhere out in that crowd, his family was there—his sisters, his mother and father—but there were too many people for him to pick them out. This was India; here, chess was a national sport, almost on par with cricket. The audience beyond the glass was writhing with anticipation; so much human chaos, barely held back by a half dozen uniformed police officers.

And yet inside the glass enclosure, to Magnus, all of that mayhem felt far away. The world seemed strangely, and wonderfully—

Quiet.

He adjusted his dark jacket over his collared white shirt and ran a hand through his thick mop of hair. In that moment, he felt very alone, even though he wasn’t; standing a few feet away there was the tournament director, a sanctioned photographer, assorted VIPs, and a handful of representatives from FIDE (the International Chess Federation), the organization that had acted as the main ruling body of classical chess since the early 1920s. And of course, there was Vishy Anand sitting directly across the chessboard in front of him. Anand was bent over like a sphinx, his eyes lost in the shadows of his dark hair. The Indian GM’s hands were folded beneath his chin, and it was clear he was waiting for Magnus to make the first move and start the clock. His impatience was ironic, considering that Anand had arrived late to the game—perhaps in an attempt to intimidate his much younger opponent—and Magnus had spent more than ten minutes watching the audience through the glass, as they watched him.

And yet, surrounded by so many people, Magnus still felt alone. It was a natural sensation to him; even when he was with his parents and sisters, playing some card game or watching television, a part of him was locked off from them, from everyone. When he was younger, he’d found that he could go to that place at will, most usually to study chess: no board, no pieces, no books or computers, playing game after game in his mind. Now, at twenty-two, he often found that the place called to him, and not the other way around.

Even at this moment, he was partially there; the chessboard in front of him with its physical pieces also existed in that place of his mind. Sixty-four squares and the two armies rising above them, about to be intertwined. But unlike the stagnant, waiting board in front of him, the one in his mind was vibrant and flowing, the pieces were moving, following the paths he designed for them, again and again. A tangle of patterns, moves and countermoves, playing out an infinity of possible futures.

As lonely as it was, there was something comforting about having access to that place, where Magnus went to see the future. The future was always clear. The past could be a swirl as chaotic as the mob on the other side of the glass.

Seven years of his life had gone by in the blink of an eye. From the moment he’d earned his Grandmaster status at the age of thirteen, he’d begun to ascend the ranks of the chess world at a furious pace. He’d gone from winning the Norwegian Chess Championship in 2006 to being the youngest person ever to qualify for the Candidates Tournament, an event put on by FIDE to choose the challenger who would be invited to face the reigning champion in chess’s World Championship. Although he’d placed tenth in the FIDE World Cup in 2005—he’d been only fifteen years old at the time—he’d gone on to take first place three years later at the prestigious Corus chess tournament. At eighteen, his chess rating had passed beyond 2800. He was the youngest at the time to reach such a rarefied level—and a year later, he had become the number-one-ranked player in the world, an honor he’s maintained ever since.

Strange, that playing chess could get you on the covers of magazines and on late-night television shows and even into the occasional fashion shoot. Everything he was wearing was branded, down to his socks. In Norway, he was as much a rock star as he was a chess player—recognized on the street, asked for autographs. When the attention became too much, he was always glad to have his family with him—his sisters and mother less and less, as they were busy with their own lives—but his father, Henrik, always by his side.

They had all been with him in New York, at the Candidates Tournament that had catapulted him to Chennai, this place and moment that he had been waiting for since he was eight years old.

Not only had he been dreaming about this match much of his adult life, he’d spent the past two weeks in a constant state of preparation. While on holiday with his family in southern Norway, he’d run through a near-infinite number of potential openings, counters, and finishes, and he’d studied everything he could find about his opponent.

By the time he’d arrived in India, he’d known Viswanathan Anand almost as well as one of his own sisters.

The forty-three-year-old native of Chennai was clearly one of the best ever to play the game. A five-time world champion, he’d been the first GM from India and had held the top rating in chess until Magnus himself had taken the title away. Beyond that, Anand was also unique; he was the first world champion to make use of the only true modern innovation in the ancient game.

Magnus had been only six years old in 1996, when Garry Kasparov had played a series of chess matches against the IBM supercomputer known as Deep Blue; when Kasparov lost his second match against his silicon-based opponent, it was the first time a world champion had been taken down by a machine. Deep Blue had only been the latest incarnation of a chess-playing automaton—machines that could play chess dated all the way back to Alan Turing, who’d used chess as an example to describe the potential strengths of computing power. Still, Deep Blue was something different. With the ability to consider two hundred million chess positions per second, combined with a rudimentary form of AI that allowed it not only to calculate moves but also to decide between them based on how likely it was for an opponent to figure them out—it had been the forerunner to the “chess engines” that were now ubiquitous at every level of the game.

Even so, Kasparov and Deep Blue had been evenly matched; Deep Blue eking out a win had surprised everyone, including the magazine Newsweek, which had titled its article about the episode “The Brain’s Last Stand.” But today, in 2013, chess engines were vastly superior to any human player. With engine ratings well into the 3000s, it was now possible for any kid with a cell phone to beat Kasparov. Or Magnus, for that matter.

But computers in chess weren’t only adversaries; now that players could consult computers to try out moves, study their opponents, and analyze their own play, more and more players were reaching the highest levels of the game. In 1996, when Kasparov played Deep Blue, there were seven hundred living Grandmasters; today, there were fifteen hundred. Also, today, there were more than fifty players with Elo ratings above 2700. Magnus himself had reached a staggering 2870, with only the barest use of computers—but Anand was arguably the first world champion who had embraced the technology during his rise to the top.

Anand had started using a computer to aid him in preparation as far back as 1988, searching for his opponents’ games on a clunky database called ChessBase. As chess engines had become more facile, Anand had added them to his pre-tournament strategy sessions.

The Indian world champion had no doubt spent the past two weeks running Magnus’s entire playing life through his computers. And reportedly, his tech-based preparation hadn’t ended at the glorious front entrance of the Hyatt Regency; an entire wing of the hotel had been set aside for Anand and a team of Grandmasters he had put together for the task, each set up with a computer in a different room to study Magnus.

Going into this World Championship match, Magnus knew that he wasn’t going to win by being more prepared than Anand; nobody in the game could possibly be more prepared than Anand. On top of that, Anand had a home-field advantage, and Magnus was completely out of his element. From the minute he’d stepped out of the airport and into the heat of the city, Magnus had felt bewildered by it all: the noise, the motion, all the people. Cameras flashing, hands reaching out, fans screaming his name. By the time he reached the hotel there were even more people, a huge crowd filling the balcony that wrapped around the main entrance.

But none of that mattered now—not the crowds, not Anand’s advantages, his preparation, his GMs or their computers. Now it was just Magnus and the chessboard in front of him.

He shifted uncomfortably in his seat as he looked over the pieces. He knew that sometimes, people watching him could misinterpret his physical awkwardness as some sort of insecurity. But it was quite the opposite; he could be introverted, but about chess he was never insecure. When he played his best, he did not believe that anyone alive could beat him.

A computer, maybe.

But no matter the advantages, no matter the preparation—a person? If Magnus was playing his best—never.

He reached out and made his first move.
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The first four games were a raging war, two masters of their craft unable to pierce through the strategies of their opponent. All four games ended in draws, and if anything, Magnus felt distraught that he had been unable to shake free from Anand’s precise and methodical playing style. Because of Anand’s level of preparation, openings and endings no longer mattered; the important battle took place in the middle, where infinite possibilities gave ground to natural creativity. This was usually where Magnus thrived, but so far he’d been unable to find any weaknesses in Anand’s armor. By the fourth game, Magnus was clearly disturbed, knocking over a piece as he set up his side, then another as he fumbled toward the clock.

It wasn’t until the fifth game that he was able to escape from the manacled play of his more practiced adversary. Not bothering with a fancy opening—why, when Anand has practiced them all?—he pushed and pushed in the middle, being as unpredictable as possible. Finally, Anand made a small mistake—trading queens in his thirteenth move in a way Magnus was able to use against him. While Anand thought he was still heading for a draw, Magnus played into an ending where his own rooks gave him an advantage, and took the win.

The sudden turn of fortunes stunned Anand, and he wasn’t able to recover. Magnus won the next game, then, after a draw, another. By the tenth game Anand knew it was over; Magnus needed only one more draw.

When it was done, the crowd beyond the glass erupted, but Magnus could only gaze out at them; none of it felt real. Shaking Anand’s hand, he didn’t quite know what to say, and he certainly didn’t know what to feel.

Escorted to a suite beyond the crowd still straining for autographs, photos, a handshake, maybe even a lock of his hair, he found his dad waiting for him. Henrik hugged him, and his dad’s smile seemed to stretch from one wall of the room to the other. Henrik pointed to a laptop open on a nearby table.

As Magnus crossed to the laptop, his dad handed him a tournament jacket with the words “World Champion” on the back. Magnus put it on, then sat in front of the computer and found himself face-to-face with the prime minister of Norway.

The conversation was brief; the prime minister congratulated him and thanked him for bringing honor to their country. Magnus tried not to sound as overwhelmed as he felt. When the call was over, Henrik ushered him out toward a waiting elevator that would take them to the main entranceway, where the cameras and crowds would be waiting. As they stepped inside, Magnus hung back a step, and Henrik leaned in close to his son.

“I know what you’re doing.”

Magnus forced a smile. His dad could see through him.

“You’re going through the games in your head. Thinking about how you could have done better. You’re not pleased with the way you played?”

Magnus shrugged.

“I’m a chess player.”

It was true, he’d been going through the games, finding the mistakes he’d made, the tricks he should have seen through. Even as the elevator doors slid open and he and his father stepped out into a mob of people chanting his name and taking pictures, even as he found his sisters and mother and saw the pride and love on their faces, he was fighting hard not to be drawn back to those sixty-four squares, the patterns extending outward to infinity, the various potential futures only he could see.

And then hands were grabbing him from all sides, friends and family and fans, and he was lifted off the ground; he was in the air, and he saw the water only an instant before he splashed down into the pool, his clothes pulling him under. Then he was leaping up from the pool bottom because it was freezing cold and because he was laughing so hard that he thought he might drown.

His sisters helped him out of the water, and Henrik squeezed his shoulder and pointed to the back of his jacket.

“See what it says there?”

Maybe it was the cold water, or maybe it was his dad holding his shoulder; finally it hit Magnus, head-on, like a bullet train.

World champion.

Even so, as the cameras flashed, as his father hugged him and the crowd shouted his name—

Magnus was still there

—in that place he went

—going through the patterns.




CHAPTER FOUR

Spring 2014

Ten minutes after two on a Thursday afternoon in spectacular, sunny Mountain View, California, in the tastefully decorated common area of an office space on Castro Street—Danny Rensch, the chief chess officer of Chess.com, was in absolute beast mode.

Calf muscles pumping as he sprang two feet off the linoleum floor, his entire body stretched out like Michael Jordan going for the hoop, right arm cocked back, racket tight between his whitening fingers—and then WHAM the racket made contact with the ball and it ripped through the air in a streak of white, hitting the Ping-Pong table dead center on the other side of the net, then ricocheting in a line drive toward Erik Allebest, who only had time to stare, wide-eyed, before the ball blasted him directly in the neck.

“What the heck, man?!”

But Erik was grinning, because he knew it was a “heck” of a shot; Danny was grinning too, but more because of his boss’s wholesome word choice than the fact that he had just nearly decapitated his company’s CEO. Erik’s Mormonism still clung to him like seaweed on a shipwreck. Although he had been devout during college and through the early days of Chess.com, he’d started stepping away a few years ago, around the time Danny had come to work for him. Amy, Erik’s wife, was still halfway into her own journey away from the religion, but Erik was pretty much out, except for the habits that he’d chosen not to shake. Danny didn’t fault him for holding on to things; heck, Danny knew better than most how hard it was to shake the heavy shit that was dropped on you when you were a kid. He had seaweed that would be clinging to him for the rest of his life.

“You don’t want me to take it easy on you, do you?”

Erik laughed. Although Danny had come to Chess.com a little late—employee number seven—and had only known Erik going on six years, they were closer than brothers. Simply put, other than Danny’s wife, Shauna, and his four kids, there was no one on earth more important to him than Erik Allebest. Meeting Erik had been the single most transformative moment of his life and had put him on a path that had literally saved him.

Which was amazing, considering how different their upbringings had been. Sure, Erik had his Mormonism, but Danny had grown up in an actual goddamn cult—the “Church of Immortal Consciousness,” or the Collective, as Danny had been taught to call it, in a small town called Tonto Village near Mesa, Arizona.

Danny had been born into it, so he’d never really known anything different, but as bad as being part of a fundamentalist cult could be, what had happened to Danny was even worse. He had been a child chess prodigy—and the cult leader happened to have had an
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