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For Mom and Dad, Ivy and Margo.





DRAMATIS PERSONAEIN ORDER OF APPEARANCE I

Ding Liren

A champion weighed down by the crown.

China | Rating: 2780 | Born: 1993

Ian “Nepo” Nepomniachtchi

The perennial runner-up.

Russia | Rating: 2779 | Born: 1990

Magnus Carlsen

The best player in the world; abdicated his throne after a decade of dominance.

Norway | Rating: 2835 | Born: 1990

Wesley So

A glut of talent, a dearth of killer instinct.

U.S.A. | Rating: 2769 | Born: 1993

Nijat Abasov

The dark horse of Baku.

Azerbaijan | Rating: 2632 | Born: 1995

Viswanathan “Vishy” Anand

The father of Indian chess; shifted the poles of global chess power.

India | Rating: 2754 | Born: 1969

Rameshbabu “Pragg” Praggnanandhaa

A teenager undistracted by fame and fortune, focused only on chess.

India | Rating: 2690 | Born: 2005

Arjun Erigaisi

Soft-spoken and sweet away from the board; a feral agent of chaos over it.

India | Rating: 2710 | Born: 2002

Fabiano Caruana

Carlsen’s greatest rival.

U.S.A. | Rating: 2782 | Born: 1992

Emil Sutovsky

Chief executive of FIDE, chess’s governing body; steward of an ancient game in a moment of upheaval.II

Israel | Rating: 2597 | Born: 1977

Hikaru Nakamura

Millionaire streamer first, elite grandmaster second.

U.S.A. | Rating: 2787 | Born: 1987

Hans Niemann

Self-styled bad boy of chess.

U.S.A. | Rating: 2674 | Born: 2003

Levon Aronian

A swashbuckling legend.

U.S.A. | Rating: 2742 | Born: 1982

Anish Giri

As prudent over the board as he is provocative on social media.

Netherlands | Rating: 2775 | Born: 1994

Vidit Gujrathi

A positional virtuoso in search of mental steel.

India | Rating: 2719 | Born: 1994

Alireza Firouzja

Brilliant and volatile; widely regarded as Carlsen’s rightful successor.

France | Rating: 2786 | Born: 2003

Gukesh Dommaraju

Calculates like a computer; possesses the poise of a man twice his age.

India | Rating: 2744 | Born: 2006

Nona Gaprindashvili

A fighter, still fighting.

Georgia | Rating: 2267 | Born: 1941

Judit Polgár

The queen of chess.

Hungary | Rating: 2675 | Born: 1976

Hou Yifan

The women’s world champion who walked away.

China | Rating: 2628 | Born: 1994


	I. All ratings as of the start of our story, July 30, 2023.

	II. Fédération Internationale des Échecs (the International Chess Federation), known by its acronym FIDE, oversees all official international chess activity. Based in Lausanne, Switzerland, FIDE is responsible for awarding titles, setting rules and standards, and administering the biennial World Championship cycle.







PROLOGUE

This is how the story of a great chess grandmaster usually begins. A parent or teacher discovers an exceptional mind: a memory of shocking precision; a special intuition for geometry; a gift for logic and abstraction. When they are introduced to the game at four or five or six, fluency comes quickly. When that talent is cultivated, others are revealed: monastic discipline, fierce competitiveness, myopic focus. Chess, for the child, becomes everything. They are transfixed by its beauty, lured by its depth, compelled by the contest. Family, friends, hobbies—all life beyond the board begins to recede.

The kid is often taken out of school to train full-time. They leave home, with or without their family, in search of richer chess cultures and stronger coaches. They argue with their coaches over little details of the game, fall out, hire new ones. With the aid of computer engines, they build an opening repertoire, a set of first moves that will unbalance their opponents. With the aid of classic manuals, they study endgames, chess’s most bedeviling puzzles.

They play and replay the games of their heroes: José Raúl Capablanca, the Cuban champion of the 1920s who achieved computerlike accuracy in the precomputer age; Bobby Fischer, who struck a blow to the seemingly invincible Soviet chess machine, winning a Cold War proxy battle in the cool Reykjavik summer of 1972; Garry Kasparov, who in 1985 tamed a world champion with his so-called octopus knight. The child dreams of winning the game’s most prestigious events, qualifying for the world championship match, toppling the champ, feeling the weight of the wreath on their shoulders.

They train their bodies as well as their minds to meet the intense demands of a game they come to understand as a sport. Over the board, they fight. Games stretch on for hours, battles of will against other children whose identities, like their own, are tied up with winning. When they lose, they suffer. But their ability to rebound sets them apart once more. The prodigy proves again and again to be the best: in their city, in their country, on their continent.

Maybe, they think, it could be theirs: the world championship, immortality. And then, for all except one, they learn the crushing truth. Someone out there is better.



So it was for Ding Liren, who was born in Wenzhou, China’s City of Chess, in a country not well known for its male players until he came along.

His mother, a nurse, taught him the rules of the game when he was four. His father, an electrical engineer, read him lessons from a book on strategy, though the son had surpassed the father by the time he started school.

Seeing his aptitude and enthusiasm, Ding’s parents solicited the help of a family friend who had trained Zhu Chen, the women’s world champion. Soon, Chinese officials took notice. This was the turn of the millennium and Beijing was newly interested in developing chess talent. The boy went to the capital and absorbed all the knowledge the country had to offer.

It wasn’t long before Ding was the best player in the City of Chess. Then, in 2008, at the age of sixteen, even before he had become a grandmaster (the game’s highest rank) he shocked his country of 1.3 billion people by winning the national championship. The chess world had a new star.

Ding is slight and wan. Eye contact is not his forte. In interviews, he often loses his train of thought and stares searchingly into the camera. When he feels the conversation is over, he will slink away without a word.

It is often said that killer instinct is a prerequisite for chess success at the highest levels. Yet Ding is a sensitive soul. He likes to watch the rain. He likes to read poetry and philosophy, finding consolation in truth and beauty. He detests formal leather shoes, which conjure for him the image of a businessman or “a master,” someone with power over others. He says he is a logical person, of course, but also an emotional one and that he struggles to turn that part of himself off when he plays.

Nevertheless, he is among the world’s foremost authors of masterful attacks and spectacular sacrifices. Gentle, thoughtful, kind. But also, when necessary, a killer. In another life, he might have made good use of the law degree his father pushed him to complete, despite his protestations.

In 2018, now among the world’s ten best players, Ding set an astonishing record: one hundred games without losing. A few years later, he became the second-ranked grandmaster in the world.

Yet he could never touch the world’s number one player, Magnus Carlsen; could never even get close.

Someone out there was better.



So it was, too, for Ian Nepomniachtchi, born as the Soviet Union was dying, in Bryansk, on the banks of the Desna River, a five-hour drive southwest of Moscow, where he developed a taste for two profoundly Russian pursuits: sad literature and chess.

His uncle and grandfather were poets, and Nepo, as Nepomniachtchi is known, inherited an appreciation of the classics—Chekhov, Pushkin, Borges. Chess, too, ran in the family. At the age of four, Nepo watched as his elders played, learning how the pieces moved: the hop of the knight, the slide of the rook, the slash of the bishop.

In school, this being Russia, he studied the fundamentals of tactics and strategy. Though to hear his classmates tell it, he did more teaching than learning. Soon, his first chess instructor started taking him to tournaments. He would “sit with just his head visible above the table,” she later recalled, “rubbing his hands with glee.” On the board, he could see more deeply than even his adult opponents. Eventually he would tell them, “It’s time to give up.”

The Soviet school of chess, which still held sway after the fall of the Wall, emphasized above all the importance of hard work, of a professional approach to the game. This did not come naturally to Nepo, who enjoyed many aspects of life beyond the board: books, film, sweets. At one point, he was spending ten hours a day slaying monsters in Dota 2, a popular online video game. But over the years, displeased with his progress, he came to embrace Soviet-style discipline, immersing himself completely in opening theory and endgame technique. (Also in the manner of the Soviets: He drank a lot of tea.)

Fast, aggressive, a razor-sharp tactician. In 2002, just before his twelfth birthday, he won the world under-12 championship, edging out the future world champion Magnus Carlsen. Years later, Carlsen would say that, of all his brilliant rivals, Nepo might be the only “genius.”

Still, when the two met in the 2021 World Championship match in Dubai, it wasn’t close. Carlsen delivered such a drubbing that, mid-tournament, Nepo apologized to his chess-obsessed country for his dismal performance and cut off his topknot like a disgraced samurai.

Six months later, Russia had invaded Ukraine and the country was banned from international chess competition. Some grandmasters defended Vladimir Putin’s war. Nepo signed a letter decrying the invasion and expressing solidarity with the Ukrainian people. Then, playing for no country, he became only the third grandmaster in the history of the game to win a second consecutive Candidates Tournament, the prestigious event that determines who will challenge the world champion for his crown. In Madrid’s rococo Palacio de Santoña, Nepo bowed his head bashfully, barely holding back tears, as the crowd stood and clapped and called his name. Now the second-ranked player in the world, he once again stood on the precipice of immortality, of a dream even most top grandmasters would never approach.

But there was no path to glory, it seemed, except through Carlsen. And Nepo, the former video gamer, knew from painful experience to fear the final boss.



For all except one, someone out there is better. And for millennial grandmasters, that person is Magnus Carlsen, the Norwegian five-time world champion who successfully defended his title against every towering challenger who came for it.

Elite chess players dream above all of becoming world champion: the ultimate test of greatness, the determinant of legacy. For a decade, Carlsen made that dream seem impossible. Players such as Ding and Nepo, not only the best in their respective countries, but also, arguably, among the best in history, could not move the immovable champion and were forced to reconcile themselves to lesser ambitions.

It is difficult to isolate what distinguishes the Norwegian from the extraordinary minds he has so often frustrated. After all, he has lived a life that in many ways resembles the lives of his rivals. Like them, he showed prodigious talent at a young age. At two years old, he could complete fifty-piece jigsaw puzzles. By five, he could name the capital cities and populations of every country on earth. Like them, his talent was nurtured; his father, a chess enthusiast, encouraged his son to cultivate his extraordinary natural powers of memory and spatial reasoning, marks of the sport’s greatest players. Like them, Carlsen was distinguished by his fierce competitiveness; it wasn’t until three years after his first lesson, when his sister humiliated him over the board, that something clicked and the boy was first gripped by obsession.

Like his rivals, Carlsen thought of little besides chess. Like them, he played against himself for hours at a time, exploring variation after variation, replaying classic games and tactical miniatures. He would play through dinner, shrinking from conversation. “I found it natural—I didn’t really have the need to socialize with my family over meals,” he later said.

Yet from an early age it was clear, too, that even up amid the rarefied air of the so-called super grandmasters, Carlsen was different.

Some players are tactical. They can see amid the barely finite possibilities six, seven, eight moves ahead, finding forcing sequences that yield material gain. Some are positional. They take control of important squares, slowly improving the placement of their pieces until their opponent’s position falls apart. The very best, those who possess both talents, play with what is called a universal style. Carlsen showed early on he possessed a style one might call universal-plus, everything and more.

Tactical prowess, positional understanding, endgame technique, stamina, mental toughness, will to win: each an infinitesimal edge over his opponents; all together, an insurmountable advantage. As computer-aided chess study became a central aspect of the game, Carlsen showed a particular talent for luring his opponents out of their often-superior preparation into unknown territory—“the deep, dark forest,” as the Soviet legend Mikhail Tal called it—where his superlative instincts would be decisive. His victims will tell you that to lose in this way is a profoundly unpleasant experience. “Strangling pressure, not direct hits,” as the former world champion Garry Kasparov described it. Carlsen could seize on the smallest advantage and, with spooky precision, grind out a slow technical victory. “It becomes just about finding these little ideas, these little edges that you can try to exploit,” Carlsen has said, putting into words the despair of a generation of grandmasters.

As Carlsen’s legend grew, so did his power to intimidate. In addition to being the best, he became the cockiest. Asked once who was his favorite player from the past, Carlsen chose a version of himself from three years earlier. Online, he defied the traditional image of the grandmaster as a figure of remote dignity, occasionally preferring instead the way of the troll.

But if he wasn’t always loved, he was always respected, always feared. The top rating has been his for more than a decade without interruption, an unprecedented streak, as number twos such as Ding and Nepo have come and gone. In 2013, at the age of twenty-two, Carlsen defeated the celebrated Indian grandmaster Viswanathan Anand to win the World Championship, the highest achievement in chess. The next year, when he again faced Anand, his decisive win left no doubt about his supremacy. In 2016, he successfully defended again, this time against the Russian Sergey Karjakin, dismantling the defenses of the grandmaster known as the Minister of Defense. In 2018, he took down Fabiano Caruana, widely believed to be the second-best player of his generation. It was his most competitive contest yet, and still, of the fifteen games, he lost none. In his fourth and most recent defense, in 2021, he hammered Nepo so thoroughly that many said the debate had been settled: Carlsen is the greatest player of all time.

While most grandmasters talk of the world championship as a lifelong dream without substitute, Carlsen, in a dark irony, claims he did not share that aspiration; he dreamed not of chess glory, he says, but wanted only to enjoy the game.

In recent years, however, that enjoyment started to wane. Carlsen began to talk of his crown and the obligations that come with it as a heavy burden. Too much work, not enough incentive. He had already done it all. Shortly after Carlsen’s last successful world title defense, he started hinting that he might not defend for a fifth time. Not since Bobby Fischer disappeared fifty years earlier, shocking the chess world and forever altering the sport’s trajectory, had a world champion abdicated his throne. In the summer of 2022, Carlsen made it official: He wouldn’t defend his title; his reign would soon end, and a new era would begin.



By the time Carlsen walked away, only two grandmasters were in contention to succeed him. Nepo, who had won the 2022 Candidates Tournament, and Ding, who, as the runner-up at that event, was invited to fight the Russian for the crown.

The match, which took place in April of 2023 in Astana, Kazakhstan, was thrillingly close, but hardly of the quality chess fans had come to expect during the Carlsen years. Ding seemed ill and distracted. Nepo seemed overcome by nerves. The match came down to speed-chess tiebreaks; fast games, determined more by intuition than preparation. In the final moments of the final game, Nepo’s position hopeless, his heart broken for the second time in two years, the Russian started shifting uncomfortably in his chair. He reached for one of the captured black pieces to fiddle with, to self-soothe, and accidentally knocked them all to the ground. “It’s time to give up,” the young Nepo used to say. Now he reached across the board to congratulate Ding, the new champion, who put his face in his hands and wept.

Since 1886, when Wilhelm Steinitz and Johannes Zukertort competed for the first official championship of the world, only fifty players had made it to that storied match and competed for the crown. Only seventeen had worn it.

In the aftermath of Ding’s victory, two sentiments prevailed: a kind of mourning for the departed champion and an electric anticipation of who might be next.

Would Ding be able to hold onto his title, to prove himself a worthy occupant of Carlsen’s throne? Or would Nepo or another of the long-frustrated leading lights of millennial chess finally break through? Or would Carlsen’s contemporaries fall short once again, defeated this time by a player from the next generation, a young, up-and-coming grandmaster as used to moving pieces by mouse click as by wrist flick? Or maybe, just maybe, could the next champion be the same as the old one, Carlsen himself, who many believed might at any time change his mind, return to the fold, and turn the game on its head once again?

The grueling two-year contest to crown the 2024 world champion was about to begin. To challenge for the title, grandmasters would have to first qualify for one of eight spots in the world’s most prestigious chess tournament, the Candidates.

Three spots would go to the top finishers of the World Cup, in Baku, Azerbaijan in August of 2023; two spots to the top finishers at the Grand Swiss, in Douglas, Isle of Man, in October; one spot to the highest-rated player who hadn’t qualified by other means; one spot to the player who performed best on the chess circuit in 2023; one spot to Nepo, the loser of the previous world championship match.

Then, in Toronto, in the summer of 2024, in some grand, gilded venue, those eight grandmasters would play chess of such beauty and complexity that their games would be studied for years to come. Out of the group, one would emerge as challenger to Ding, the World Champion.

The others would begin preparing for the next cycle, searching for the ideas that in another two years’ time could put them over the top. In the wake of defeat, some would adjust their expectations, constrain their dreams. Some would retire. A grandmaster’s prime is said to last from about the age of twenty to about the age of forty. The window is always closing.

Meanwhile, for two players, champion and challenger, the contest would continue. With a team of grandmasters and the world’s most advanced AI chess engines, they would spend months searching for any edge that might help them achieve the totemic goal around which they had, since childhood, built their lives. For nearly a month, starting in November of 2024, amid Singapore’s humid monsoon season, these two grandmasters would play game after game, until some blunder or brilliancy or hard-won infinitesimal positional advantage would finally seal the outcome.

With chess experiencing a pandemic-prompted resurgence, more eyes would be on the players than ever before. At the end, the wreath worn by history’s greatest grandmasters—Capablanca, Fischer, Kasparov, Carlsen—would be placed on the champion’s shoulders. From early childhood, many of the world’s best had imagined it would be them, had worked and fought and suffered to make it so, even as the top for so long seemed out of reach. Now, they could almost touch it.
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A chess game can be roughly divided into three phases.

The first is the opening. For centuries, chess theoreticians searched for the best sequences of opening moves: those that for white would make the most of the first-move advantage and those that for black would provide a path to equality. Certain opening principles emerged: Take control of the center. Don’t move any piece twice. Move the king to safety early. But other matters were more controversial. Theoretical schisms caused real-world feuds: The classicists advocated for moving pieces toward the center of the board; the hypermodernists for using bishops to target central squares from a distance. It was no laughing matter; they hated each other. The Italian, the Ruy Lopez, the Queen’s Gambit—players would pick a few openings to specialize in, study deeply, and dare their opponents to challenge their knowledge. Then computers came along and made a mockery of humanity’s puny efforts.

Chess engines—which surpassed humans in the late 1990s, at first by a little, and then, as the years went by, by a great yawning distance—showed that pretty much any opening is playable, as long as you’re as good as the computer. Theoretical debates were rendered largely obsolete. Since the computer understood better than any human what would work, grandmasters stopped arguing and started spending endless hours memorizing sequences of computer-suggested moves. Not the best moves, necessarily, which one’s opponents would probably also have studied, but the workable moves most likely to surprise the player across the board, to take them out of their own computer-aided preparation and lure them, alone, into the deep, dark forest.

The second phase is the middle game. This begins roughly when most of the pieces have been developed—or moved from their starting squares. At some point in the middle game, players will likely be on their own, improvising over the board plans to take control of the center, create weaknesses in their opponent’s pawn structure or target the protectors around their opponent’s king. Players might make sacrifices, among chess’s most beautiful maneuvers, in which pieces are offered in exchange for strategic or tactical advantage.

If both players survive until few pieces beyond the kings remain on the board, they enter the third and final phase: the endgame. More a matter of technique than imagination, even seemingly lopsided endgames can be devilishly complex; some technically winning positions—say, two bishops versus a knight—are difficult even for the best players to convert into victory. The king, hidden away for most of the game’s first two phases, now becomes an important piece, moving one square at a time out into the open, where it often supports pawns as they push toward the other side of the board and the promise of being promoted to a queen. In the endgame, players will sometimes seek to put their opponents in what is called zugzwang: a situation, occasionally encountered in life as well as chess, in which any move one makes will worsen one’s position.

Professional chess players are scholars of each of these phases. They can look at an opening and tell you its history and its implications for pawn structure in the endgame. They can look at a middle game position from the past and tell you who was on each side, where it was played, and which move came next. They can look at an endgame and often determine within seconds the best plan for both sides.

They spend their lives moving again and again through these phases, playing hundreds, even thousands, of games per year. They sit down at the board, center each piece on its square, turn the knights’ noses in whatever direction the player prefers and play the opening moves which, over long hours with their coaches and computers, they prepared. They work in the middle game to take over the board, to achieve harmony with their pieces. In the endgame they grind for dozens of moves, trying to neutralize their opponent’s advantage or maximize their own. At the end of the game, they shake hands and reset the board and retire to their hotel rooms to study. Then they do it all again the next day.

The demands of chess in the computer age are so unyielding that many don’t do much beyond playing and preparing. For this all-consuming effort, only a handful will be rewarded with fortune. About twenty players per year earn at least $100,000 from tournaments. (A handful also have income from corporate or government sponsorships.) Many could use their powerful analytic minds to make far more money in quantitative fields.

“The ability to play chess is the sign of a gentleman,” the great 19th century American chess player Paul Morphy is said to have remarked. “The ability to play chess well is the sign of a wasted life.” Some 150 years later, that sentiment persists among some elite players. “I wish I had chosen something (else),” said the Hungarian grandmaster Richárd Rapport after a loss in 2022. “If I had put a similar amount of time and energy over the years, I think I would be a happier person.”

Yet Rapport and most other top grandmasters persist in pursuit of the game’s cold and austere beauty, and of fulfilling the promise, first glimpsed as children, that their exceptional talent might set them apart not only from those in their city or their country but from the whole world. That their gift might be worthy of being inscribed in history.

This is what brought 206 elite chess players to Baku, Azerbaijan, the former Soviet capital at the crossroads of East and West, to compete at the World Cup in the sweltering summer of 2023. An annual event not to be confused with the world championship, the World Cup is among the most prestigious tournaments in chess. With that prestige comes money: a total purse of nearly $2 million, $110,000 of which was earmarked for the winner. But any grandmaster will tell you that the real stakes are neither glory nor money but the promise of a berth in the Candidates Tournament and a shot at the world championship. The players were there to vie for three golden tickets.

Many dreams would die fast. Most chess tournaments use either the Swiss or round-robin formats, in which every player plays every round. Lose a few games early and there’s still time to recover. The World Cup, however, is less forgiving, employing the brutal format known as knockouts. Players face off in matches of two classical—that is, long—games. If those end in a tie, the outcome is decided by speed-chess games, where each player has just a few minutes to make all their moves. The losers are eliminated from the tournament.

Dozens of grandmasters had traveled halfway around the world only to pack their bags and fly home two days later.

In the first round, 156 players would crowd the red-carpeted, ornately chandeliered conference room of the luxurious Baku Marriott Hotel. (The fifty top players were given a bye—an automatic pass—to the second round.) A week later, with the field cut nearly in half, tables would disappear and players would have more room to pace the floor between moves. Every few days the field would be cut in half again until, in late August, after nearly four weeks of mind-fryingly exhausting chess, four semifinalists would emerge. The two victors would play for the World Cup trophy, their spots in the Candidates secured. The losers would compete for third place and, more important, that precious final Candidates spot.

On the afternoon of July 30, an official told players to start their clocks. The grandmasters made their opening moves. Billions of options lay before them. With Carlsen out, everything was possible. The first phase of a two-year battle had begun.



Away from the relentless Baku sun and the roaring engines of drag racers drifting in the streets, Wesley So sat across the board from his opponent in an air-conditioned hotel conference room and thought about quitting chess. The World Cup, then in its second week, had been a slog for So, who had struggled against even relatively weak opponents. Before the event, the top American grandmaster Fabiano Caruana had declared So a “heavy favorite” to do well at the event. But So had barely squeaked through to the fourth of eight rounds, the unexpected difficulty of the journey further eroding his already-crumbling confidence.

Now he faced the twenty-three-year-old Russian grandmaster Alexey Sarana. Sarana was ranked fifty-third in the world, So seventh. So had the white pieces, and therefore the slight first-move advantage. Most expected him to win, at worst to draw. But So did not want to play—not then, perhaps not ever again. Racing heart, spiraling thoughts—the manifestations of anxiety and emotional exhaustion had, in recent days, been tormenting the twenty-nine-year-old with increasing frequency.

“Sometimes my mind wanders and won’t cooperate, even when I tell it to,” he told me later. “When it turns off like that, I feel stress because I don’t like to disappoint people.”

Much has been made of the supposed link between chess genius and mental illness. The notion of a mind tied in knots contemplating the nearly infinite possibilities of a chess game has long inspired giants of literature. In Vladimir Nabokov’s The Defense, the grandmaster Aleksandr Ivanovich Luzhin, unable to distinguish between chess and life and seeing threats everywhere, throws himself out of a window. In The Royal Game, Stefan Zweig’s Dr. B, a monastic devotee of chess, is advised by a doctor to stop playing the game, lest his obsessions overwhelm him. In Walter Tevis’s The Queen’s Gambit, the world’s best player, Beth Harmon, uses drugs and booze to keep her demons at bay.

The real history of chess, too, is replete with tragic stories of lives undone by delusion and paranoia. Paul Morphy, the 19th century prodigy from New Orleans, who at twenty-one established on a tour of Europe that he was the best player in the world, shrank from the game upon his return, becoming increasingly litigious and belligerent, consumed by fantasies that he was surrounded by those who wanted to do him harm. Wilhelm Steinitz, the first official world champion, broke down after losing his crown and never fully recovered, spending the rest of his life in one sanatorium after another. And most famously, Bobby Fischer, who a century after
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