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Introduction: The Norwegian Rat: Magnus Carlsen's Ambush Weapon 
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When we play the black pieces against 1.e4, we have a choice of philosophical stances:


1)  We can meet 1.e4 only with openings that have received the Consumer Products Safety Commission's highest ratings. Our prime directive is correctness, and we can, for instance, respond with 1...e5, intending to hold a draw with either Berlin Lopez or Petroff's Defense, which like TV dinners, are somewhat tasteless, and at the same time, not too offensive to our tastebuds, either.

2)  We can go asymmetrical and play something sharper, like the black side of a Dragon, Najdorf, or Pirc Defense. This route is filled with danger and requires prodigious theoretical preparation. The opening stage essentially becomes a battle between our engine and our opponent's and a battle of memory to remember the reams of constantly altering theory. This path is acceptable as long as you quit your current job and work on your Najdorf or Dragon as a full-time profession.

3)  We can take the nuclear option and go rogue with a radically risky weapon, like the Norwegian Rat. Nobody plays the line with the regularity of a piano's metronome, and it is designed to be exclusively an ambush weapon. When we launch/inflict the Norwegian Rat upon our bewildered opponent, we immediately gain a psychological edge since the opponent feels taunted and obliged to win, no matter what. 



Don't underestimate the power of disturbing the opponent's mind. If you don't believe us, then just ask Tal and Captain Ahab. Also, a predictable behavior pattern is a recipe for a loss since that is how our opponents set us up with home preparation. It's a good bet your opponent will not be expecting the Norwegian Rat. In fact, it's a reasonable bet your opponent has never even seen the opening before. Even world champions are playing the Bong Cloud: 1. e4 e5 2. Ke2? or lines like the Mr. Shaibel(ish) 1. e4 e5 2 Qh5? means that there are stirrings of worldwide rebellion against the oppression of memorized theoretical lines. Theory tells us what to play in the opening choice of a game, and we don't like being bossed around! If we are truthful, we must admit that the Bong Cloud or the second line, 2.Qh5? are, in reality, inferior. What if we toned down our level of rebellion to look for a high-risk weapon that is still sound? The Norwegian Rat fits this middle ground between wild, open rebellion with the Bong Cloud and a completely sound, overanalyzed line, as we see in Berlin Ruy Lopez. Oceans of ink have been devoted to other openings. This is the first book ever written on the Norwegian Rat. This book addresses the nuclear option, number 3 on our list. In this book, we are going public with once classified information. I don't know about you, but Carsten and I are tired of being bored, playing correctly for a draw, as we keep jumping from one dull/correct line to the other. When we enter the Alekhine's/Pirc/French Defense hybrid, the Norwegian Rat with 2...Nf6!?, our last move represents:


	A deliberate disassociation from civilization and a craving to encounter the great unknown. Study the lines in this book, and only your opponent will be the one wandering in the "great unknown." 

	So over-mined is the state of current theory that there is virtually no such thing as a no-name opening, and even the weird ones get named. Someone (we don't know who) named Magnus' pet line the Norwegian Rat, and the name stuck. Clearly, the Nor-Rat can be filed away into the category of extraterrestrial lines, which may appear human, yet aren't, since the DNA says otherwise. The Nor-Rat is for those living on the theoretical margins when it comes to opening choices.

	An eternal universal Principle: when busted, enter sleaze mode and complicate. The Norwegian Rat asks: why do we have to wait until we are busted? Why can't we plunge the game into the complex unknown, right from the start, when we aren't busted?

	Just because the jester comically mimics the king, this doesn't give him a real king's power. Club level players (and even higher) tend to imitate trendy theory played by the 2700–2800+ royalty. By playing the Norwegian Rat, we take this mimicry away from our opponent and put him or her on their own resources since very few of our opponents will be ready for such an ambush weapon. And even if they are ready, it's still a completely playable line. Here is the thing: when we reach the end of our theoretical knowledge, we are forced to dismount and proceed along the road on foot. Now the question is: what if there was a way to make your opponent dismount and leave theory on the second move? Such a way exists. It's called the Norwegian Rat.

	If there is a Bermuda Triangle of opening lines, the Norwegian Rat fits right in there. But keep in mind that crazy openings bear watching since today's "crazy" is tomorrow's potential trendy. The Nor-Rat cannot be accurately described as a runaway smash, best seller opening. On the other hand, its popularity is growing, mainly since Magnus keeps playing it in his blitz games. From it, we can reach positions that resemble French Defense, Gurgenidze Pirc, Alekhine's Defense, or just a crazy jumble of all three!

	We all take it for granted, yet is it not astonishing that the Mega-databases contain the sum total of recorded human chess experience? Yet even within this vast clump of data, there are pockets of the unknown. At the time of this writing, there are just under 1300 games (mostly blitz and rapid) with the Norwegian Rat. To put this into perspective, there are well over a half-million Ruy Lopez games in the same database. This means that the Nor-Rat opening is virtually unknown, especially at the club level. If you are an 1800-player going up against a rival, there is a virtually 100% chance that your opponent will think to him or herself when you play 2...Nf6: "Huh?" You throw opponents on their own while you are armed with the knowledge of this book. This will take a toll on your opponent psychologically (your opponent may feel insulted and decide to lash out and blow you off the board), as well as on the clock since you will be in familiar territory, moving quickly while your opponent burns away clock time, making moves up as he or she goes along. Also, the irrational position paradox is that we are going somewhere, yet our final destination is an unknown until it is reached. Your opponent is highly unlikely to figure out correct plans from the strange positions that arise, while you will be familiar with and understand them. So, from a practical perspective. The Nor-Rat is an excellent choice, especially in quicker time control tournament games. One goal of this book is to offer the reader a weapon, where through familiarity with the lines, we retain the faculties of sight and clarity amidst the opponent's confusion and chaos.

	Our openings don't require a pledge of loyalty. The Norwegian Rat is probably a poor choice if you are playing for first place in your section and in desperate need of a draw with the black pieces to clinch it. Instead, it's a targeted ambush weapon, used chiefly for blitz or rapid time control games. So it's not going to be anyone's sole opening, and it's meant to be used sporadically against the right opponent/victim. 



Is the Norwegian Rat Sound? 

A chess writer's loyalty should be to the truth. It's not our job to make a sales pitch for the opening. All we do is point out the good and the bad. The Norwegian Rat is unlikely to be seen as a major weapon in a world championship match game and is usually a line designated in the "shady" category, especially if White is prepared for it—which at the club level is virtually never. Yet when Carsten and I analyzed the lines deeply for the book, all we could find against White's most challenging lines was a += edge for White, well within the range of normal. When you hear anti-Nor-Rat propaganda, consider the motivation of those who bash non-theoretical lines: the people who yell most loudly in protest do so because they hate encountering lines that rudely remove them from their typical theoretical comfort zones. 

So, we do - perhaps rashly! - claim that the Norwegian Rat is indeed sound, even though few of us are brave/foolhardy enough to willingly enter the twisted ramparts and warped spires of the Norwegian Rat and give the project the green light. 

Good luck with your Norwegian Rat adventure!

Cyrus Lakdawala

April 2022
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Part 1: Everything is “Normal”
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Chapter 1: The Un-Pirc Default Variation 3. Nc3

Chapter 2: The 5.Nxe4 Exchange Variation 

Chapter 3: The Norwegian Winawer: 5.Bd3

Chapter 4: The Grunfeld Rat: 4.exd5
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Chapter 1: The Un-Pirc Default Variation   3.Nc3
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Believe it or not, most of your opponents will NOT try and punish your choice of Norwegian Rat. When they see you bang out the weird 2...Nf6, most will respond with 3 Nc3, thinking they evaded your strange ambush line. Not so, since we have no intention of entering a Pirc. Instead, we push our d-pawn two squares with 3...d5!?, which leads to strange places.

Game #1

V.Anand (2767) – M.Carlsen (2875)

Norway Masters blitz (Stavanger) 2019

1.e4 g6 

Wait a minute. Aren't you expected to play the "correct" a) 1...e5 followed by playing into a Berlin Lopez?  After all, no life is more comfortable than the one life in conformity to society's norms. Apparently not. Magnus is not one to bend to peer pressure, especially in the setting of a blitz game. 

Or let's say you are a French Defense player, and you move b) 1...e6 2.d4 d5,  then your no-good, rotten, stinking, dirty rat of an opponent plans to kill you via boredom with 3.exd5 exd5 forcing you into an Exchange French, from which you desperately want to press the "Unsubscribe" button. Is this really so much better for Black than playing the black side of the Norwegian Rat?

2.d4 

And now comes a reversal of the natural order...  

2...Nf6!? 
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If the Norwegian Rat is a religion, Magnus is our shaman/high priest/pastor/rabbi/Pope/Dalai Lama. The opening continues to be championed by a small cult of loyalists. Look, the level of moral decay isn't as bad as the Bong Cloud Opening, is it? Traditionalists need not apply, and Magnus signals that he is unwilling to play by normal rules. No, this is not a mental health issue, nor was it a mouse slip. "I'm through with you and never want to see you again!" We tell our boring ex-openings. Then six months later, we play it again, like a battered spouse who never learns and always runs back to the abuser. As you may have guessed, the Nor-Rat is considered by Overlord Theory to be in the Sleazy Abuser category, but the heart wants what it wants, and we don't care! You will one day lose a horrible game on the black side and may have regrets about buying this book (Sorry, no refunds. All sales of this book are final!). But then, when you swindle another opponent, you will run back to her! Magnus is one of the few players in the world who doesn't care about Overlord Theory's blessings before he tries something different. Why?: because Magnus IS theory.

3.Nc3 

This is the "No thanks" Default version of the Norwegian Rat. White just wants a normal Pirc and refuses to get drawn into some weird byway. Guess what? We will force the weird byway, whether White wants it or not.

In Part 2 of the book, we tackle 3.e5 Nh5!?.

3...d5!? 
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"What the hell is this?" you ask. Well, the odd push of the d-pawn, two squares, rather than the traditional one, takes the game into Norwegian Rat waters.

3...d6 transposes to the Pirc, which our opponent undoubtedly expects.

4.e5 

White sensibly gains space, hoping to displace our knight. Later in the chapter, we look at 4.exd5.

4...Ne4!? 

Black's most principled move. We don't have room in the book to look at the also playable line 4...Nh5!? which can lead to Gurgenidze Pirc-like positions.

5.Nce2 

Threat: f2–f3, trapping Black's knight. Our response is forced. Later we look at a) 5.Nxe4 and b) 5.Bd3.

5...f6 6.f3 

6.h4, intending f2–f3 once again, is met with 6...fxe5 7.f3 Nd6 8.dxe5 Nf7 9.f4 Bg4 10.Qd3 P.Harikrishna-J.Vakhidov, Dubai blitz 2014. We like Black after 10...e6 with a French Defense structure, without bad bishop favorably on the outside of our structure. Black looks at least even. Also, 10.Nh3 c5 11.Nf2 Be6 is a really messy position that we are okay playing.

6...Ng5 7.Bxg5 

This way, White gains time since he only moved his bishop once to chop a knight, which moved three times. Yet the move also comes with problems:1. White gave up the bishop pair.2. With the exchange, White weakened his dark squares. 

Later in this chapter, we look at 7.Be3 retaining the bishop.

7...fxg5 8.Qd2 c5!? 
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Magnus said that his first impression move is the right one most of the time. There is a word for this magical process: Intuition—Magnus gambits a pawn to catch up in development.

8...e6 is the safer move, which we look at next game. It may shock you to know that the deluded out there speak slanderously of the Norwegian Rat. Here is a statistic that may get their attention: In the database, White scores a sorry 35.7% from this position at the time of this writing.

9.Qxg5 

Anand goes pawn hunting against the world champion.

9...Nc6 10.c3 

A novelty and a logical one. Anand carefully reinforces his center. 

10.Qd2 cxd4 11.Nxd4 Qb6 12.Bb5 E.Berg-D.Paulsen, Germany 2001. Here Black can try 12...Bg7 13.f4 0–0 14.Nge2, an already chaotic position erupts into even greater confusion after 14...g5!? with chances for both sides.

10...Qb6 11.Qd2 cxd4 12.cxd4 Bf5 

...Nb4 is in the air.

13.g4!? 
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One psychological characteristic of the Norwegian Rat is that its very existence tends to offend our opponent's sense of correctness. As a result, they are tempted to blow us off the board.

The engine suggests the calmer 13.Rd1 h5 14.Nc3 0–0–0 15.f4 with an edge for White, yet Carsten and I would be okay taking on Black's position.

13...Bd7 14.Rd1 0–0–0 15.Nc3 e6 16.Nge2 Kb8 17.f4 Be7 18.h4 Na5! 

Provoking b2–b3, which in turn weakens White on the dark squares.

19.b3 Bb4 

Black can also freeze White's kingside pawn mobility with 19...h5 20.g5 and then play 20...Bb4.

20.Kf2 Rhf8 21.Rh3 

Anand reinforces the pinned knight.

21...Bb5! 
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Magnus received the following compensation for the sacrificed pawn:

1. Bishop pair.

2. Dark square power.

3. An annoying pin of White's c3–knight. 

4. Black can “debadify” the typical French-structure bad bishop with ...Bxe2, any time he chooses.

5. Black exerts pressure on both d4 and f4–pawns.

6. White's king doesn't look so secure.

7. White's position is uncoordinated, and it will be difficult for Anand to challenge the c-file, on which the black rooks have chances to infiltrate.

8. The engine may announce this as even. Yet, for practical purposes, it really isn't since White's position is far more difficult to defend than Black's, which is granted a joyful initiative.

22.Qe3 Bxe2! 

Adios amigos. Bye, bye bad bishop.

23.Nxe2 Rc8! 24.Rc1? 

After this natural move, White experiences difficulties defending d4. He had to play 24.Qd3 to endure.

24...Rxc1 25.Qxc1 Nc6 26.Qe3 
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Exercise (combination alert): Do you see Magnus' shot?

Answer: Pinned piece. Black wins back the pawn with a temporary piece sacrifice on d4.

26...Nxd4! 27.Nxd4 Bc5 28.Kg2 Bxd4 

After regaining the sacrificed pawn, Black got a nagging, enduring advantage since White's king will never feel secure (unless queens are exchanged), based upon the Principle: Opposite colored bishops favor the attacking side.

29.Qd2 a5 

Magnus tightens his grip over the queenside dark squares. The engine prefers 29...Bc5 30.Rf3 Bb4 31.Qf2 Qa5.

30.Rf3 Bc5 31.Bd3 Qd8 32.g5 Bb6 

Intending to slide his queen to c5 and go after White's king.

33.Kg3 Qe7 34.Rf1 Qc5 35.Rc1?! 

White should try and generate kingside counterplay with 35.h5! Rg8 36.hxg6 hxg6 37.Kg4 White should hold the position.

35...Qd4 36.Rd1 Bc7 
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Sneaky. ...Rxf4 is threatened.

37.Re1 

More accurate was 37.Be2 Qc5 38.Bg4 Qe7 39.Qe3

37...a4! 38.Qe3 Qb4 

Principle: Opposite colored bishops favor the side with the attack. Of course, White draws if queens come off the board.

39.bxa4 Bb6! 

Brilliant judgment. Sometimes we have a combination yet deliberately reject it. Magnus undoubtedly saw the deadly-looking shot 39...Rxf4 and may have rejected it, fearing the drawing power of an ending with bishops of opposite colors after 40.a3! (this clever resource forces queens off the board) 40...Rg4+ 41.Kf3 Qd4 42.Qxd4 Rxd4 43.Bb5 (threat: Bd7) 43...Kc8! 44.Kg3, Kd8, and Black has decent chances to win.

40.Qc1?? (D)

40.a3 had to be tried.
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Exercise (combination alert): Demonstrate why White's last move was a blunder.

Answer: Step 1: Double attack.

40...Qd4! 

Black threatens ...Qxd3+, as well as a fatal infiltration to f2.

41.Qd2 

Forced. 41.Rd1?? Qf2+ 42.Kh3 Qf3+ 43.Kh2 Rxf4 White is mated.

41...Ba5! 

Step 2: Overloaded defender. The skewered queen is forced to move offside, allowing the black queen and rook to destroy the white king's pawn cover.

42.Qxa5 Qxd3+ 43.Kg4 

43.Kg2 Rc8! is also fatal for White, who has no remedy to the coming rook check on c2.

43...Qf5+ 

After 44.Kg3 Qxf4+ 45.Kh3 Qf3+ 46.Kh2 Qf2+ 47.Kh1 Qxh4+ White is soon mated. 0–1

––––––––
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Game #2

V.Kotronias (2581) – R.Rapport (2693)

Greek Team ch (Achaia) 2013

1.e4 g6 2.d4 Nf6 3.Nc3 d5 4.e5 Ne4 5.Nce2 f6 6.f3 Ng5 7.Bxg5 fxg5 8.Qd2 e6 
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