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Asthe highly anticipated FIDE Can-
didates 2024 tournament unfolds in
Toronto, the spotlight is on five Indian
playerswho arekeento etch their names
In chess history.The biggest eyeball-
grabber for Indian chess fans this year
will take placein Toronto in April. Ina
cricket-loving nation, with the Indian
Premier Leaguein full swing, therewill
be severa sports lovers keeping track
of the FIDE Candidates 2024.The eight-

layer event isdesigned to find the chal -
enger to the reigning World champion,
separately in the Open (men's) and
women's sections. Thiswill aso be the
first time these events will be held un-
der one roof. The winners of the 14-
round competitions earn the right to
play the next World Championship
match.Since the inception of the Can-
didates Tournament in 1950, Indianever
had it this good before in this tourna-
ment. To date, only five-time World
champion Viswanathan Anand played
in this premier event between 1991 and
2014.This time, five out of 16 Candi-
dates are Indians. R. Praggnanandhaa,
D. Gukesh and Vidit Gujrathi areamong
the eight men while K. Humpy and R.
Vaishali are part of the eight ladies bat-
tling it out. Clearly, thisis the best ad-
vertisement for the growing presence of
Indiansamong the elite of the sport.The
double-round robin format and the time-
control [see next page] suit the stron-
ger playersin the fray. Since the oldest
playersintheir respective sections- 37-
year-old Humpy and 36-year-old
Hikaru Nakamura - are young enough
to deal with the testing duration of the
competition, their experience could
come in handy.

Let us take alook at the Indian con-
tenders:

R. Praggnanandhaa

Balance is key: Going b?fu his open-
ing repertoire, Praggnanandnaaappears
well prepared with both colours. Heis
willing to play the waiting game and
stays alert to seize his chance. | Photo
Credit: DEBASISH BHADURIFirmly
onthelearning curve, hisgraph reflects
an upward swing. Blessed with theright
temperament and groomed for bigger
challenges on a chess board, this 18-
year-old is the strongest of the three
Indians figuring in the bottom half of
the seedings.Going entirely by
seedings, not many would give the In-
dians a chance of topping the field. But
these days, barring the presence of
Magnus Carlsen, no top seed seems to
carry a better chance of winning than
his closest challengers. With the World
No. 1 and five-time World champion
choosing to stay away from the World
championship cycle, there are no clear
favourites, in the strictest sense of the
term.

Candidates 2024: A thrilling chal-
lenger hunt on the cards

The current bunch of Indians who
have gate-crashed into elite competi-
tions and periodically beat stronger
players hold the promise of playing way
above their rating. Praggnanandhaa is
clearlci/ the one that no contender can
afford to take lightly. After all, exceed-
ing al expectations, hefinished runner-
up to Carlsen in last year's World Cup.
It was this result that earned
Praggnanandhaa a place among the
Candidates.Going by his opening rep-
ertoire, Praggnanandhaa appears well
prepared with both colours. He is will-
Ing to play the waiting game and stays
alert to seize his chance. In situations
where time is at a premium and quick
calculations are needed,
Pra(];gnanandhaa can be trusted to st
cool and find the stronger of the avail-
able alternatives.What makes him dif-
ferent from his compatriots is his abil-
ity to deal with disappointing results.
Praggnanandhaa is quick to get over a
missed win ending in adraw, or arare
loss from a seemingly drawn position.
Mentally, he does not take long to get
ready for the next game, without carry-
ing any baggage of a disappointing re-
sult from the previous round.From the
days of the pandemic when cash-rich
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offine Tour t0oK roots in Shorter durer
tion formats, Praggnanandhaa slowly
caught the attention of the chess world
by getting some astounding victories,
including afew over Carlsen. He stayed
undefeated against several other elite
players to underline his growing stat-
ure. After establishing himself as a se-
rious contender among the elitein rapid
and blitz, Praggnanandhaa turned his
focus to the classical format. As a re-
sult, in the 24-month period between
March 2022 to March 2024, his classi-
cal rating rose from 2619 to 2747 and
established him firmlﬁ among the
World's top-20.Given his sustained
training under illustrious coach R. B.
Ramesn, Praggnanandhaaisexpected to
continue to add to his reputation.
Toronto could see him pull off some
stunning results.

D. Gukesh

One of the sensational success sto-
ries since March 2021, Gukesh is an-
other teenager to look forward to. The
youngest in the fray, the 17-year-old
Chennai-mate of Praggnanandhaa is
equally capable of enthralling the chess
world in Toronto.

Making history: Gukesh became the
first Indian in 37 years to figure ahead
of Anandin FIDE's published rating list.
| Photo Credit: Harry GielenGukesh's
consistency, resulting in winning tour-
naments, is unmatched among the Indi-
ans in the past four years. His rise was
phenomenal as all the hard work done
during thelockdown with coach Grand-
master Vishnu Prasannaborefruit inthe
first quarter of 2020. Since then, there
has been no looking back for thisbundle
of talent.

A clutch of titles and adramatic rise
in the rating- from 2563 in March 2021
to 2747 in March 2024 - speaks of
Gukesh's commitment to succeed. Dur-
ing this period, he became the talk of
the chess world when he won eight
straight games on the top board for In-
dia'B' in the 2022 Chess Olympiad in
Mahabalipuram. It was his performance
that was instrumental in India winning
the bronze medal. No wonder, Gukesh
took the gold on the top board, much
like teammates Nihal Sarin on Board
Two and Praggnanandhaa on Board
Three.In the 2023 World Cup, in Au-
gust, Gukesh overtook Anand in live
ratings to become World No 9. After
winning the two games in the second
round against Misratdin Iskandarov, his
live rating moved ahead of an almost
inactive Anand's. He eventually stayed
ahead till the next rating list was pub-
lished on September 1, 2023, and be-
camethefirst Indian in 37 yearsto fig-
ure ahead of Anand in FIDE's published
rating list. Though he missed the chance
to qualify for the Candidates from the
World Cup he did just enough to even-
tually grab a spot, by finishing second
to Fabiano Caruana in the 2023 FIDE
Circuit. Since Caruana had already
qualified by being third in the World
Cup, Gukesh took the spot meant for
the FIDE Circuit winner.But the days
running up to the cut-off date to make
the grade was suspenseful. Gukesnh did
his chances a huge favour by winning
the 2023 Chennai Grandmasterstitlein
late December. He then waited to see
whether Dutch Anish Giri wins the
World rapid or blitz titles. Once Giri
faltered, Gukesh's path stood clear.What
makes him such a special talent? Many
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believe that Gukesh's ability to calcu-
late accurately in complicated positions
sets him apart. Much like Carlsen, he
has the patience to wait for weaknesses
or even amove of sub-optimal strength
to seize his chance. That's the reason
he has managed to emerge stronger from
seemingly equal positionseven until the
late middle-game.Unlike Praggnana
ndhaa, Gukesh takes his chances and
that's the reason he isinvolved in more
decisive battles than his more famous
teammate.

Vidit Guijrathi

Surprise package: Vidit booked his
Candidates berth in style. He won the
prestigious 2023 FIDE Grand Swiss -
the strongest Open tournament of the
year - despite being the 15th seed. |
Photo Credit: Harry GielenVidit is the
one who gets a lot less credit than he
deserves. He broke the barrier that kept
the likes of P. Harikrishna and K.
Sasikiran from firming up their spots
among the top-25 players. Vidit sur-
p the 2700-rating mark and stayed
up there but soon the teen-brigade com-
prising Nihal Sarin, Praggnanandhaa,
Arjun Erigaisi and Gukesn took the fo-
cus away from Vidit's consistency. His
rise has been gradual but steady like
some of his seniors.It is indeed poetic

Indian quintet on a historic quest

justice that Vidit finds a place in the

Candidates, after missing the route via
the World Cup. Not many remember
him knocking out lan Nepomniachtchi
in the World Cup. That also meant four
Indianswerein the quarterfinalsand not
asingle Russian! Vidit booked his Can-
didates berth in style. He won the pres-
tigious 2023 FIDE Grand Swiss - the
strongest Open tournament of the year
- despite being the 15th seed.In astrong
fieldwith 114 playersfrom 37 countries,
Vidit scored 8.5 points to finish half a
point ahead of second seed Hikaru
Nakamura. To put things into perspec-
tive, it is pertinent to recall that 16th
seed Arjun Erigaisi finished fourth (7.5
points), top seed Caruana (7) was 10th,
eighth seed Praggnanandhaa (7) was
13thand fifth seed Gukesh (5) ended up
a distant 81st!' The timely success aso
underlined Vidit's capabilities of excel-
ling in strong fields and more impor-
tantly, his maturity to handle pressure.
After starting with a defeat to Dutch
Erwin L'Ami, Vidit won thrice on the
trot, drew the next two and won twice
to reach 5.5 from seven rounds.He then
drew with Nakamura and Andrey
Esipenko before finishing off with vic-
tories over Bodgan-Daniel Deac and
Alexandr Predke to cap the tournament
of hislife. Interestingly, during his cam-
paign, the only higher seed Vidit faced
was Nakamura.Overall, Vidit's percent-
age of winsisway over hislosses, with
nearly 50 per cent of his games ending
in draws. Though he had a forgettable
Prague Masters recently where he
stayed winless, drawing six and losing
threein arow, Vidit is expected to use
thisasawake-up call for Toronto.A fine
ambassador of Indian chess and widely
followed on social mediaplatforms, 29-
year-old Vidit will be keen to make a
show of this opportunity. He has the
game, experience and the skill set to
make his presence felt. A perpetual un-
derdog without much pressure of expec-
tations, trust Vidit to spring a surprise
or two.

K. Humpy

What can be said about the most ex-
Berlenced player in the fray! She has

een India's signaturein women's chess
for nearly two decades. Sheis not only
the 2011 World Championship runner-
up but also the 2019 World rapid cham-
pion! That shows she has the game to
deal with any challenge on a chess
board. And this format is just right for
the 36-year-old to prove sheis ready to
add the World crown that is missing
from her collection.

Dependable as ever: As the third
seed, Humpy retained her Candidates
spot from the previous edition. Going
by her head-to-head record against the
seven other contenders, Humpy's pros-
pects look very bright. | Photo Credit:
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Lennart OotesAsthethird seed, Humpy
iIsamong the six playerswho'veretained
their Candidates spots from the previ-
ous edition, held in a knockout format,
in 2022. Going entirely by her head-to-
head record against the seven other con-
tenders, Humpy's prospects look very
bright. She won the only decisive game
against top seed Aleksandra
Goryachkina and has a 4-0 record
agai nst second-seeded defending cham-
pion Lel Tingjie.Even against fourth
Seed Kater?;na Lagno (3-1) and fifth
seed Tan Zhongyi (4-0) Humpy has a
clear psychological edge. Though she
needsto improve her narrow 4-5 record
against Anna Muzychuk, Humpy will
be keen to prove her superiority over
the last two lower-rated players - R.
Vaishali and Nurgyul Salimova.For the
record, Humpy and Vaishali have been
involved in a drawn game while the
experienced Indianisyet to face the 20-
ear-old Salimova.Since the format al-
ows a player to face the other twice,
once with each colour, Humpy is ex-
pected to do well. Her vast experience
should comein handy inafield that has
a fine mix of players, young and sea-
soned. Preparation is the key in events
and Humpy is known to be a keen stu-
dent. What istruly heartening to noteis
that she has lost none of the spark of
the past when she made a comeback
after becoming a parent.She has the
patience needed to do well in the clas-
sical format. Her consistency is testi-
mony to her determination to give her
best each time. No wonder, she stands
third in the all-timelist of women play-
ers with the highest rating. Only Judit
Polgar (2735), who tgﬁs the list, and
Hou Yifan (268;? are anead of Humﬂy
§2625).So overall, Humpy enters the
ield knowing that she has a great
chance to make this opportunity count.
It isall about getting the right momen-
tum for her campaign. Of the five In-
dian Candidatesin Toronto, Humpy has
the best chance of returning home as a
World chamalpi onship challenger.

R. Vaishdl

Sheisthe surprise package. Inafield
where the top six players belong to the
World's top-10 list, Vaishali took the
path that's least expected from a lesser-
rated player. LikeVidit in the Open sec-
tion of the 2023 FIDE Grand Swiss,
Vaishali took the honours in the
women's section. She also ensured one
of the two spots available for the Can-
didates with a round to spare! Steady
rise: The past six months have been
amazing for Vaishali. A place in the
Candidates, the Grandmaster title and
the Arjuna Awards have all come her
way. Photo Credit: Harry
GielenThough new to the world's elite
and thereby lacking the experience of
playi n? top notch tournaments, Vaishali
could find the going tough. Being the
penultimate seed, there are no expecta-
tions from her and that could work to
her advantage. She surely hasthe game
to scale greater heights in the women's
circuit and thisopportunity should make
her a better player.

In her own opinion, she is getting
better at dealing with disappointing re-
sults. Unlike  her brother
Praggnanandhaa, Vaishali findsit diffi-
cult to overcome losses or blown-away
winning possibilities. A good start
should steady the nerves and thereaf-
ter, Vaishali can be expected to spring
surprises. With coach Ramesh around
in Toronto, she will be in her comfort
zone.

Vaishali appears better prepared with
afew more additionsto her opening rep-
ertoire. No doubt, she has sound chess
basics, good cal culating abilitiesand de-
fensiveskills. In addition, therise of her
brother in the chess world has inspired
this ssmple girl to perform amazingly
well.The past six months have been
amazing for Vaishali. A place in the
Candidates, the Grandmaster title and
theArjunaAwards have helped improve
her self-belief and made her work
harder.Unlikein the past, she can be ex-
pected to play to win tournaments.
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NEW DELHI (ROYAL J' OURNALISM)
The Supreme Court has held that arape
case on the false pretext to marry can-
not be prosecuted by a married woman
involved in a consensual relationshiﬁ
without getting a divorce.A benc
headed by justice CT Ravikumar
quashed arape case against the accused,
whoseidentity wasnot reveal ed, and set
aside an August 1, 2022 Madhya
Pradesh high court order that refused
to scrap the case registered against him
at a Mahila police station in Satna on
December 11, 2020.The decision of the
court came in a peculiar set of facts
where the accused had a physical rela-
tionship with hislandlady, who was 10
years older than him, and even
solemnised their marriage at a temple
in January 2019 under the impression

I

New Delhi: Some of the biggest
names in the Congress party - known
to be loyalists of the Gandhi family -
are shying away from the Lok Sabha
elections, Times Now has learnt. They
include Congress chief Mallikarjun
Kharge and former Madhya Pradesh
Chief Ministers Kamal Nath and
Digvijaya Singh, sources said.Mallika
rjun Kharge, the highest office bearer
of the party, has cited his responsibility
as the party President for opting out of
the poll contest. Kamal Nath, atwo-time
Chief Minister, has announced that his

ondonH

NEW DELHI ROYAL JOURNALISM):
The High Court in London on Friday
gaveasummary judgment against jailed
diamantaire Nirav Modi asking him to
pay $8 millionto Bank of India.A sum-
mary judgement isone where one of the
partiesisnot present in court or the court
sees no merit intheir case. The Bank of

India had filed an application in the

High Court in London to recover $ 8
million from Modi's Dubai-based com-
pany Firestar Diamond FZE. Friday's
judgment allows the bank to start the
recovery process from the Dubai entity
and to auction Modi's properties and
assets anywhere in the world. Nirav
Modi is, at present, lodged in
Thameside prison in the UK.Tom
Beas ey, the barrister representing BOI,

FyoalstromMa

NEW DELHI ROYAL JOURNALISM):
Former Union Minister and Congress
leader Suresh Pachouri and former MP
Gajendra Singh Rajukhedi joined the
BJP on Saturday. Former Chief Minis-
ter Shivrgj Singh Chouhan was also
present at the event.Pachouri, speaking
to the media after joining the BJPR, said,
"When | joined palitics, | aimed to serve
the nation. The goal of independent In-
dia was to form a casteless and class-
less society. In the last few weeks, the
decisions being taken by Congress have
been heartbreaking."" Thelanguage that
they used to reject Lord Ram's Pran
Pratishtha ceremony was disappoint-

T ESL S0l
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that she had divorced her earlier hus-
band. Though they were in a relation-
ship since 2017, the two began to live
together after their informal marri agein
the same house where the woman was
staying with her parents and a teenage
daughter from thefirst marriage. Things
took aturn after the accused refused a
court marriage, leading to the woman
filing a criminal case against him un-
der Section 376(2?](n) of the Indian Pe-
nal Code (IPC). Thissection prescnbes
punishment for a person who "commits
rape repeatedly on the same woman",
and the minimum sentence Is 10 years
in prison extending up to alifeterm.The
etition, on beha o the accused, was
iled by lawyer Ashwani Kumar
Dubey.The bench, also comprising jus-
tice Rajesh Bindal, noted that contrary
tothewoman'sclaiminthe FIR that she
got adivorce from her husband on De-
cember 10, 2018, the original record
proved that the decree of divorce by
mutual consent was dated January 13,
2021. This showed that she was in a
rel ationship with the accused evenwhen
her earlier marriage  was
subsisting.Justice Bindal, writing the

|

son and sitting MP, Nakul Nath, will
contest the elections. Kamal Nath was
earlier in the news over reports of plans
to switch over to the BJP. He has, how-
ever, denied any such plans.Digvijaya
Singh - asenior leader and Ex-General
Secretary of the Congress - hascited his
membership of the Rajya Sabhafor not
contesting the polls.Former Rajasthan
Chief Minister Ashok Gehlot has said
that he wants to focus on Rajasthan as-
sembly. Another key leader in the state,
Sachin Pilot, has also reportedly cited
his commitments to the people in his

and instructed by solicitor Milan
Kapadia of Royds Withy King, im-
pressed upon thejudge that Nirav Modi
had no prospect of successand that there
was no need for the case to go to trial.

208 Conressaser-Un

ing," he added."We accepted the Su-
preme Court'sdecision, so what wasthe
need to rgject the Pran Pratishtainvita-
tion? The political and religious deci-
sionsthat were being taken by the Con-
gress were agitating,” Pachouri told
media."l have joined the BJP without
any conditions," he said.Others set to
join the BJP include former MLAS
Sanjay Shukla, Vishal Patel, former
MLA from Piparia Arjun Palia, and
former state NSUI president Atul
Sharma.Alok Chansoriafrom Jabal pur,
former Bhopal Congress president
Kailash Sharma, Yogesh Sharma, and
Yogeshwar Sharma, were also believed

A

judgment for the bench, said, "It is not
a case where the complainant (woman)
was of an immature age who could not
foresee her welfare and take right deci-
sion. Shewasagrown up lady about 10
years elder to the appellant. She was
mature and intelli gent enough to under-
stand the consequences of themoral and
immoral acts for which she consented
during subsistence of her earlier
marriage." The court added: "In fact, it
was a case of betraying her
husband."During arguments, it was es-
tablished that the accused who was a
tenant at the complainant's property had
to shift in 2018 to Maharashtra for his
job. He used to come and stay with her
family, and the court found evidence to
show that they were living as husband
and wife. The accused took an insur-
ance policy where he named the com-
plainant as a nominee, and took care of
the daughter of the complainant. Healso
advanced aloan of ?1 lakh to the com-

lainant that was not returned to

im."From the contents of the com-
plaint, on the basis of which FIR was
got r istered and the statement got re-

cord by the complainant, it is evident
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constituency as the reason for not con-
testing the national polls.TS Singh Deo,
the Deputy Chief Minister in

Chhattisgarh, has also opted out citing
the poor health of hiswife.Former Min-

The outstanding amount stemmed from
the credit facility which the bank had
with Nirav Modi. Thejudgment of US$
8 million includes $4 million in princi-
pal and another $4 million in
interest.BOI had extended credit worth
$9 million to Nirav Modi's Firestar but
when the bank demanded repayment in
2018, he was unabl e to honour the com-
mitment. As Firestar Diamond FZE is
based in Dubai, a summary judgment
from the UK court is more readily en-
forceable there. Modi was the chief ex-
ecutive officer of Firestar FZE and was
also the guarantor. The court was aso
told, "Nirav Modi has filed a defence
to the claim and his solicitors were
served with acopy of the present appli-
cation but have not responded to the

to be joining the BJP soon.Welcoming |
Pachouri to the party, Chouhan, while
speaking to reporters said, "Rahul
Gandhi will breathe only after finish-
ing the Congress completely, as sug-
gested by Mahatma Gandhi. All good
leaders of the Congress are tired of the
party's leadership which s
directionless.""Congressison theverge
of extinction," the former Chief Minis-
ter said.Also speaking to reporters,
Madhya Pradesh BJP president VD
Sharma said, "Former Union Minister
and Congress leader Suresh Pachouri is
atall leader in Madhya Pradesh Con-
gress. Sincethereisno spacefor sucha

that there was no promise to marry ini-
tially when the relations between the
parties started in the year 2017. In any
case, even on the dates when the com-
plamant alleges that the parties had
physcal relations, shewasalready mar-
ried," the court said."For the reasons
mentioned above, the order passed by
the High Court (on August 1, 2022) is
set aside. FIR No 52 dated December
10, 2020, registered under Section
376(2)(n) and 506 | PC at Police Station,
Mahila Thana, District Satna (MP) and
all subsequent proceedings thereto are

uashed the judgment held.Last year,

the top court decided a case on a set of
similar facts in Naim Ahamed v State
of NCT, where rape charges were set
aside on identical grounds. In that case,
the complainant was a married woman
with three children. Shealleged rapeon
false promise of marriage five years af-
ter she began to cohabit with the ac-
cused, and had a child from this rela-
ti onsh|,o without obtaining adivorcein
her earlier marriage. The court held that
it could not be said that the woman had
given her consent for asexual relation-
ship under any mlsconceptlon

oo s

ister Salman Khurshid, it is learnt, is
upset at the Congress giving away
Farrukhabad to Samajwadi Party as part
of seat-sharing in Uttar Pradesh. Con-
gress leaders in the south have also re-
guested the party not to consider them
for the national polls.Krishna Byre
Gowda, the Congress MLA in
Karnataka, hasreportedly told the party
that he wants to focus on state assem-
bly. Gowda's party colleague and fel-
low MLA KH Muniyappa has also ex-
pressed interest to remain focussed on
the state, sources said.

opayBank of ndia S8 millior

same." Judge Jonathan Klein then con-
cluded that even though Modi is in
prison he was given the opportunity to
fight the claim brought by Bank of
India."We are content with the judgment
and look forward the next steps," said
BOI solicitor Milan Kapadia. Modi has
also not yet settled hislegal billsfor his
extradition case which he lost. He has
been appearing in Barkingside Magis-
trates court in London for non-payment
of over £150,000 in legal cost. He told
the magistrate that he does not have
access to any funds as the Indian gov-
ernment hasfrozen all hisassets. Hetold
the magistrate that he would make
monthly payments towards the unpaid
legal costs by borrowing money from
friends and relatives.

il s

leader there, he has decided to join the
BJP and work under PM Modi's
leadership."Pachouri, who was close to
the Gandhi family, was Union minister
of statefor defence (defence production
and supplies),
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