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FOR COURTNEY, WHO LOVES THE FAE




You must take your opponent into a deep, dark forest where 2 + 2 = 5, and the path leading out is only wide enough for one.

—MIKHAIL TAL, EIGHTH WORLD CHESS CHAMPION






PART 
I





The night that changed the course of the Fury sisters’ lives began as all the others before it had. Shea sat motionless in the bay window that overlooked the front yard, scowling down at her chessboard. The pieces were cheap, shiny plastic, with green felt bottoms that reminded her of a pool table. At eleven years old, Shea didn’t care what they looked like. She loved them all the same.

She loved how each of them crackled with their own silent power. She loved the beautiful, harmonious sense they made. Here within these sixty-four squares lay an entire world like an ocean, infinite and ever shifting. One where Shea never encountered a problem she could not solve or tumult she could not quell. There existed only tension and the release of tension, latent possibilities, and—

“Shea.” Her older sister’s voice sliced clean through her focus. Aideen sounded annoyed, which suggested that she’d been standing in the doorway for quite some time. How long had Aideen been standing there? Couldn’t she see that Shea was in the middle of something? “Hello? Earth to Shea.”

“What?” Shea snapped. She couldn’t contain her irritation, although she hadn’t tried very hard.

“So you are alive,” Aideen replied pleasantly. “Step away from the board and have some fun for once. We’re going to catch crayfish.”

Shea reluctantly peeled her gaze away from the chessboard in front of her, where all the pieces had been laid out in a pretty, complicated gridlock. Her eyes ached, but her body buzzed with the thrill of an imminent breakthrough, her mind with the pleasant exhaustion of deep thought. Splashing around in some dirty water couldn’t possibly be more fun than this. Not that Aideen would understand.

But with her sister twinkling at her like that, what else could Shea do but follow her? It’d been ages since Aideen wanted to leave the house, much less go on any sort of adventure. Shea sighed resignedly. To make sure she wouldn’t forget her idea, she recorded her most recent move in her notebook—the dark blue one, with a rocket ship on the front cover—and set down her pen.

“Fine. I’ll go.”

Aideen beamed. “You won’t regret it.”

They got their bikes from the shed and walked them down the driveway. Shea, Aideen, and their mother lived at the very top of the neighborhood’s tallest hill. Aideen coasted down the slope: no brakes, rising out of her seat, her hair lit by the fading June sun. Watching her felt like analyzing a chess game, with a thousand different dangers and possibilities unfolding. Be careful, Shea wanted to say. But she bit her tongue. What did it matter if the worst of her fears came to pass? Even if Aideen fell and broke an arm, she’d heal overnight.

Their crayfishing spot was a creek hidden deep in the Gallaghers’ property, past the rickety, half-rotted treehouse and through a dense thicket of maples. By the time they reached it, the terrain had grown treacherous. The earth was damp and uneven from where the crayfish had built their little chimneys of mud. Shea did her best not to trample them as she trudged toward the water.

Aideen propped her bike up on its kickstand. “Think we’ll catch a lot of them?”

Shea shrugged. “I’m going to catch more than you.”

Aideen flashed her a grin. “We’ll see about that. Either way, I bet we’ll have enough for dinner for a whole week.”

Shea, for her part, was skeptical. This was not clean water, and if they ate them, they’d probably die. But if she said the wrong thing, she’d ruin this. Aideen would withdraw inside herself again, alone in that dark place where Shea couldn’t reach her. The right words didn’t come to Shea like the right chess moves did. So, she kept her mouth shut.

Aideen toed off her shoes and rolled up the cuffs of her jeans. She was sixteen, and right now, she looked it: carefree and wild, her eyes and cheeks aglow with exertion. She splashed into the water with a little shriek, and the current eddied around her ankles. “Come on. There’s no sharks in here. And probably no dryads.”

Of course there were no dryads. Unless you counted Aideen—which Shea didn’t—fae hadn’t freely crossed to this side of the Veil in more than one hundred years. Shea refrained from comment as she yanked off her shoes and waded into the water. The cold, at least, was a welcome shock against her sweat-damp skin.

“Do you remember how to catch them?” Aideen asked.

“Yes,” Shea replied, only a little sourly.

When Shea lifted one of the stones from the bottom of the creek, a crayfish scuttled out in a cloud of silt. Shea snatched it by its tail, but before she could triumphantly pull it from the water, it pinched her. On reflex, she dropped it and hissed in pain.

Aideen laughed, delighted and full-throated. Shea tried to glare at her, but her sister’s amusement was contagious. She had to bite down on her lip to keep from smiling as Aideen scooped the crayfish into her palms. It seemed perfectly happy and docile there, its carapace gleaming with streaks of blue and rust. It brandished its tiny claws at Shea like a boxer in the ring, but it did not make any attempt to escape.

“How did you do that?”

“Magic, obviously.”

It occurred to Shea just then that it had grown darker—and eerily silent. Mist slid through the trees like the slow roll of the tide. It leached all of summer’s heat from the air. Ice crept delicately across the surface of the water, and frost bloomed on the grass. Shea shuddered at the sudden cold. How was it possible? In the space between one breath and another, winter had descended on them.

“What’s happening?”

“I don’t know,” Aideen said. “I haven’t done anything.”

Aideen stared fixedly at something behind Shea. The crayfish slipped from Aideen’s hands, and her face went as white as bone. Shea dared to look over her shoulder, her heart beating wildly in her throat.

A man and a horse stood on the opposite bank.

A diadem of silver branches rested on his brow, and his flaxen hair fell across his face, obscuring his left eye. In one hand, he held his horse’s reins; in the other, a five-pointed spear. His cloak was fastened at his throat with a brooch of pure gold, a sliver of his brocade doublet visible just beneath. Delicate golden blossoms unfurled from the trees around him. He stared at Aideen in the same way most boys in town did, which made protectiveness surge up within Shea. Only, this was no boy. There was no mistaking his regal bearing, or the way the very air seemed to bend around him.

This was a faerie lord.

“It is true what they say,” he said. “Lovely anyone, until Aideen. Beautiful anyone, until Aideen.”

Shea opened her mouth to speak, but Aideen shoved Shea behind her. “Who are you?”

“I am your husband.” Fae couldn’t lie. If nothing else, he believed it to be true.

There was no protocol for this. By mutual agreement of the mortal and faerie realms, crossing the Veil was highly regulated. Even so, Aideen would know better than to offend him by denying it outright. At last, she said, “Aideen is my name, but I think you’ve mistaken me for someone else. We’ve never met before.”

“There is no mistaking you, Aideen Echraide, daughter of Ailill,” the faerie lord replied, with a reverence that made Shea’s skin crawl. “It was long ago, in another life, when last we saw one another. Your bride price, your weight in gold and in silver, was paid. For you, all the rivers in Ireland were carved, all its plains raised. But you were unjustly taken from me.”

Aideen laughed breathlessly, as if in utter disbelief. Shea could see now that her hands were trembling. “Tell me. What is your name?”

“No hard matter. Midir of Bri Leith.”

Midir of Bri Leith. Even Shea knew that name. He was the High King of the Irish Otherworld—but more importantly, one of the best chess players in history.

Shea couldn’t square what he was saying with her reality. Aideen couldn’t be the Queen of the Otherworld. Even if she wasn’t exactly normal, she wasn’t fae, either. She could lie. She could touch iron. She had rounded ears, the same as any other mortal. But doubt crept in.

Their mother always insisted that Aideen had been miraculously conceived. Nobody had believed her at first, because there wasn’t any mystery in a girl like Kara Fury getting pregnant at sixteen. At least that’s what Shea heard the ladies at church say. But once Aideen was born, nobody called Kara a liar anymore. Just looking at Aideen, you could tell she was fae-touched. A faint radiance emanated from her skin, like the blushing light of the moon. Her eyes, a hyacinth blue, were as depthless as the sea. When she spoke with a certain tone, you couldn’t help doing exactly what she commanded. And sometimes, when men looked at her, they went a little mad.

“Tell me,” Aideen said dreamily, as though the words were not her own, “what was it that parted us?”

“No hard matter. The sorcery of Fuamnach and the spells of Bressel Etarlam.” He extended a gauntleted hand to her, the jewels embedded in each knuckle glinting in the dying sunlight. “Will you come away with me to a land where old age, sickness, decay, and falsehood are unknown?”

Aideen was staring at Midir with a glassy, wondering look—as though he held the answer to every question she’d ever had. But something was wrong. If Aideen could put people under a spell, then Midir could, too.

Shea couldn’t let him manipulate her. She imagined how it felt to sit in front of a chessboard. That power, that certainty, coated her all over like armor. “The answer is no. Leave her alone.”

Midir’s one visible eye bored into Shea. Clearly, he’d just registered her existence and was irritated by it. Beneath that stare, she was little more than an insect—something hardly worth killing, let alone noticing. Shea glared back at him, furious and defiant and utterly petrified.

“Shea.” Aideen seized hold of Shea’s hand. Her wild, panicked expression said, Are you crazy? Maybe she was. Shea couldn’t bring herself to regret it. She’d broken the spell.

“Such a small body to harbor a warrior’s spirit,” Midir remarked mildly. “Does this child speak for you, Be Find?”

“I speak for myself,” Aideen replied, her voice trembling, but firm. “I’m sorry, but I can’t go with you. I don’t know who you are.”

“I see.” With a flourish of his gold-trimmed cloak, he bowed to Aideen. “What is a short while longer, when I have already waited a thousand lifetimes? I shall come to woo you again.”

Just like that, he was gone, vanished in a swirl of delicate apple blossoms.

Aideen grabbed Shea by both shoulders and gave her a little shake. “Don’t ever do something that reckless again! Do you have any idea what could have happened if—”

“Sorry.” She tried her best to sound contrite. “I won’t.”

The entire walk home, her mind turned and turned. Midir had said he would come back. And when he did, Shea would be ready for him.






CHAPTER ONE


EIGHT YEARS LATER

Maybe Shea should’ve suspected that something was amiss sooner. In retrospect, there were some obvious signs. Like the moment she’d pulled onto the bike path and the clear, mid-autumn morning had turned suddenly and inexplicably gray. Or when the fog thickened around her, so dense that she could see little but the shape of dark, skeletal trees leering out of the gloom. Now, she was certain something had gone wrong. Although she hadn’t taken a single turn, she’d passed this tree—one with a broken branch—at least twice before.

Shea slowed her bike to a stop and turned the collar of her bomber jacket up against the rain. It fell steadily now, staining the asphalt a glossy black, and plastered her hair to the nape of her neck and forehead. She scraped it out of her face and slicked it back as best she could.

It was too quiet.

Somewhere along the way, the burbling of the creek and the trilling of birdsong had been swallowed by an oppressive, unnatural silence. In the stillness, she heard only her own labored breathing and water dripping onto the pavement—and in the distance, the faintest strains of mournful music, carried like petals on the breeze.

Shea swore under her breath. The Veil between worlds wasn’t as solid as she would’ve liked. There were places its seams had worn thin over time, like an abandoned house or the occasional corridor in an old, unloved hotel. Others, like the shade beneath a lone rowan tree or a ring of bone-white mushrooms, were natural portals to the Otherworld. And then, of course, there were occasions when the veil was ripped open from the other side. Those were a rarity these days, considering the Agreement of Tara strictly regulated the crossing between realms, but here she was. Clearly, whoever—or whatever—was following her had found some sort of loophole. That, or it didn’t care about the consequences.

Just perfect, Shea thought. At this rate, she’d be late to her tournament.

She curled her fingers around the handlebars in a white-knuckled grip. “Let’s get this over with. I know you’re there. What do you want?”

There came the sound of laughter, as delicate and sinister as winter’s first breath. A chill skittered down Shea’s spine.

“Come away with me,” a melodic voice said from above, “to a land where old age, sickness, decay, and falsehood are unknown.”

Shea knew that voice. In an instant, irritation doused all her fear. When she looked up, she spotted a girl perched on a high branch of a stately oak, with one leg crossed lazily over the other. It was Ciara of Bri Leith: a fellow chess grandmaster, a princess of the Irish Otherworld, and Midir’s younger sister.

“Ah, I’ve always wanted to deliver that line.” Ciara preened. “Did it work? Have I ensorcelled you?”

“You.” Shea glowered. “What are you doing here?”

“I’ll take that as a no,” Ciara said, clearly a little put out. “Is that really all you have to say to me? It’s been a long time.”

“Not long enough,” she muttered. It had been exactly six months since Ciara had last appeared in the mortal realm.

“Come again? I cannot hear you from so high.”

“I didn’t say—” Shea cut herself off. “Forget it. Just come down.”

Ciara stood, then stepped off the branch. She floated in the air for one breathless moment before drifting toward the ground like a leaf borne on a gentle current. Her cloak billowed weightlessly upward, revealing the insides of its split sleeves; they were embroidered in spectacular colors in the pattern of a butterfly’s wings. Ciara landed in front of Shea without a sound. Ciara towered over her, an effect made more pronounced by the heels of her alarmingly pointed boots.

Ciara rested a hand on her hip. “Is that better?”

“Sure. But you didn’t answer my question.” What was she doing here? A select few faerie grandmasters received special dispensation to cross the Veil—but only to participate in official tournaments. “You’re not competing today. Are you even allowed to be here?”

“Of course I am. I’m here on official business. At least, my brother’s courier was. I’ve relieved him of his duties for today.”

“Courier,” Shea repeated incredulously. “Don’t you have better things to do than run errands?”

When Ciara waved her hand, the gold bangles around her wrist clanked merrily together. “Almost certainly. But I couldn’t resist being the one to break the good news to you.”

“And what news is that?” Shea checked her phone impatiently, only to see that the clock had frozen.

“You’ve been invited to Midir’s tournament.”

The air escaped Shea’s lungs in a rush. Her ears rang painfully. “What?”

“You’ve been invited to Midir’s tournament,” Ciara repeated.

Shea nearly collapsed beneath the weight of those words—from the sudden torrent of relief and terror and vindication. It had been six years since Midir had taken Aideen from her. Ever since then, qualifying for his tournament had been her sole purpose in life. Once every hundred years in the mortal realm, Midir invited a selection of elite chess players—both faerie and mortal—to the Otherworld, where they would compete for the honor of playing one game against him. Whoever defeated him would be granted one wish that was within his power to fulfill.

It was a tradition that he’d maintained for hundreds of years—even now, when most other faerie kingdoms had cut contact with the mortal realm. But the Irish fae adored chess almost as much as they did poetry. And to the fae, there was nothing more poetically tragic than someone having their heart’s desire within reach—only to watch it slip through their fingers. Nobody had ever defeated Midir, after all. Shea knew that better than anyone.

“That is good news,” Shea said hoarsely.

“Shall I ask again, then? Will you come away to Tír nAill?”

Ciara withdrew an apple from her cloak. It was pure gold and shone like a lantern against the gloom. Shea had dropped out of school to pursue chess professionally, but she’d read enough faerie ballads in her English classes to know this portended ill. That apple was a poisoned pawn: too dangerous to take, too tempting not to. Shea took a cautious step forward. Ciara smelled of hyacinth and honey, rain and the loam of shadowed woods. Here in autumn, it was as though she’d stepped right out of spring.

Shea had never understood those poems about hapless mortals addled by faerie fruit and the beauty of faerie women. But when she lifted her gaze to Ciara’s, she felt as Keats or Hogg might have when they first glimpsed the wonder and terror of the Otherworld. The radiance of the apple illuminated Ciara’s face from below. Her skin was dusted with freckles and gold powder. Her eyes glittered, as wild and dark as night. Her hair was a brilliant copper, blazing bright against the green damask of her cloak.

Shea’s heart gave a hard thud. She was in danger, she knew. Somehow, she didn’t care. “Yes.”

“Very well, then.” With a twirl of her wrist, a branch of pure silver appeared in Ciara’s other hand. “These are your tickets to Tír nAill. Now listen carefully. On the eve of Samhain, bite into the apple. And when the Féth Fíada descends upon you, you must cut through it with the silver bough. Only then will you know where to go.”

Shea only understood about half of that explanation, but the particulars of faerie magic didn’t interest her much. As she reached toward the apple, Ciara snatched her hand away. Just like that, the spell shattered. Gone was the dreamy haze. Gone was the heady temptation of magic. Standing before her was not a beguiling faerie princess but the insufferable brat she had the misfortune of calling her colleague.

“Give it to me,” Shea snapped.

Ciara inspected her own reflection in its glossy surface. “For your insolence, no.”

Shea ground her teeth together. “I’m serious.”

“Oh, likewise. I am gravely serious. I think I’d like you to bargain for it.”

“And why would I do that?”

Ciara’s eyes glittered maliciously. “Because I have something you want.”

At that moment, Shea hated herself as much as she did Ciara. She’d been too careless, too impatient. Somehow, she’d forgotten fae were like this. They scented desperation like blood in the water. If Ciara hadn’t known before, it was obvious now: Shea would do anything to make it to the Otherworld.

“If it’s an invitation,” Shea countered, “then it’s already mine.”

Ciara’s cheek dimpled. “It could always get lost. Make this easy for me, Shea. I do hate conflict.”

“Fine,” Shea gritted out. “What do you want?”

Ciara tossed the apple in the air and caught it. “All I want is for you to take me somewhere. I have heard there is a place that never slumbers, where you can acquire all manner of potions. I believe it is named after a mathematical construction. Seven minus eleven, was it?”

“You mean the convenience store?” Shea could do nothing but stare at her. Why would a faerie princess want to…? No, she couldn’t entertain this nonsense. “Name another price. I have a game to get to.”

“Pity. There’s nothing else I want. Of course, if you agree to my terms, I can always collect later, at any time of my choosing.”

Leaving any faerie bargain open-ended was an objectively terrible idea. But with the game clock ticking, she couldn’t bring herself to begrudge Ciara something so small. “Deal. Now hand it over.”

Ciara’s night-dark eyes shone. “Deal.”

Magic shimmered in the air and tightened like a noose around Shea’s throat. At least Ciara held out the apple to her. When Shea took it, Ciara seized hold of her wrist. Her rings bit into Shea’s skin with cold.

“Before I forget,” said Ciara, “I wanted to give you some parting advice.”

Shea wrenched her arm away. “Oh, yeah?”

“I would advise you to decline this invitation.”

Shea barked out a laugh. “Yeah. That’s not going to happen.”

Ciara made a soft, frustrated sound. “I know you do not trust me, which is probably wise. But trust me in this. Tír nAill is no place for you.”

Shea scoffed. As if Ciara cared a whit for her safety. Nothing the fae did was selfless, and Ciara’s real motives were painfully obvious: She wanted to win the tournament herself. No doubt she’d been invited, too. As much as Shea hated to admit it, Ciara was one of the very best players in the world—and apparently, the best thing to happen to chess in decades.

For the better part of a century, the Otherworld had sent a contingent to compete in mortal tournaments. Those faerie grandmasters were emissaries from a hostile, alien world: silent and unknowable and terrifying, with no interest in mortals. And then one day, a teenage faerie princess arrived on the scene. She was mercurial, dramatic, vain, and talented: the enfant terrible of chess. Fans couldn’t get enough of her.

When she was twelve, she glamoured her opponent so that he fell asleep at the board before he could deliver a very pretty checkmate. At thirteen, she’d hurled a rook at a player at a neighboring board for coughing too loudly. At sixteen, she destroyed multiple hotel rooms (several in fits of rage when she lost, most of them during revelries after she trounced her opponents). At seventeen, she cursed an Estonian grandmaster to laugh uncontrollably any time he attempted to play his favorite opening—because during an interview, he’d implied that she wasn’t as talented as Midir.

Of course, no one ever punished her for any of it. What mortal tournament director would dare sanction a faerie royal? Who would bar the most popular player in the world from competing? Shea wouldn’t fold so easily. This was nothing but another stunt in Ciara’s long line of stunts, all of them designed to annoy and intimidate and get her own way.

Shea smiled mirthlessly. “I get it. You’re scared you’re going to lose to me.”

Ciara reeled back. “Don’t be ridiculous. I am not afraid of you.”

“What are you even playing for?” Shea asked. “You’re a princess. I’m sure your brother would give you whatever you asked for.”

“I suppose you believe we faerie grandmasters live such charmed lives.”

“That’s right.” Shea met her eyes, hoping that every ounce of her disdain shone through. “Thanks for the generous warning, but I’m going. And if we play, I’ll destroy you.”

The air crackled with tension, and Shea’s blood quickened in anticipation. In anticipation of what, she couldn’t be certain. Something within her, long dormant, stirred reluctantly to life. She and Ciara had played many times over the years, each one more ridiculous than the last. But they’d played exactly one serious game. Shea still remembered every move. What she remembered even more clearly was the way she felt sitting across the board from Ciara. Like all her old wounds were aching. Like winning was as urgent and necessary as breathing. She felt the same now.

Until she could face Midir again, she would settle for annihilating his sister.

“Well, then.” Ciara injected false cheer into her voice. “Never let it be said that I did not try to be charitable to you.”

When Shea blinked, Ciara was gone—and so was the rain.

Shea stood in the middle of the bike path, drenched in sunshine and dripping from the ends of her hair. The only indication any of it had been real was the fact that she was still clutching the golden apple and the silver branch. She pulled her phone from her pocket to check the time. Her game had begun five minutes ago. Somehow, panic felt very far away.

Shea pressed the home button and stared at her own reflection in the darkened screen. Her blond hair was limp and darkened to the color of dishwater. But her eyes were green and bright and clear, alive and hungry in a way they rarely were anymore. Everything she’d worked for was here in her hands. Finally, she could keep the promise she had made to her sister all those years ago. Finally, she’d get a chance to punish Midir of Bri Leith for what he’d done.






CHAPTER TWO


When Shea returned from her tournament a few days later, she found downtown Wayfolk transformed. Black-and-white checkered flags hung from the streetlamps. The lone bar in town had put up flyers for tournament viewing parties and chess-themed cocktail specials. Ads with chess slogans leered out at her from the shop windows. (The most ominous and inexplicable of them—a poster of a man flashing a luxury watch at the camera—read simply YOUR MOVE.) Then, of course, there was the enormous banner with her unsmiling face on it, stretched across the main street.

WELCOME TO WAYFOLK, it proclaimed. HOME OF THE AMERICAN CHALLENGER, SHEA FURY.

She stood frowning up at it, only half conscious of the rain pelting her. She didn’t have an umbrella or a car, and she hadn’t checked the weather forecast before leaving the house. She’d been too busy reviewing a sharp, offbeat line of the Ruy López.

“Excuse me. Are you Shea Fury?”

Shea startled. A girl no older than twelve had sidled up to her. “Yeah?”

Her face lit up. “I thought so! Will you sign…” She paused to open her bag and rummage through it. Eventually, she produced a ballpoint pen and a crumpled receipt. “… this?”

Bewildered, Shea agreed. The ink smeared as she finished her signature. From the corner of her eye, she could see a few curious heads turning in their direction. For years, she’d existed unbothered in this nowhere town. The average person couldn’t name a single chess grandmaster, which was how Shea preferred it. Clearly, the news of Midir’s tournament had broken.

“Good luck in the tournament!” The girl beamed at her. “We’re all rooting for you. It’ll be sweet when you beat them at their own game.”

“Thanks.”

Shea watched the girl scurry back to her parents with a strange sense of unreality settling over her. No one had cared about her chess career before. To see their enthusiasm now … It made her feel almost nauseated.

Beat them at their own game.

Shea wasn’t the only one in Wayfolk who wanted revenge against the fae. When Aideen was born, everyone in town had immediately known her for what she was. With each passing year, they all waited with bated breath to see what sort of monster she’d become. They got their answer soon enough, when she turned thirteen and a boy had quite literally wasted away from unrequited love. Most of them believed Aideen had enchanted him on purpose. Shea had a feeling the town’s support would wane if they knew what she intended to do now.

Shea hurried to her destination: Maud’s Diner, where her mother had invited her to brunch. She kept her head down as she slid into her usual spot in the corner booth. One of the waiters dropped off a cup of coffee for her. Then, a second, as the minutes crawled by. Somehow, Shea had forgotten that in her mother’s language, “I’m parking” translated to “I just left my house.”

Maud’s, at least, was a charming enough place to kill time. It was an old-school Wayfolk establishment: laminated menus, vinyl seats, family photos cluttered on the wall, the same people filling the same tables every week. The word “mascarpone” in the description of their French toast had been misspelled for as long as she’d been alive.

Someone turned up the volume on the television mounted above the bar, until the news drowned out the dull roar of chatter. Shea couldn’t make out what the newscasters were saying, but it didn’t take a brilliant mind to piece it together. A headline scrolled along the bottom of the screen.

THE IRON VEIL LIFTS AGAIN

Sometime in the last few decades, the media had begun calling the intangible barrier between the mortal and faerie realms the Iron Veil, a riff on the Cold War–era metaphor. It suited their isolationist faerie neighbors well enough. Once, the mortal and faerie worlds had coexisted, but the evils of modernity had driven the fae away. As far as Shea was concerned, their departure was no great loss.

The screen shifted from the exuberant hosts to a grid of the competitors’ headshots. She’d already seen the list of invitees. Chess social media had been abuzz with the news over the past few days, and her coach had already begun compiling dossiers on Shea’s biggest threats. She just hadn’t expected the craze to bleed past the borders of the chess community and into the mainstream.

The last time there had been national media coverage of chess was the World Championship in 1972, when the American challenger, Bobby Fischer, played against the Soviet champion, Boris Spassky. As it had been then, the excitement was less about chess and more about what it represented. A tournament like this was a stage on which each realm could flex its intellectual and cultural superiority. Beyond that, it presented a novelty. The last time mortals had been admitted to the Otherworld was for a ballet performance two years ago.

One of the dancers never came back. By choice or by force, no one knew. Tensions had run high ever since.

“Shea. Hi.”

She startled at the sound of her mother’s voice. Kara dropped into the seat across from her, glamorous and frazzled in a khaki green raincoat. In the booth beside her, she placed an umbrella; on the table, a paper coffee cup with a marigold taped to the side. Well, that explained the lateness. She’d gone to another coffee shop first. It took some effort, but Shea refrained from comment. She only said, “Hey.”

“Have you been here long?”

Shea glanced at her phone. “Like thirty minutes.”

“No trouble getting here?”

“Nope.”

“Well, lucky you.” Kara shrugged off her coat, then peered into the rain-streaked window to fuss with her hair. Beyond her reflection, Wayfolk was a watercolor smear of gray and orange: the dull glow of the streetlamp and headlights bleeding into the fog, the autumn-bright leaves dashed against wet concrete. “I would’ve been on time—you know how much I hate being late—but you wouldn’t believe the morning I’ve had.”

“Did something happen?”

This, clearly, was the question Kara had been waiting for. She smiled. It was not a pleasant smile. “The press seems to be under the impression that you still live at my house.”

Shea frowned. “Oh.”

“Yes. Oh,” Kara replied, her irritation evident now. “I had to beat them back as I walked out the door. They all wanted to speak to Wayfolk’s chess whiz. I told them to fuck off. The nerve of them, really. It’s an invasion of privacy. Hasn’t our family given them enough already?”

Before Shea was born, her mother was something of a local celebrity. The reporters liked to cast her as either a joke or a cautionary tale, depending on their mood. Kara had been the darling of Wayfolk: a Catholic schoolgirl with an impressive résumé and college dreams. Then, she’d gotten pregnant at sixteen. Only, she insisted that she was a virgin.

Shea had found some of the interviews online. Her mother spoke with the air of a saint, all dignified suffering and quiet conviction. She wore modest blue dresses and pearls. She chose every word carefully. But Shea could see the overwhelm and terror behind the poised façade. Kara had been kicked off the varsity lacrosse team. Her friends pulled away. Her perfect grades plummeted. Despite her best efforts, Wayfolk turned against her.

The press had complicated things, sure. But as far as Shea was concerned, Kara’s anger was misplaced. It was the fae who had changed the course of Kara’s life—and no one would ever know why or how.

“Sorry,” Shea said. She did mean it. “There’s a big tournament coming up. I didn’t realize people would care so much.”

“Maybe it’s for the best they missed you.” Kara eyed her. “You look exhausted. And you’re soaked.”

“Thanks,” Shea said dryly. “I don’t have an umbrella. And I was up late studying.”

“You’re in school again?”

“No. I was looking at the Rossolimo line of the Sicilian.”

“Oh. You meant chess.” Kara had packed an astonishing amount of condescension into only three words. Fortunately, the waiter chose the exact right moment to appear beside their table.

“Well,” he said, “if it isn’t my favorite sisters.”

He winked, and Kara smiled beatifically. Shea did her best not to roll her eyes. The joke got a little old after the thousandth time—not just from him, but from everyone. Her mother was forty, but she hardly looked it. Everything about her—from the cut of her jeans to the style of her makeup to the way she parted her hair—was tailored to a young fashion influencer’s exacting specifications. To be fair, the two of them looked more like sisters than Shea and Aideen ever had. Looking at her mother was like staring into a funhouse mirror, one that presented her an image of her older, more feminine self. They had the same green eyes, the same aquiline nose, the same dirty-blond hair.

Once they put in their order, Kara said, “So. What’s new?”

The question made dread rise up within her. Since Shea moved out last year, things had improved between them. Still, Shea couldn’t let down her guard. It could be genuine interest, or it could be the beginning of one of Kara’s games. Shea had gotten quite good at them over the years. The rules were simple. Kara would try to find something to hurt you, and you had to hide it from her. Anything could and would be used against you: hopes, dreams, an insecurity, an achievement, something you said—or didn’t …

Unfortunately, Shea couldn’t be too evasive today. They would have to broach the topic of Midir’s tournament one way or another. Still, there was no sense ruining brunch before they’d even gotten their meals. Shea shrugged. “Same old.”

“Playing games all day?”

“I mean, that’s my job.”

“Must be nice.”

They lapsed into silence. Shea poured another packet of sugar in her coffee, just to have something to do with her hands. “What about you?”

Kara heaved a sigh. “Things haven’t been going great lately. A few things came up. I told you I’m taking those online classes, right? The textbooks were more expensive than I expected. And now that it’s getting colder and the heater isn’t working so well…”

Shea understood now why this brunch invitation had materialized. By now, she was accustomed to these sorts of appeals. The better she played, the more high profile her tournament invitations became. The life of an elite chess player was comfortable. Kara’s was not. Shea had been quietly depositing money into her mother’s bank account since she was fourteen years old. She saw no need for the song and dance at this point. “How much do you need?”

“Oh!” Kara’s expression brightened. “You’re a gem, Shea. I have to check with my HVAC guy.”

“Just let me know. I’ll take care of it.”

“Thank you.” Kara hesitated. “As soon as I finish my degree, I won’t have to ask anymore.”

“Don’t worry about it. Really.”

“Okay.” Kara was quiet for a moment, clearly brooding over something. “Someday, you’ll know what it’s like. Your situation can’t last forever, and I don’t know how you’ll handle it with that ego of yours.”

Kara was lashing out, Shea knew. She’d always had a complicated relationship to Shea’s success. On the one hand, she appreciated the money. On the other, it made it difficult to assuage her insecurities by comparison. She couldn’t endure a bruised pride without inflicting a little damage herself. On this point, at least, Kara couldn’t hurt her. Shea was well aware that her career had an expiration date. Most professional chess players retired by the time they were in their mid-thirties. “I know.”

“You should start preparing for it. There’s more to life than playing chess all day.”

Shea smiled coldly. Until she won this tournament, there wasn’t. There hadn’t been for a long time. And once she defeated Midir … Well, best not to consider what lay on the other side of an abyss. “Like what?”

The look Kara gave her was familiar: half pitying, half mocking. Like she couldn’t believe she’d given birth to a child as alien as Shea. “Oh, I don’t know. Friends? Dating? Hobbies?”

“A social life doesn’t fix your heater.”

Kara recoiled. “Real nice. You always have to win, don’t you?”

“Is that what we’re doing right now?” Shea asked lowly. “Competing?”

“You don’t know how lucky you are. I’ve done nothing but support you. You have so many opportunities—so much freedom—that I never had, all because of the sacrifices I had to make. You’re wasting them.”

The last of her meager patience snapped. “And what support was that? I’m having a hard time remembering.”

It was always Aideen making sure Shea got to her coaching sessions. Aideen listening to her drone on about rook and king endgames. Aideen driving her to tournaments and taking her out for pizza afterward. A sudden wave of grief nearly bowled Shea over, but she willed her face into blank composure.

“I had a lot to worry about back then, raising two kids in my twenties,” Kara replied. “But I guess that makes me a terrible mother.”

Yeah, maybe it does. Shea bit down on her retort. If she pushed much further, it’d end in total emotional shutdown or a yelling match. She didn’t even know how they’d gotten here. “I played so much so that I would be good enough to get an invitation to Midir’s tournament. And you know what? It worked.”

Kara made a strangled sound of horror. “And you’re going?”

“Yes. I’m going to bring her back.”

In an instant, Kara’s eyes brimmed with tears. “I can’t do this. I can’t open this up again.”

Shea felt like she’d been struck across the face. They never talked about the night Aideen had disappeared. It was too painful to revisit it. She hated to think of herself at thirteen, stammering and sobbing through an explanation to her hysterical mother. She hated to think of how Kara sounded when she said, What have you done? God, what have you done?

Kara blamed her for what happened. She was right to. But finally, Shea had the chance to fix her mistake.

“Fine,” Shea said stiffly. “I get it. I just wanted you to know I’d be gone for a while.”

As if she hadn’t spoken, Kara buried her face in her hands. “There’s no way you’re going to win. You’re going to get yourself killed.”

What could Shea possibly say to that?

“I’ve lost too much, Shea,” she said. “I can’t lose you, too.”

She had no idea what to do with Kara’s motherly concern. She couldn’t remember the last time they’d hugged, or the last time either of them had said the words I love you or I’m sorry. The thought made her want to peel off her skin in discomfort. What would it change, anyway? Some things went without saying.

“Don’t worry,” she said quietly. “I’m going to take care of it.”






CHAPTER THREE


The days passed in a series of visa applications; vaguely concerning waivers acknowledging the United States government could not guarantee her safety and would make no effort to retrieve her; and brusque phone calls with government officials. Someone from the Department of State had even reached out to wish her luck—and, in between effusing about the value of cultural exchange and dialogue, to insinuate what a boon it would be to America if she managed to win.

On Halloween, hours before she was meant to leave for the Otherworld, Shea paced restlessly through her living room. Dust swirled through the panels of red-gold sunlight stretching across the floorboards.

“Queen a2.” Yangmei’s tinny voice came through Shea’s earbuds.

Even though it had to be five in the morning in China, her coach—who also happened to be one of the greatest woman grandmasters of all time—had insisted on one last game of blindfold chess, a format in which neither of them had a board in front of them.

Queen a2. What was the point of that move? Shea let her eyes fall closed, transforming the position in her mind. At first, there didn’t seem to be any clear response. But then, she found it: “Knight b5.”

It was a relatively straightforward move but still an annoying threat to deal with, considering it came with a hidden tactical threat. No doubt, Yangmei would see it, but at least it would buy Shea some time.

“Rook c8.”

Shea paused, stunned. Yangmei hadn’t seen her threat, and now, Shea would be up a pawn. “Bishop takes d6.”

Yangmei laughed, half pleased and half startled. “Well done. I didn’t think that was possible.”

When she was a child, maybe it would have been a thrill to best a player like Yangmei. Now, neither praise nor victory brought her any real satisfaction. There was only relief that came from avoiding defeat—and the heavy exhaustion that followed. “You would’ve seen it over the board. Or at a more reasonable hour.”

“Most likely.” She hesitated. “You’re feeling ready?”

“I am.”

“You remember that line we prepared against the Rossolimo, right? Tsoi has been playing it a lot recently.”

“I remember.” How could she not? They’d gone over the competitor list—their strengths, weaknesses, and play styles—hundreds of times. The preparation for Midir’s tournament had been among the most grueling things she’d ever undertaken. Each day, she spent eight hours poring over bound dossiers and studying chess with Yangmei and her other seconds. After that came a two-to-three-hour workout to ensure she had the physical stamina and discipline to play long classical games. “Are you doubting me?”

“Of course not.” Again, she hesitated. “But I think we should try one last exercise.”

“All right,” Shea said warily.

“Let’s finish this game. But we’ll swap colors first.”

When Shea mentally reversed the board, all she could focus on was the horrible wrongness of what had been Yangmei’s position: the material deficit, the inharmonious arrangement of the pieces, the extinguished initiative … The ugliness of it smarted as viscerally as a wound. It smothered all the fight left within her.

“Why?” Shea asked, unable to keep the panicked edge out of her voice. “The game is already over.”

“It isn’t,” Yangmei replied. “If you fight, you can create chances for yourself.”

Years ago, Shea might’ve scrapped it out until the bitter end. Now, the thought of defending something so doomed … “I’m tired. Aren’t you?”

“See, this is what I’m worried about, Shea. Your preparation is not the issue. It’s your mental game.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“You refuse to play worse positions,” Yangmei said, a little accusatorily. “Granted, you rarely end up in a worse position. But you need to practice even the things you don’t enjoy.”

“So, what? This whole game was some kind of trap? You don’t think I should go?”

“That’s not what I’m saying.”

“No, I know. Sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you.” Guilt ate at her. Shea couldn’t be angry with Yangmei. She’d never told her what happened on the night Aideen disappeared. It wasn’t that Shea refused to play worse positions. It was that she couldn’t.

“You’re right,” Yangmei said after a moment. “You leave so soon. You should get some rest.”

“You, too. I’ll be fine.” Shea was as ready as she’d ever be. Anyway, it wasn’t like she could wait around for another hundred years. “I really am just tired.”

“Okay.” Silence crackled over the line. “Everyone gets bad positions, you know. Everyone loses sometimes. Everyone. It’s part of the game, and it’s nothing to beat yourself up over.”

It was a nice sentiment. But losing was for other players, not for Shea. “Thanks, Yangmei.”

Once the call ended, a horrible sensation expanded within her until her chest felt tight. Numbly, she sat in front of her chessboard. The fading sunlight illuminated all the beautiful, hand-carved pieces and transformed the light squares into pools of silver. Shea played through her and Yangmei’s game, then pulled out her phone to analyze the moves with an engine. There had been no mistakes.

Good, she thought. In the Otherworld, she couldn’t afford even a single inaccuracy. Because no matter what Yangmei claimed, Shea had plenty to punish herself for. Losing had cost her everything.

On the night Midir had returned to Wayfolk, Shea awoke to the muffled sound of voices coming from the front porch. As soon as she recognized his voice filtering through her open window, she flung herself out of bed, half dragging the bedsheets with her in her haste. She went downstairs, her mind emptying of everything but her purpose.

Save her.

When she opened the front door, he was there. He looked exactly as she remembered him. He had the same diadem made of silver branches, the same hunger in his eyes, the same entitlement.

Aideen stood at the top of the porch stairs, washed golden in the guttering lamplight. From her tense shoulders and the brittle silence, Shea could tell that she’d interrupted their conversation. Aideen did not spare Shea a glance. “Go back to bed.”

Shea ignored her. “Midir of Bri Leith, I challenge you to a game.”

Aideen did look at her then, with a slow-dawning horror. Midir, however, regarded Shea with reluctant interest glittering in the inhuman green of his one visible eye—the green of an ancient forest, the green of still, depthless waters. He tilted his head, and his burnished-gold hair fell almost boyishly across his forehead. “What sort of game?”

The fae loved games. And lucky for Shea, the Irish fae loved chess most of all. It was the game of kings, after all; naturally, their ruler would be the king of games.

But he was in her domain now, and she would make him regret ever showing his face here. Shea smiled, as sinister and sharp as a poisoned blade. “Chess, of course. I’m good at it.”

It was a strange thing, to feel the hunger of his stare redirect onto her. “I am no mean player myself. Shall we make a trial of it?”

Shea had imagined this a hundred times before. She’d even pored over old legends, where heroes far cleverer than she had claimed a stake from their faerie foes. Her reply came instantly: “Yes. We’ll play one game. Each of us will have an hour on the clock, with no increment. The loser will do whatever the victor demands.”

“What is your demand?”

“If I win, you’ll leave my sister alone. Forever.”

Something shifted in his expression, and Shea had the distinct feeling that the floor had dropped out from beneath her. It should have terrified her, but it thrilled her. Nothing made her feel more alive than a real fight over the board.

“And if I win,” he said, “I shall place you under bonds of heavy enchantment. You will carve out and surrender your left eye to me.”

He said it lightly, as though it were nothing of value to him: a prize befitting the triviality of her challenge. Maybe Shea should have backed down, but she was thirteen. And Midir? He was old. They had no technology in the Otherworld. He didn’t spend his time studying cutting-edge theory with an engine that could outmaneuver even the strongest player. Shea had. She couldn’t lose. It was unthinkable.

“Shea,” Aideen said, more urgently. “Don’t do this.”

She had to. Aideen had shouldered their burdens alone for far too long. Shea couldn’t ensorcell the people who threatened their family. She couldn’t fight them off. She couldn’t make their mother be kinder or more reasonable. She couldn’t force Wayfolk to stop fearing Aideen. But she could play chess. Against this one foe, she could prevail.

She brushed past her sister and thrust out her hand to Midir. “It’s a deal.”

He accepted it. The moment their skin touched, the air shivered with magic. Fog bloomed over Shea’s vision, until she and Midir were suspended in a swirl of white and gray. And then, there came the groan of splintering wood, the hiss of leaves and vines unfurling. A thicket erupted around them, enclosing them in a place that was both here and elsewhere.

He’d brought them to the Otherworld.

A chessboard was perched atop a spiral of branches, framed by two toadstool chairs. Each corner of the board glowed with the light of a gemstone, and the pieces were made of gold and silver.

With an almost bored wave of his hand, Midir said, “You may play with the white pieces.”

Mockery disguised as generosity. Whoever got the white pieces had the inherent advantage of moving first. Shea thought, You’ll regret that. She said nothing as they took their seats.

Her gaze drifted over the board, and perfect calm settled over her. These sixty-four squares were more familiar to her than anything else she’d ever known. Although the pieces were stationary, she could envision them in a thousand different configurations: memories of hundreds of games she’d studied laid over reality. There were endless roads with forking paths stretched out before her, all of them leading to his demise.

Shea advanced her king’s pawn to e4. For the first time, she noticed the hourglass beside Midir’s elbow. As soon as she made her move, the sand began to fall. When Midir replied with c5—the Sicilian defense—the sand stopped flowing. As her own timer began, she considered her options. There were a number of lines she could take them down: the Alapin, the Dragon, the Najdorf …

“I believe it is customary for you to move now.” An indolent smile played on his lips. “It is my turn, then yours, and so forth.”

With a vicious glare, she brought out her kingside knight. Back and forth they went. With each move, her confidence waned. By the fifteenth move, he had played something Shea had never seen before, taking all of the venom out of her brewing attack. By the thirtieth move, it became glaringly apparent that she was dead lost.

Shea stared at the board, her hands knotted in her hair. She couldn’t comprehend how she’d gotten herself into this position. Where had she gone so wrong? How had he outplayed her so thoroughly? As the grains of sand in her hourglass slipped away, tears burned in the back of her throat. There had to be some way out of this, some way she could fight back. But she had nothing. She was down too much material—and too much time.

Good sportsmanship dictated that she should resign. She wanted to, if only to spare herself further humiliation. If only to stop the pain that was blossoming behind her left eye. She met Midir’s gaze. She couldn’t even begrudge him his expectant, gloating smirk. He hadn’t just beaten her. He’d destroyed her.

Before she could admit defeat, Aideen’s voice cut through the silence: “Enough.”

Both Shea and Midir’s heads snapped toward her. Midir looked furious at the interruption, a chess piece clutched in his hand like a stone ready to be unleashed—until he realized who had spoken. The piece dropped from his fingers onto the ground. Shame stole across his face.

With a coldness Shea had never heard from her before, Aideen said, “This is pointless, Shea.”

“What?” Shea asked hoarsely.

“I didn’t ask you to do this.” Frustration flickered across her expression. “I want to go with him. I’ve always wanted to go.”

“You’re lying,” Shea said. “Why are you lying?”

“I’m not. There’s nothing here for me. There never has been.” Her voice trembled, just barely. To Midir, she said, “I’m ready. Take me away from here.”

His expression softened with surprise. His disbelief melted into something like happiness. It sickened Shea to see such an oddly mortal sentiment on his perfect, inhuman features. “We have a game to finish.”

Aideen laid her hand on his arm. “Please. I don’t want to wait another moment.”

He had waited a lifetime for her. He could wait another thirty seconds for Shea’s clock to run out, or another second for her to resign. And yet, Shea could see that Aideen had stolen the competitive malice from his heart.

In a perfunctory gesture, he held out his hand to Shea. He didn’t even meet her eyes, as if this were nothing more than a business transaction he couldn’t wait to be done with. “Draw?”

Shea could not find the words to reply. She couldn’t even feel relieved. Numbly, she shook his hand. Just like that, the world fell away. The fog that had enshrouded them dissipated. Piece by piece, the mortal world came into view: her empty lawn, silvered with dew; the yawning dark of the woods; the stars shining overhead. When she tipped her head back, she saw Midir and Aideen for the last time: two cranes cutting across the pale face of the moon.

Sometimes, Shea wondered what her life would look like if she’d won that game. It was a pointless thought exercise, she knew. She’d memorized every move they’d played. She’d played it out on the board a thousand times. She’d put it in an engine. Every analysis revealed the same core truth: Midir played perfectly, while small, human inaccuracies had undone her.

This time, it would be different. Shea was neither the terrified eleven-year-old nor the cocksure thirteen-year-old she’d been. This time, she had nothing left to lose.

Across the room, the golden apple and silver branch Ciara had given her emanated an otherworldly light. It’s time, they seemed to say. Come away.

As if in a trance, Shea approached them. She picked up the apple, and without hesitation, she bit into it.






CHAPTER FOUR


The flesh of the faerie apple was as crisp and cool as spring water, as sweet and floral as wild honey. As soon as she swallowed the bite, she felt as though she’d swilled an entire bottle of wine. She hated it: the unmooring of her senses, the looseness in her limbs, the lightheaded, giddy rush. Her vision blurred. The room tipped. The apple fell from her hand and struck the floor with a dull, sick sound. And then, the world as she knew it fell away.

When she opened her eyes again, she saw that she no longer stood in the half-light of her living room. She lay on her side as mist descended over her in gossamer-fine waves. The air smelled damp, like the woods after long-awaited rain. The only light came from the silver leaves of the apple branch in her hand.

Pretty, she thought. Some half-buried instinct told her she should keep it.

Slowly, Shea hauled herself to her feet. She had been in this liminal space between realms before, but she couldn’t orient herself. There was nothing but swirling, beguiling gray as far as she could see. Distantly, she heard the faintest sound of music, as beautiful as it was melancholy. It filled her with an urgency unlike anything she’d ever known. She could not rest, could not experience happiness again, until she found the source of that music. She walked as if through a dream. Still, the music receded. Still, her goal hovered just out of reach. It was only when the ache in her feet sharpened into pain that the enchantment faltered.

Shea hissed and pried off one of her sneakers. Blood stained the heel of her sock; a blister must have formed and burst since she’d set out. Just how long had she been wandering through this endless twilight? It would be an eternity if she couldn’t get herself together.

Shea slipped her shoe back on. What was it Ciara had told her? That she had to cut through the Féth Fíada? She was still loosely clutching the apple branch. Its papery leaves twinkled and sighed, as though stirred by a distant breeze. Shea hefted it like a baseball bat and swung it in a wide arc. A gust of wind rushed forth, and the mist parted like curtains flung wide-open. As sunlight flooded her vision, Shea threw up her arm to shield her eyes.

What became instantly clear was that she was dressed for the wrong season. The air carried only a lingering chill rather than the promise of enduring, bitter cold. What struck her next, when she finally let her arm fall away, were the hazy bands of lavender and pink striating the sky. Dawn already. Either she’d been walking all night, or the Otherworld existed outside time as she understood it.

The Otherworld. After all this time, she was really here.

But where, exactly, was here?

Shea stood on the edge of a vast lake. It stretched out before her, glasslike in its stillness, and a low-lying fog crept across its surface with the slow, slinking steps of a cat. It was far too quiet. Normally, there was more fanfare around tournaments: press crowding the competitors as they emerged from their cars; cameras popping; fans eager to get their chessboards signed or touch the sleeve of their favorite player … But on this desolate shore, it was just her, with no way forward and no way home. This had to be a mistake—or some kind of elaborate joke.

“Ciara,” Shea muttered under her breath.

No, even Ciara wouldn’t do this. Then again, Ciara hated her.

Just before panic set in, a long wooden ship emerged from the fog like a vision. It cut through the water, propelled by a dozen oars, but only the faintest ripple disturbed the cold mirror of the lake’s surface. Slowly, the ship slid into the shallows. A gangplank, pushed by unseen hands, dropped onto the shore. No one greeted her. Still, the ship seemed to beckon her like a faerie maiden’s song: Come away with me. She hesitated for only a moment before she climbed onboard.

She’d taken no more than a step onto the deck before someone said, “Fury.”

Shea glanced over to find herself staring directly at Daniil Tsoi. He stood a few yards away from her, his elbows braced against the railing, his dark eyes skewering her. He was another competitor—and the fifth-strongest chess player in the world. He’d soared through the rankings over the past two years, playing in almost every tournament as though his life depended on it. She’d almost admire that kind of dedication, if he wasn’t such an asshole.

Very reluctantly, she came to lean beside him on the deck’s railing. He towered over Shea, but he was all limbs and delicate bones. Still, the Russian accent tended to intimidate people. His black hair curled loosely and fell across his forehead, and he had a single mole just above his upper lip, as though added by a painter’s artful and deliberate hand. Unfortunately for her, he seemed to be real and not some conjuration of faerie magic.

“How’s it going?” she asked flatly.

“Bad. Worse now.” He surveyed their surroundings disapprovingly. “Did you know that once you could sail your own vessel through the Féth Fíada? Now, you have to share a little toy ship with the rabble.”

Shea glanced over her shoulder and confirmed that it was, indeed, just the two of them on the boat. So, that was how it would be. Chess was the rope Shea had used to claw her way to a comfortable life, but Daniil came from money. Today, he wore a turtleneck, slacks, a black overcoat—the collar of which was popped against the nonexistent wind—and a pair of clear-framed glasses.

“Don’t tell me you had to abandon your yacht in the North Sea. How will you manage, with that silver spoon shoved up—”

“If you want to spar, go find an opponent you can win against.”

He sounded so bored, it soured her mood further. “Why are you here talking to me if this is all so beneath you?”

“Believe me,” he said bitterly, “I’ve already tried negotiating for what I want.”

So, Daniil Tsoi had a problem money couldn’t solve. How tragic. “And now you’ll have to play one of the most prestigious tournaments in the world, for a prize of anything you could imagine.”

“I’m not in this for money.” He gave her a look that said, unlike you. “Or the sport, for that matter. This isn’t a game to me. But enjoy your little tournament. You must be so proud to be here.”

Shea bristled. “You think you’re the only one with something worth playing for.”

“I’m the only one who has a real shot of winning.”

Daniil was remorseless, cold-blooded, always at his opponent’s jugular—and possessed the skill to back his ego. But at an event like this, all of the players were good. “Remind me. How many times have you beaten me?”

He scoffed. “Enough to know how your mind works. Your streak is impressive, but it won’t hold here. You try to hide it, but I can see them.”

“What are you talking about?”

“The cracks.” His smile was venomous. “I’ve spent a lot of time analyzing the games you lose, especially the ones you’ve lost to me. If you’re in a worse position, you can’t hold your nerves. You disintegrate. I wonder how well you’ll manage here.”

A chill ran through her. He couldn’t possibly know. She’d never told anyone but her mother about her game with Midir. Clearly, he didn’t need to know exactly what had happened to know the truth: Some part of her had died.

Some people played to win. Others played to completely and utterly dominate their opponents. Midir was the latter. He’d savored her humiliation and imminent defeat as though nothing else in the world would bring him even a measure of satisfaction. There were no words for the aura he exuded; it had been almost physical in its sheer presence, reaching across the board and sinking into her. It had been a nightmare to sit across from him. And the way she’d felt ever since …

She couldn’t explain it, even if she wanted to. All she knew was that losing to him had made her less of a player—and less of a person.

Once, chess had made more sense than anything in the world. She’d loved it, purely and inexpressibly. Midir had poisoned it. Before him, Shea could shrug off her losses once she grieved them. She could always envision the next game, the next victory. Now, winning felt like nothing. And if she ever teetered on the edge of losing …

You disintegrate.

Midir had inflicted a wound on her very soul, one that was still bleeding. A player like Daniil could smell that weakness like a shark scenting prey in the water.

As coldly as she could, Shea asked, “Is that a threat?”

He let out a dismissive sound. “No. But I’m feeling generous, so I’ll give you some advice. Don’t play. Just take what dignity you have and go home.”



Bri Leith stretched out before them in a mosaic of boglands and heath: purple heather and nettle, gorse and honeysuckle, wildflowers and fruits Shea had no name for. It was rendered in soft pastels and deep, earthy shadows, as dreamlike as the poets promised—and far lonelier than she’d expected. She saw no other boats. No carriages on the lakeside roads. No villages. Nothing at all, until, at last, she saw it. There, rising from the mist and heath grass, like an extension of the low-lying hills, was Midir’s castle.

Thick sheets of ivy and moss climbed the stone face, as though they meant to drag it down into the lake like a siren with her prey. The reflection of the castle shone on the poured-concrete smoothness of the water, disturbed only by a group of swans drifting past. A dock reached toward them like an outstretched hand. Mist rolled inexorably onto the shore.

It struck her then: There was no turning back from this.

Shea stood on the precipice of redemption or failure, and the enormity of it threatened to overwhelm her. She’d been able to keep it at bay while she was lost, addled, and arguing with Daniil. Now, only a narrow stretch of lake separated her from the place where her sister lived—no, the place her sister had been taken. Her heartbeat pounded in her ears. Her mind emptied of everything but the steady refrain of Aideen, Aideen, Aideen.

Shea had half a mind to leap into the water and swim the rest of the way to shore, but she settled for leaning as far as she dared over the railing. She surveyed the castle as she would an opponent’s position, seeking out weaknesses in its defenses, any oversights she could exploit. This place was a fortress. She very much doubted she could steal Aideen away under Midir’s nose, but he couldn’t bar Shea from seeing her. She’d tear the entire castle apart stone by moss-covered stone if she had to. And when she found her …

God, she hardly knew. She’d envisioned their reunion too many times to count, but in her every imagining, words slipped away from her. What was there to say? What was there to do, really, but throw herself at Aideen’s feet and beg her forgiveness? She had failed to save Aideen once. She wouldn’t fail again.

By the time the boat docked, a small crowd had gathered to greet them. This—the excitement, the anticipation, the energy—was more like what Shea was accustomed to. But she had no interest in greeting fans today. She would make a beeline for the castle gates. As soon as the gangplank dropped, Shea hurried down onto solid land.

Just like that, she’d slipped behind enemy lines. Immediately, the onslaught began. Cheers and applause rang in her ears like cannon fire. The crowd pressed toward her like the inevitable forward crawl of an army. She searched the sea of inhuman faces for her sister’s—until a flash blinded her.

Shouts of horror burst forth, along with the high ringing of faerie steel. As the spots cleared from her vision, Shea saw that some of the fae had drawn swords and were pointing them directly at a mortal photographer. He stood with his camera clutched to his chest, all of the color draining slowly from his face.

Ciara’s voice rose above the noise. “There is no need to panic!”

In an instant, the crowd parted. Ciara stood there, all burnished golds and deep reds, as wild and bright as an open flame. She seemed almost surprised to have commanded their attention so effortlessly. Clearing her throat, she went on. “Perhaps you recall daguerreotypes from your last trips across the Veil. This is no different.”

The crowd’s hostility faded into fascination. Swords went back into their sheaths. Shea relaxed slowly, grateful to no longer be the most interesting thing in the Otherworld.

Leading up to the event, there had been speculation on how it would be covered. Midir had surprised them all by admitting a few photographers. He’d also arranged for the moves of each game to be relayed to the mortal world for their own broadcasts and analyses. It wouldn’t be live video, but it’d be something—both for chess fans and people hungry to catch a glimpse of the Otherworld.

Clearly, it went both ways. The fae seemed just as eager for a glimpse of humanity. Some posed for the camera now, still and severe, as though they were sitting for portraits. They might as well have stepped right out of the late eighteenth century with their gaudy waistcoats and structured skirts. Shea could hardly believe it’d been so long since the Iron Veil had separated their worlds.

“Shea.” When Shea glanced back to Ciara, the princess extended a beckoning hand. “Come with me. I will show you to your room.”

What could Shea do but comply? Ciara whisked her through the courtyard, the tails of her brocade cloak fluttering behind her. Every so often, Shea could see a flash of the lining. This time, it resembled a fly’s wings, segmented and crystalline.

A dull suspicion pricked at Shea as she listened to the brisk tap, tap, tap of Ciara’s boots striking the cobblestones. What was she doing here? The two of them hadn’t exactly parted on good terms. In fact, she seemed to recall vowing to destroy Ciara. A little dramatic, maybe, but she stood by it. Beyond that, Ciara was the princess. She had better things to do than play courier the other day—and surely better things to do than serve as the butler now.

Still, Shea hobbled after her. Her sneaker dug painfully into the wound on her heel with every step. As they passed beneath the barbican gate, Shea caught a glimpse of three ghostly white cranes peering down at them from the parapets. Somehow, their thin avian faces communicated judgment.

“Be welcome,” Ciara said, with deep unenthusiasm, as she led her into the receiving hall. The air hung heavy as incense and smelled of pollen. It took Shea only a moment to see why. The ceiling soared above them, supported by archways and columns of the interlocking branches of living trees.

Nobody was here. Perfect. Before she could think better of it, Shea seized hold of Ciara’s lapel. “Where is my sister?”

Ciara’s lips parted in astonishment. After a moment, she regained her composure enough to slide her reproachful gaze down to Shea’s fist, where it was balled in Ciara’s ridiculous velvet cloak. “I am well, apart from your needless jostling. Thank you for asking. And how do you do? I trust your travels were uneventful.”

“No more games.” Shea took a step closer. Never had she resented her height more. Ciara did not move an inch. She only stared down the bridge of her regal nose, looking more exasperated than intimidated. “Tell me where she is.”

“In her quarters, most likely.”

A non-answer, of course. Shea shouldn’t have expected any different. Asking a fae not to play games was like asking a river to stand still. “Then take me there.”

“I’m afraid I can’t do that.”

“Why not?”

“Because Midir does not admit anyone to his wing of the castle. After the wrongs he has suffered, he protects his privacy quite jealously.”

“Spare me the sob story.” Shea bristled, but desperation beat back her anger. “I don’t need you to escort me. Just tell me where to look, and I’ll go myself.”

“No.”

Ciara pried Shea’s grip loose from her cloak, but she did not release her wrist. Their glares sparked off one another. She did not know what she resented more: Ciara’s stubborn unhelpfulness or her own treacherous body, yielding to the steady pressure. Shea was suddenly and painfully aware of her pulse fluttering wildly against Ciara’s palm—and just how close they stood. Shea yanked her arm out of Ciara’s grasp.

Ciara smoothed out her lapels with exaggerated care. “Since you are, unfortunately, standing here before me, you’ve chosen to ignore my generous warning. For your sake, I pray you find a modicum of impulse control and listen to me this time. You cannot simply go rummaging through this castle as you please. It violates the rules of hospitality to wander where you haven’t been invited.”

“Fuck hospitality. Do you think I care about being polite?”

“It is a marvel to me you play chess so carefully yet go blundering through the world like a boar. Do you not know the first thing about Tír nAill?” Ciara paused before letting out a weary sigh. “No, of course you don’t. Hospitality is the fae’s most sacred of principles. As Midir’s guest, you are under his protection for the duration of your stay, so long as you remain within the castle grounds. But if you’re discovered abusing his hospitality, he will be under no obligation to you. In fact, it is an insult punishable by death.”

“You’re joking.”

“I am very serious.” Ciara crossed her arms. “Unless you are invited to, you mustn’t open any closed doors. And do not steal anything. That much should be obvious, but considering the state you’re in, I feel nothing goes without saying. Can you manage that much?”

Ciara’s expression betrayed nothing of her thoughts. What was she playing at? What did it matter to her if Shea wandered off and got herself killed for committing some stupid faerie faux pas? It’d certainly make Ciara’s path to victory much smoother.

“Why are you telling me this, anyway?” Shea asked.

“Do you really think me so unsportsmanlike?”

“Do you really want an answer to that?”

Ciara winced. “I am trying to reform. That aside, it’d spoil the fun to see you killed so unceremoniously—and so early, for that matter.”

Shea noted that Ciara didn’t object to the idea of her death in general—only an uninteresting one. “So, what? I’m just supposed to give up and play nice?”

“Oh, no one expects you to play nice. Just that you play the game.”

And what game is that? she wanted to ask. Ciara’s, Midir’s, or chess? She supposed it didn’t matter; it was all chess in the end. That suited her fine. Better than fine, really. She could be patient. For all its complexities, chess was simple at its core: a series of concrete solutions to concrete problems. If she wanted to see Aideen again, she would have to win.

Ciara’s dark, hooded eyes swept languorously over Shea, until at last, their gazes met. Shea’s ears warmed. “What?”

“You cut your hair.”

Self-consciously, Shea touched her hand to the bare nape of her neck. She’d almost forgotten she hadn’t always looked like this. “You changed yours, too.”

She hadn’t really let that sink in until now. For years, Ciara’s hair had been the unnatural shade of black that came out of a box. To say nothing of the all-black wardrobe and dark eyeshadow. The natural red suited her better.

“Yes, well. The dye was tiresome to maintain. I enjoyed it for a brief time, but I enjoyed how much Midir hated it more. Both my pleasure and his displeasure have finally run their course, I’m afraid.” She tucked a lock behind one pointed ear. Lowly, she said, “Your new style becomes you.”

Ciara had never commented on her appearance before. It made Shea feel off-kilter and suspicious—and oddly flushed. Ciara’s expression changed as she watched Shea, her dark eyes agleam with curiosity and something Shea couldn’t exactly read. “Thanks.”

“Let us not delay any further, then. Come along.”

She brushed past Shea and glided into a hallway with long, purposeful strides. She did her best to memorize the twists and turns they took as she pursued the bright flame of Ciara’s hair like a will-o’-the-wisp through the woods.

At last, Ciara stopped in front of a door and rapped lightly on the frame. “This is your room. I suggest you remain here until the opening ceremony, which will take place at eight o’clock. Do not be late. Is there anything else you’d like to interrogate me about before I leave you?”

“No,” Shea bit out. “I think we covered everything, unless you have any more faerie fun facts you want to share.”

Ciara looked exasperated. “You are in a fine temper today, I see. Have you gotten it all out of your system?”

“More or less.”

“Excellent.” With that, Ciara headed briskly down the corridor.

“Actually,” Shea called after her. “One more thing.”

Ciara paused but did not turn around.

“I don’t know what you’re trying to pull here. But you helping me changes nothing.”

At that, Ciara did glance back. Shea could see little but the line of her profile—and her full lips, curving just slightly into a smirk. “You’re right. It doesn’t change a thing.”






CHAPTER FIVE


Shea let herself into her new room and made it as far as the bed before she collapsed, face down, into a dead sleep. She woke just as sunset stained the lake bloodred. Bleary-eyed, she took in her surroundings for the first time. The roots of a tree seemed to be either holding her room together or slowly tearing it apart. Branches pushed from the ceiling and fashioned themselves into the ornate frames of the windows. An entire wardrobe awaited her in the closet, and an outfit for the opening ceremony was draped over a lacquered privacy screen.

Shea dressed, then stood before a massive mirror to examine her reflection. Her anonymous stylist had done well. They’d chosen a loose white shirt and a long black overcoat so studded with crystals that it glittered as if dusted with a layer of frost. She had no idea how to tie a cravat properly, but at least they hadn’t tried to put her in a ball gown. By the time she finished knotting her tie, the absurdly ornate clock on the wall chimed the hour: seven.

Her feet ached. Her head throbbed, and hunger twisted her stomach. But if she rested for even a moment, she’d sink back into sleep. Better to be early to the event than to not make it at all.

Outside her room, at the far end of the hall, Shea found a narrow staircase. When she ascended to the next floor, she found herself in the same corridor she’d started in. There was no sense to this place. She had to draw in a deep breath to keep herself from swearing aloud.

Eventually, she stumbled upon a new hallway—one with vaulted ceilings and an archway that opened into a chamber made more of tree than stone. Roots and branches had worn away the ceiling, allowing in swathes of moonlight. It filtered through layers of dense moss and climbing vines, bathing everything in green and silver. All of the Otherworld felt strange—magical, as much as Shea hated the whimsy and imprecision of that word. Here, it felt as though its power lay dreaming.

Scattered throughout the chamber were objects on display: swords in elaborately painted sheaths, a five-pronged spear, a massive cauldron, a staff made of silver and ebony, a mace, a harp, a cloak. Shea had no idea what she was looking at, although they were obviously important if Midir saw fit to arrange them in a little museum exhibit. Absently, she reached out to trace the lip of the cauldron.

“You shouldn’t touch that.”

Shea snatched her hand back and whirled around. A girl stood beneath the archway. Her dark hair was arranged into two thick braids that flowed down her back. She wore all black—black shorts, black boots, black hoodie—and an amethyst pendant. She couldn’t be older than twenty, but the world-weariness in her blue eyes aged her. She was mortal. At least, Shea assumed she was. Her ears weren’t pointed, and her face, while pretty enough, was mundane. Most mortals who lived in the Otherworld were thralls of faerie lords, but this girl had a shrewd, clear look about her. Not ensorcelled, then.

“Are you part of Midir’s court?” Shea asked warily. The Irish fae sometimes kept mortals in their courts if they possessed an exceptional talent.

A wry smile curled on the girl’s plum-painted lips. “No. I’m a competitor.”

That was not the answer she’d expected. Elite chess was a small world, and Shea had never seen this girl in her life. “What’s your name?”

“Lily.”

Shea’s confusion only deepened. As far as she knew, no grandmasters named Lily existed. How had a national master or international master—or, God forbid, an untitled player—secured an invitation to an elite event like this?

Unless, of course, she hadn’t been invited at all.

Shea would’ve seen Lily’s name on the list of invitees. Shea’s seconds would’ve scoured the online database for her games and painstakingly picked them apart. So how had Lily gotten here? Shea filed the concern away for later. For now, she had to focus on the matter at hand.

“I’m Shea,” she replied coolly. “Why are you following me?”

“I’m not following you.” Lily stepped into the chamber—and into the columns of soft green light. She spun in a slow circle, drinking everything in with quiet reverence. “I wanted to see the armory.”

“You know what all this stuff is?”

Lily arched a brow. “You don’t?”

“No.” Shea couldn’t keep the defensiveness out of her tone. Frustration and a dull, sick shame built within her as she stared at the collection, whose inscrutability seemed to mock her. She’d never bothered to learn much about the Otherworld and its customs. Now, she resented her own ignorance. If opening doors and touching cauldrons would get her killed, how was she supposed to avoid danger? “How do you know?”

“I like to read,” Lily replied dryly, but her tone held no ridicule. “These are all objects that hold great magical power. Every so often, a faerie craftsperson is struck by something like genius and manages to create one of them. Scholars cataloged and illustrated most of them back when they could freely cross the Veil.”

“So what do they do?”

“This is the Dagda’s Cauldron, which never runs empty until it feeds everyone the host plans to serve. That is the Sword of Light, which always strikes a fatal blow. That other sword is called Answerer, which compels you to tell the truth when it’s held to your throat.” Lily gestured to each object in turn and delivered her explanations in her soothing monotone. “I could go on. But I’m sure you get the picture.”

“And Midir just has these all-powerful weapons lying around? I don’t see why he wouldn’t put them to use.”

“I’m sure he would if he could. Their power awakens only for the person they were made for—or for someone they consider worthy.” Lily shrugged. “Besides, he already has one of his own.”

Shea perked up. “And what does that do?”

“Good question.” Lily chewed pensively on her lip ring. “He’s secretive about it.”

A thousand questions burned within Shea. Before she could ask any of them, a sound like the blaring of a horn swelled from the silence. That, at least, even Shea could understand. The opening ceremony would soon begin.



In Shea’s experience, the opening ceremony of a chess tournament was a thing to be endured rather than enjoyed. Almost always, they took place in an auditorium, where stodgy men in stodgy suits delivered speeches about comradery and the enduring beauty of the sport. On occasion, she’d been subjected to a chess-themed performance (and, exactly once, a firework show). This one was nothing like the others.

At the center of Midir’s castle, a tree grew. Its boughs spanned the ceiling from edge to edge, and moonlight filtered through the canopy as if through a cathedral’s stained-glass windows. Its bark glowed silver in the darkness, and golden flowers bloomed amid the delicate silver leaves. And at its roots, the fae of Bri Leith chattered and laughed and danced.

Most of them wore eveningwear from an era long gone—floral-patterned silk and elaborate headdresses—with their hair arranged in shining ringlets. Some bucked the eighteenth-century style with trinkets from the mortal world. Here and there, she spotted the glint of a wristwatch just below the cuff of a samite sleeve or sunglasses tucked into breast pockets. None of it was anything extravagant—or anything you’d notice unless you looked closely, as though they were trying to hide their fashion statements in plain sight. It took Shea a few minutes to realize they were all faerie grandmasters. Shea recognized most of them by now. Some had been on the mortal tournament circuit longer than Shea had been alive.

A herald’s brassy voice cut through chatter: “His Royal Majesty, King Midir of the Mighty Deeds, of the Silver Eye and Golden Hair.”

Shea had never heard his royal titles; she hadn’t expected them to be so ridiculous. Clearly, he had a high opinion of himself. The laugh died in her throat when Midir appeared on a balcony high above them. He was always fair. But tonight, he was fairer. A crown of silver apple branches rested atop his head. His flaxen hair fell just so, obscuring one eye. He looked entirely unchanged from when she last saw him six years ago. Hatred kindled within her, as bright and hot as a flame. It only flared higher when she realized that he stood alone.

Where was Aideen?

Ciara had mentioned that Midir admitted no one into his wing of the castle, but Shea hadn’t realized that meant he kept Aideen imprisoned there. This was a special kind of torture: knowing they were under the same roof but unable to reach each other.

“Welcome, esteemed guests.”

At the sound of Midir’s voice, the crowds fell silent.

“It is my great honor and pleasure to hold my centennial chess tournament. I cannot recall when exactly I first learned the game of kings, but no matter how many centuries I live, its intricacies remain inexhaustible. It is a rare and beautiful thing in lives as long as ours. For hundreds of years, chess has played a critical role in our society. Games of chess have determined the tide of battle. They have sealed alliances and marriages and promises. They have settled bitter disagreements. They have been proving grounds for valor. It is a game of skill, intellect, courage, and stamina, where only the worthiest prevail.

“There is a purity to chess. Despite our differences, it presents an opportunity for everyone to compete on equal footing. And I grant each of you the chance to play your immortal game.”

The Immortal Game was the name of a specific game played in 1851 by Adolf Anderssen and Lionel Kieseritzky. It was only twenty-two moves—and yet, one of the most analyzed and memorable games of all time, full of dramatic sacrifices and capped off with a gorgeous checkmating pattern. It wasn’t theoretically sound by today’s standards, but it was emblematic of a bygone romantic era of the game: thrilling, emotional, and beautiful. But Midir meant it in the colloquial sense. Now, anyone could play their own immortal game: a career-defining game, a game that would be studied in courses and guidebooks for generations, a game that would effectively immortalize the player. Certainly, the game in which someone finally defeated Midir would be legendary.

Once, Shea had craved that kind of achievement. Once, she thrilled at the idea of carving her name into history. Pretty things like legacy and artistry meant nothing to her now.

“Only one competitor will advance to the final round, where you will face me. In the meantime, you will follow one rule. There will be no cheating among the competitors. If you are discovered, you will be disqualified from the competition and punished according to the laws of Tír nAill. If you have the fortitude to enter, please come forward.”

Shea did not think. She did not hesitate. In a haze, she shoved through the crowds. A liveried servant intercepted her and directed her up the staircase that led to Midir’s opera box. Blood roared in her ears as she mounted the final step and caught sight of him, silhouetted against the flood of moonlight and the tree’s wintry glow.

He turned toward her. As the sharp line of his profile came into view, she splintered. She was nineteen years old, here and now, choking on her own loathing and dread. She was eleven years old, petrified as Midir’s sudden appearance cracked open her world. She was thirteen years old, believing herself more clever and more powerful than the High King of the Otherworld.

Amusement passed over his moonlit face. “You may approach.”

Numbly, Shea complied. Midir lifted a hand, and the massive tree groaned in response. One of the branches bowed down, close enough that Midir could snap a delicate twig off. The crack seemed to echo through the courtyard. In the half-light, the pale bark looked like bone.

“Give me your arm,” he said. “As is custom, we shall seal our pact with a gift.”

She did. With more care than she expected, he pulled the sleeve of her coat up to the elbow. The branch in his hand glowed an otherworldly silver. It twisted, sprouting new growth, until it wrapped around her wrist like a fetter. Magic flowed through it like cold water, raising gooseflesh along her skin. Already, she wanted it gone. But Ciara’s mellifluous voice echoed through her mind: Play the game.

“Do you remember me?” she asked quietly.

He studied her face blankly. Then, after a moment, he snapped his fingers. “You are the little girl who challenged me to a game of chess. How long has it been now?”

His tone was light, almost conversational. It made her blood boil. Did he even recall the significance of that game? Did he know what he’d done to her? “Six years.”

“Is that so? So short a time.”

Not for me, she thought. Every year had passed like a century. Rage burned within her. She could win back her sister, but the parts of her he’d killed—her joy, her resilience, her ambition—had been the best parts of her. There was no recovering them. There was no going back to the way things were before he tore her life apart.

“Do you remember what you stole from me?”

His expression shifted. No longer the affable host, he looked insulted—and dangerous. “I take only what has been pledged to me. What was promised was due. What was promised, I have taken.”

He could speak in riddles all he liked. It didn’t change what had happened, nor would it change the inevitable outcome of this tournament. “I hope you know that I’ve thought of nothing else since that game. I hope you’ve improved, Midir, because I’m not that little girl anymore. I’ve come back to play for the same stake. This time, I won’t lose.”

“Well, then, Shea Fury.” A cruel smile cut across his face. “I wish you luck.”

He tilted his head, and his golden hair shifted until she was staring into his second eye. It was made of pure silver. A thin, surgically precise scar bisected it from eyebrow to cheekbone. Both eye and scar shone coldly in the darkness. Something about it struck her with vague terror. Despite its emptiness, there was awareness gleaming on its surface, as though he could truly see her—and that whatever he saw did not at all impress him.






CHAPTER SIX


Shea returned to the courtyard, hardly registering the faces of the other competitors as they made their way up the staircase. Their curious gazes singed like a brand, but she paid them no mind.

When she reached the ground level, she ducked into an alcove. The wooden fetter lay flush against her wrist; its interlocking branches formed a seamless ring, impossible to remove, impossible to even dig her fingers beneath. When she tried, it bristled all over with thorns, like an old dog prodded one too many times, and drew pinpricks of blood. Shea hissed, more startled than pained, and released it. The fetter settled placidly against her skin once more. Whatever it was for, it wasn’t going anywhere.

Exhaustion crashed over her like a wave. For years, she’d focused on nothing but making it here. She’d spent considerably less time thinking about what would happen when she finally did.

Tomorrow, she told herself. She could save this for tomorrow. For now, she needed to sleep. Shea dragged herself to the ballroom’s entrance, where two guards stood sentry beneath an archway. When she attempted to move past them, they drew their swords in perfect unison, then crossed them to block her path forward. The sound of struck metal rang out.

“What is this?” she demanded.

One of the guards replied, “His Majesty has requested that all competitors remain in the courtyard until he has concluded the opening ceremony.”

What more could Midir possibly have to say? Shea stalked away from the guards with the beginnings of a headache pounding in her temples. She was utterly powerless against Midir’s whims, just as she’d always been.

One by one, all thirty-two of the competitors returned. Shea took stock of each of them. All of them were fettered as Shea was. All of them, fae and mortal alike, wore looks of grim determination. From high above them, Midir gazed impassively down at the crowd.

“Competitors,” he called, “be honored.”

They exchanged looks as applause broke out across the courtyard. As the commotion died down, Midir’s voice rose above it. “The first round begins now. It will be single-elimination. If you draw, you will play another until there is a decisive result.”

Immediately, chaos erupted. Her fellow competitors shouted in protest and disbelief. Only hours after arriving, half of them would be going home tonight. A good portion of them were likely drunk, sleep deprived, or both. None of them would be playing at their best. Shea certainly wouldn’t. It didn’t matter. No matter what happened, no matter how she felt, she had to win.

Midir held up a hand, calling them to order once more. “I will show you to the tournament hall.”

He led them outside and toward another stone building. From the outside, it looked almost like the ruins of a chapel. Inside, the impression remained: They stood on old, hallowed ground. Through the half-collapsed ceiling, Shea could see luminous slabs of the night sky overhead. There was no floor, only a carpet of grass scattered with wildflowers. Bare-limbed shrubs twisted from the ground in the shape of tables. Atop each of them was a wooden chessboard.

“Play will begin in five minutes,” said Midir. “Make your way to your assigned boards.”

Instantly, the fetter on Shea’s wrist yanked her forward. Shea dodged through the milling crowd as best she could, until she found her board in the corner of the room. When she glanced down at her bracelet, it had sprouted a single hellebore bloom. The night-dark petals winked up at her. She’d be playing black, then. Shea sat in front of the black pieces and surveyed the board. It was a work of art, with alternating tiles of ash and maple wood and an inlay of silver around the border.

“Good evening.”

Shea glanced up as her opponent joined her at the board. She could tell that he was fae from his pointed ears and the preternatural symmetry of his face. His strawberry blond hair was tied into a bun at the nape of his neck, and he wore a silk doublet embroidered with metallic thread. He wasn’t one of the faerie grandmasters who competed in the mortal tournament circuit. But apparently, he was a good enough player to make it here.

“Hi.” Shea extended her hand gruffly. The International Chess Federation’s code of conduct stipulated that players greet each other before the game started—or at the bare minimum, that they not insult their opponents outright.

The faerie lord examined her outstretched hand with some wonderment. “It seems your norms have changed since I last crossed the Veil. I have never seen mortal women compete in a chess tournament.”

“They do now.”

“Nor have I seen one who looks like you.”

Shea could only offer a thin, forced smile in response. “Welcome to the twenty-first century.”

“No,” he replied, with the air of someone hearing a juicy morsel of gossip. “It cannot have been three hundred years already.”

“Two hundred thirty, actually. More or less.”

He laughed, although Shea hardly saw the humor in what she’d said. At last, he clasped her hand in his own. Only then did she notice his peculiar ring. The multifaceted gem winked up at her from his thumb. “Well, good luck.”

It had an air of, You’ll need it. She looked forward to disabusing him of that unearned superiority. If twenty-first-century norms had surprised him, twenty-first-century chess theory would be a cold shower.

“Hello, cousin.”

Both Shea and her opponent flinched at the sound of Midir’s voice.

“Your Majesty,” he said.

Midir stood at Shea’s elbow, considering the board. “You’re an e4 player, are you not?”

Something about the way her opponent’s face crumpled suggested he was not, in fact, an e4 player. Without waiting for his response, Midir moved the e-pawn forward two squares. The ceremonial first move had been played.

Midir gestured at the hourglasses on the table. Shea’s was filled with black sand and her opponent’s with white. “You may start his clock.”

With that, he moved on to the next board. Shea reached out to turn her opponent’s hourglass on its head. He huffed indignantly as he retracted Midir’s ceremonial move, then brought out his kingside knight to f3.

Shea studied the lone horse on the battlefield. She didn’t often play against someone whose repertoire she did not know. Normally, she’d have prepared a number of lines to combat an opponent’s typical play. This time, she’d have to rely on solid principles and pure intuition. She placed her own knight on the f6 square. The sand in her hourglass stopped flowing just as his began to fall. She expected an instantaneous reply, but he settled in for a long think.

As Shea watched the minutes slip away, irritation sparked within her. What could he possibly be thinking about this early in the game?

By the sixth move, Shea couldn’t bear it any longer. She needed to stretch her legs before boredom consumed her. She stood up and strolled aimlessly through the tournament hall. Despite the late hour, there was enough light to see by. Wide tiles of moonlight patterned the ground, and golden motes drifted through the room, casting a soft glow on everything they passed.

Shea could hardly believe how many spectators had crowded into the room. Most of them sat on risers and balconies, watching the proceedings with opera glasses perched on their noses. Others lingered a respectful distance away, craning their necks to examine each of the games. Sixteen massive display boards—large-scale re-creations of each game—were mounted on the back wall. A group of harried-looking officials updated them as players made their moves.

Her roaming carried her—very much against her conscious will—to Ciara’s board. Ciara sat perched on the edge of her chair, one leg crossed over the other. She moved her bishop to the center of the board with her delicate, graceful fingers. Shea so rarely had the opportunity to watch Ciara play to her full potential. And watch she did as Ciara worked her strange and brilliant magic over the board.

There was a well-known side effect of playing Ciara in hours-long games: a full psychosomatic collapse some had called the Curse of Bri Leith. Victims reported suffering from nausea, migraines, even full-on bouts of the flu halfway through their games. It required no faerie magic. She simply applied enough pressure, and her opponents crumbled. A single inaccuracy, a too-cautious move, an impulsive overextension … Any misstep, she would make you regret by the end. And when she finally went on the offensive, it was like a wave crashing against the shore or a tornado tearing through a field: something dangerous and unstoppable and awesome.

Shea smothered that line of thought as quickly as it arose. She needed to keep her focus on her own game. Irritated with herself, she stalked back to her own board—just as her opponent made his next move.

The rest of the opening unfolded slowly: the warhorses brought out of their stables; all four bishops fianchettoed, staring down the long diagonals of the board like snipers; their pawns creeping forward to make way for their heavy artillery. Her opponent touched his pieces with a carefulness that irked her, like he was afraid of toppling them over, and ruminated over positions that required (in her not-so-humble opinion) little to no thought. Whatever. He was entitled to burn his time if he liked.

By the time they played their twentieth move, Shea felt herself sinking into a painfully familiar ennui. She’d seen this exact line too many times. By rote memorization, she knew exactly how to best counter it. When she pushed her c-pawn forward, his reply came instantly—and his move after that, too. It surprised her, this sudden burst of life and clarity. Shea sat up straighter. Had she overlooked something obvious?

Over the next ten moves, he advanced into her territory slowly but surely. He’d begun playing far too well for her liking—and far too quickly. She sensed it, in the forces crisscrossing the board, in their armies bearing down on one another: This game was on the brink of spiraling out of her control.

Her frustration mounted, along with something dangerously close to shame. Too late, she realized her breathing had gone humiliatingly shallow. She felt thirteen years old again, watching all her plans come apart under Midir’s ruthless, perfect play. She shouldn’t have ended up in this position. How had she not seen it coming? How could she—

No. She was not playing Midir. This fae was an ancient being, yes, but not infallible. Not a perfect machine.

For the first time in twenty minutes, Shea considered him across the board. He looked … frankly, unwell. His skin was ashen, and beads of sweat gathered on his upper lip. Had something spooked him?

Shea closed her eyes, projecting the previous moves onto the theater of her mind. She’d made no catastrophic blunders. She’d made one, maybe two, inaccurate moves, and he’d seized upon them with impressive precision and finesse. She wasn’t completely lost, but she was being slowly and methodically outplayed. He’d built a defensive fortress, then mounted cannons on the battlements. Both his rooks pointed directly toward her king. It was like a completely different player had taken over after the first ten moves of the game.

As soon as the thought occurred to her, her gaze landed on the ring glittering on his thumb. There were no chess engines in the Otherworld, obviously, and no phones. She supposed he could be colluding with another player, one who’d worked out the best moves over the course of this game. It was possible. Really, anything was possible; Shea had no idea what the scope of faerie magic was.

At last, her opponent noticed that she’d been staring at his ring. He tucked his hand beneath the table. Shea scoffed. It was as good as a confession, but she had no proof. What would she tell the arbiter? That her opponent had played a shitty opening and inexplicably turned it around? No, they wouldn’t intervene on the basis of such a flimsy accusation.

Her focus drifted to the little remaining sand in his hourglass. If there was one advantage she could press, it was the clock. If she played accurate moves instantaneously, she could keep him off-balance and apply steady pressure. That was the thing about cheaters: They couldn’t think on their own. The moment they did, they started to fall apart. All she needed was for him to make one mistake. One mistake, and she could turn the tide of this game.

She made a noncommittal waiting move. Her opponent hesitated. With trembling fingers, he reached for his dark-squared bishop. As soon as he touched it, his entire body went rigid. His shoulders heaved and contorted as he held in a cough. Shea stared at him with vague concern. Maybe she ought to call the arbiter over after all.

Apparently, he could stifle it no longer. He hacked out a wet mass of golden petals onto the board. The veins in his neck bulged and … spread? No, not his veins, Shea realized with a slow-dawning horror. The fetter at his wrist had sprouted roots that were snaking beneath his skin. She stumbled back from the board so quickly, the pieces toppled over.

“Holy shit.” Her voice sounded small and childish and faraway.

It all happened too fast. Somewhere above the ringing in her ears, she could hear the sound of screaming. She could not look away from the body slumped over the board. Silver branches unfurled from his back like a grotesque set of wings. Blood dripped from his fingertips. It spread over the chessboard, staining all the white pieces a brilliant red, and spilled off the edges. The grass beneath her feet drank it greedily, like parched earth with a long-awaited rain.

Midir’s voice carried over the commotion. “As we agreed, cheating will not be tolerated in this tournament.”

So this was the gruesome fate that awaited anyone who didn’t play by the rules. The fetter around her wrist felt suddenly, impossibly heavy.

Midir approached the board, his face bleak and expressionless. Clearly, neither the carnage nor the betrayal shocked him. It chilled Shea to the bone. If you lived long enough, even death became a matter of course.

Midir’s gaze swept from his cousin’s lifeless body to Shea. With some displeasure, he said, “It seems you’ve won the first round by resignation. Congratulations.”

The audience broke out into thunderous applause. Shea stared out at them, the spectators with their rapturous faces and the competitors sitting wide-eyed at their boards. She’d won. As usual, she felt no happiness—and this time, not even the balm of relief. Just a numb, expanding emptiness. The scope of her world narrowed to the sensation of something dripping down her cheek, hot and tacky but cooling quickly.

“Excuse me,” she muttered.

Shea barely made it out of the tournament hall before she vomited into the bushes.






PART 
II





Shea was eight years old, and she’d just won her second open tournament.

In the final round, she’d played against the twenty-two-year-old state champion, Ben Farkas. When they sat down at the board, he gave her a kind but patronizing smile. Being underestimated always lit a fire in her. The game had been difficult; he’d played a Dragon Variation of the Sicilian Defense she hadn’t encountered before. Shea loved the challenge of improvisation, but what she loved far more was seeing his disbelief when she checkmated him on the twenty-fifth move.

Eventually, he laughed a little. “How old are you?”

“Eight.”

“Damn,” he said as he shook her hand. “Good game, kid.”

The exultant feeling followed her all the way to the award ceremony. They took photos Shea did not smile for, then handed her a commemorative glass plaque and a check for a thousand dollars. Privately, Shea missed the trophies they handed out in scholastic tournaments, the ones only kids played in. But nothing could compare to how she felt playing at the very edge of her abilities. Her mind was exerted but as clear and bright as a diamond.

When the ceremony was done, Shea found Aideen waiting for her outside. Her sister looked nice today—nicer than usual, anyway, in a pretty white sundress, a stack of charm bracelets, and a pink cross-body purse. Everyone else seemed to think so, too. Shea caught a few people staring as they walked by.

“Hey,” Aideen said brightly.

“Hi.” Shea hesitated before asking, “Is Mom here?”

Aideen’s face fell only a little. Shea did her best to swallow her disappointment. Mom never came to anything. Still, Shea had hoped. She really had to stop doing that. It was for the best, anyway. Mom liked it better when Shea lost her games.

“You played well,” Aideen offered.

“How do you know?” Shea grumbled. She’d tried to teach Aideen how to play before, but she never showed much interest. Aideen preferred making up stories about queens and their brave knights, instead of applying them to their real, martial purpose. “You don’t even know how the knight moves.”

“Of course I do.” She paused. “That’s the little horse, right?”

Shea knew she was being teased, so she only glared at her.

“All right. How about this to make things better?” Aideen unzipped her purse and produced two crisp twenty-dollar bills. “We go celebrate without her.”

Shea’s eyes went wide. “Where’d you get that?”

Aideen only gave her a mysterious smile.

This was how they ended up in Apollo Pizza, a spot in downtown Wayfolk, where they had slices as big as your head, served on two grease-stained paper plates. Aideen ordered one for each of them. The cheese was so bubbling hot, it burned the roof of Shea’s mouth, but she didn’t care at all. It tasted way better than anything the two of them could scrounge together from the half-empty pantry at home.

Aideen had abandoned her pizza in favor of examining Shea’s check. Absently, she said, “A thousand dollars is a lot of money.”

Shea didn’t know what constituted a lot of money. But Aideen had opened up the gates to the adult world with a discussion of finances and invited her in. She wasn’t about to betray her own ignorance. She nodded sagely and replied, “It is.”

“Maybe it’ll help Mom with the bills.” After a moment, Aideen spoke again, quietly and fervently, as if letting a secret slip out: “But if there’s any left over, we could buy nice clothes to go to fancy parties. Or a kitten. Five kittens. What would you do with a lot of money?”

Shea considered it. “Buy a bunch of gel pens.”

Aideen looked almost disgusted. “You have no imagination. I’d go on trips. Maybe to London or Paris—or Ireland. I think I’d like to go to Ireland and marry a prince.” She rested her chin in her hands and sighed dreamily. “Do they have princes in Ireland?”

Aideen had just turned thirteen, and Shea had never understood her less. Her sister liked pretty things and faraway places and—maybe most mystifying of all—boys. Sometimes, Shea could understand the desire to go somewhere far, far away from here. Home wasn’t always a nice place to be, especially when Aideen and Mom argued.

Luckily, Shea had her chessboard. When she played, everything else fell away. It soothed her, the elegance and predictability of chess. She liked the way it felt to work out a tricky puzzle or crack a resilient opponent. She loved books of chess theory, where the clashes between historical grandmasters came to life before her eyes. It was like watching a movie—but even better, even more exhilarating. The drama, the beauty, the pure logic of those games … There was nothing she wanted more than to create that kind of magic.

Shea took a sip of her soda. “I don’t think so. They do in Britain.”

Aideen shook her head vehemently, as though the very mention of Britain had poisoned the whole fantasy. “That’s okay. Maybe we can just go and live in an old castle. One day, anyway. We don’t have enough money yet. In the meantime, I’ll bring this to Grandpa so he can cash it for you.”

“You can have it,” Shea said. “You want it more than I do.”

“That’s nice of you, but I don’t have a bank account. Anyway, you earned it, chess whiz. It’s yours.” She leaned across the table and tapped the tip of Shea’s nose. Shea scowled at her, and Aideen stuck out her tongue. After a moment, her expression grew serious again. “Be sure to hide your plaque when we get home, or Mom will get mad.”

“I will.”

Shea glanced over at the glass plaque, which rested on the booth beside her. It’d been unsatisfying back in the high school gymnasium. Here beneath the fluorescent lights, it was shiny and reflective and hers. Bitterness welled up in her. Mom didn’t even play chess. It wasn’t logical to be jealous. But Shea had learned that adults didn’t make sense as soon as she started beating them at chess. If they could make such simple mistakes over the board—ones so painfully obvious to her, a child—what else were they wrong about?

“Good,” Aideen said, all businesslike now. “Finish up, and we’ll go.”

Before Shea could reply, someone said, “Aideen.”

A boy with a flannel shirt and floppy black hair approached their table. Shea had never met him before. He looked around Aideen’s age, so he must’ve been one of her classmates. Aideen shot him a radiant smile. “Ryan! What are you doing here?”

Ryan didn’t answer her immediately. He only stared at Aideen with a hollowed-out hunger that gave Shea the chills. Now that she could see him up close, he didn’t look so good. His hair hung limp and greasy across his forehead. His shirt was rumpled, and his cheeks were gaunt. Beneath the fluorescent lights, his skin had taken on a waxy pallor.

This was a dead man walking.

“I followed you.”

Aideen’s smile faded. “What? Why?”

“You’re so beautiful.” He dropped to his knees like a supplicant. People at nearby tables had begun to stare. “Food tastes like ashes in my mouth. Even my favorite music sounds discordant. I can’t sleep. I can’t drink. I can’t focus. All I do is think about you. I need you to put me out of my misery. Please.”

Shea didn’t fully understand what he was saying, but something about his desperation unsettled her. She’d never seen someone act like this. At the chessboard, the threats were obvious: an attack on your king, a fork on your most valuable pieces. Shea had no idea what Ryan might do. “What is he talking about?”

“Not now,” Aideen replied, in a thin voice. “We’re going.”

Aideen was afraid, Shea realized. Afraid of him.

Shea took in his pathetic, wan face. Confusion and disgust warred within her, but she let Aideen take her hand and lead her outside. Shea stumbled a few times as she tried to keep pace with her, but she didn’t protest—not even when she realized she’d left her plaque behind. It had gotten dark enough for the streetlights to come on. It was an unusually misty night; their orange light bloomed faintly through the haze.

“Wait,” Ryan called. “Wait!”

“What’s wrong with him?” Shea whispered.

“I don’t know. I don’t know,” Aideen replied. “He’s acting like he’s enchanted, but I…”

As sick as he looked, he moved quickly. In a matter of strides, he caught up with them and seized Aideen by the wrist. She whirled on him with a wild, cornered-animal gleam in her eyes.

“Ryan,” she said, as though speaking to a spooked horse. “You’re scaring me.”

“And you’re killing me.”

“Please let go.”

“I can’t.” His expression was tortured and reverential as he laid one hand on the side of Aideen’s face. “Don’t you understand what you’ve done to me? I’ll never be whole again without you.”

Aideen flinched back. “I didn’t do anything. I didn’t mean to—”

He wasn’t listening. Why wasn’t he listening to her?

“Hey!” Shea shoved at him, but it was as though he was made of stone. He didn’t budge. He didn’t even seem to notice her. He only leaned closer, as if he meant to kiss Aideen.

Aideen struck him across the face. “Stop.”

Something had changed about Aideen’s voice. It sounded as though two people spoke at once—and like electricity ran through every word.

The streetlamps overhead flickered. The mist thickened around them. Ryan froze abruptly, like a puppet jerked on its strings. Slowly, Aideen extricated herself from his grasp. Still, he did not move. He was rooted in place as though she’d turned him to stone.

All her life, Shea had known there was something strange about her sister. But she’d never seen anything like this. It filled her with equal parts wonder and terror.

Aideen clapped a hand over her mouth. Tears streamed down her face, but she didn’t make a sound. She only stared at him in horror and fascination, as though she could hardly believe what she’d done. As though she wondered if she could do it again.






CHAPTER SEVEN


Shea awoke in an unfamiliar bed in an unfamiliar room. The bright wash of late morning sunlight only heightened her disorientation. Where was she? When she shot upright and found the wooden fetter staring back at her, reality crashed down over her. Right. This was her room now. She was in the Otherworld.

And last night, she’d watched someone die.

She couldn’t banish the memory. She thought of chess pieces lying in a pool of blood. She thought of roots burrowing into her veins and twining into her bones. One wrong move, and she’d be ripped apart from the inside out, just like him. Her stomach threatened to turn again.

Enough, she scolded herself. Move on. What good would it do to dwell on it? Someone else would mourn him. All that mattered was the next round. All that mattered was getting one step closer to Aideen.

She dragged herself out of bed and got ready for the day. In front of a wooden vanity, she scraped her hair back with gel. After a moment’s consideration, she left last night’s earrings in: teardrops of jet. They caught the light like the edge of a knife and reminded her of dark, too-canny eyes.

“Good morning.”

Shea swore in surprise. She turned to find Ciara perched on the windowsill, as languid as a sunning cat. The window hung just slightly ajar, as if it’d been nudged open by a gentle breeze. Had Shea left the latch undone? Not that it should’ve mattered, really, considering it was a fifty-foot drop to the ground below. So how the hell had Ciara gotten there?

“I understand I am a sight to behold,” said Ciara, “but you’re staring.”

At that, Shea remembered that maybe she ought to be offended or outraged. Ciara had, after all, broken into her room. “What are you doing here?”

“Straight to hostility, I see.” Ciara slid off the windowsill and stalked forward. “Far be it from me to expect anything resembling warmth from you, but you cannot even be bothered with pleasantries?”

Shea smiled coldly. “Maybe when you give me a reason to be pleasant.”

“Impossible. I’m quite certain that there is no pleasing you. Oh, but these are nice.”

Ciara reached out to touch one of her pendant earrings, and the backs of her bejeweled knuckles just barely grazed Shea’s cheek. Even after Ciara withdrew her hand, the scent of her perfume lingered: hyacinth and honey. Shea’s skin prickled with the memory of her almost-touch. She realized, a moment too late, that she’d stopped breathing.

Clearly, Ciara had noticed. Her eyes twinkled with the same amused fascination as when she’d complimented Shea’s haircut. It made sense now. This was some kind of tactic—or worse, a joke. Of course a player as dangerous as Ciara would exploit any weakness she could find. Shea bristled all over with resentment and humiliation.

“Tell me what you want,” said Shea, “or get out.”

“I? What I want!” Ciara touched a hand to her collarbone, the very picture of indignation. “To be accused of selfish motives. To be ordered about in my own home. You wrong me, Shea. I will have you know that I came to fill you in on what you missed, since you ran off in such a great hurry last night.”

Shea shot her a repressive look. “I kind of needed some air.”

“Yes, I suppose your game was rather explosive.”

“Real nice,” Shea said dryly. Family wasn’t exactly high on her list of values, but the joke felt in poor taste, even by her low standards. “Wasn’t he your cousin or something?”

Ciara shrugged. “I never liked him much. Nor any of the others.”

Shea considered ignoring her, but curiosity got the best of her. “How many cousins do you have?”

“Oh, hundreds, I’m certain.”

“Hundreds?”

Ciara raised an eyebrow. “Between consorts and spouses and hapless mortals over thousands of years, one accumulates quite a number of cousins. How many do you have?”

“Zero.” Shea couldn’t fathom a family of that size. “I take it you’re the youngest.”

“Indeed I am.” Ciara preened. “There are almost fifteen hundred years between Midir and me. In truth, nobody was expecting my father to sire another child. He was quite old, even by the fae’s standards. My birth caused some alarm, considering he was preparing to choose his successor from among his many descendants. They needn’t have worried. Midir was always the clear choice.”

Ciara sounded so bitter every time she mentioned Midir. Shea and Aideen had had their arguments, but she couldn’t imagine resenting her. As innocently as she could, she asked, “Are you close? You and Midir?”

“Midir provides for Tír nAill’s grandmasters as befits their station.” Ciara made a little moue of displeasure. “We play chess together from time to time.”

That was a resounding no, and it confirmed what Shea suspected. If Midir really cared for Ciara, why would she have to compete for his boon? Ciara’s sudden and uncharacteristic reticence felt like a well-timed defensive move: solid and, for now, unassailable. Still, it felt good to have her on the back foot for once. “Have you ever beaten him?”

“No.” Ciara looked troubled but barreled onward. “At any rate, it was unfortunate, the whole business with my cousin. A rather stupid way to go, if you ask me. Ah, but you have distracted me. I came to tell you about the next round.”

Shea eyed her suspiciously. First, Ciara had warned her about the fae’s insistence on hospitality. Now, she was willingly providing Shea with information she could’ve easily withheld. “Okay. Why the sudden generosity?”

Ciara looked affronted. “As I said yesterday, sportsmanship is a value I now hold in the highest esteem. But if you don’t want to know…”

“I do,” Shea cut in.

Ciara smiled, benevolent and gratified. “The next round will take place in a few days. The format is partner chess.”

“Partner chess?” Shea couldn’t keep the disgust out of her voice. It was a gimmicky two-versus-two format. In the mortal world, the tournaments were usually live-streamed so that casual viewers could watch each duo bicker as they talked through their moves and strategy. Here, she couldn’t imagine the appeal, unless the arbiters were going to allow them to strangle one another for the crowd’s amusement. “Really?”

“Unfortunately, yes.” Ciara paused. “Today is the Fraughan Festival. Are you familiar with it?”

“Why would I…” Learning about the Otherworld’s holidays hadn’t exactly been part of her training protocol. “No. Of course I’m not.”

“Of course you’re not,” Ciara echoed pityingly. “It is a summer harvest festival—and a celebration of love. We will all be attending this afternoon.”

Shea glared at her, mystified at the change in topic. “Wow. What a treat.”

“Your sarcasm is registered and unappreciated,” Ciara said primly. “I mention it only because that is where we will choose our partners. My brother has something of a sense of humor.”

Which meant they had to choose today. What a nightmare. Shea would have to be strategic about this decision. On such short notice, it was an impossible ask—made more impossible for the fact she hadn’t the foggiest idea who had even survived eliminations last night.

It occurred to Shea that Ciara was still standing there. The princess wore an expectant sort of look on her face, one that began to fade the longer Shea stared incredulously back at her. An inchoate dread swirled within Shea. “What?”

“Very well, then. I suppose I must be the one to humble myself.” Ciara sighed heavily. As though speaking under duress, she said, “I am … amenable to some sort of arrangement between us.”

“Amenable?” Shea echoed. Her head spun as she turned over Ciara’s words. An arrangement made it sound like something sordid—or some sort of marriage-of-convenience proposal, straight out of an old-timey romance novel. Ciara had found yet another way to mock her. It was almost impressive how enterprising she could be when it came to spite. Shea’s outrage returned with a vengeance. “Well, I’m not.”

Ciara’s mouth fell open in astonishment. Soon, her expression clouded over with genuine hurt. It lasted only a moment, however, before fury swept it all away like a sudden tempest. Wind gusted through the open window, sending her curls flying about her like a flame. Her hair seemed to shake loose embers and sunlight. “May I ask why I am thus rejected?”

“You can’t be serious!” Shea cried.

“Gravely! I should like to hear your reasons.”

Shea laughed, full-throated and disbelieving. Oh, where to begin? She’d disliked Ciara for so long, she could hardly believe she had the gift of telling her exactly why.

“Look at yourself.” Shea swept her hand out in front of her. “You’re a terrible loser. You’re entitled. You’re shallow. You behave badly, and you keep getting away with it because everyone is either afraid of you or worried that casual viewers will lose interest in chess without your star power. It’s unfair, sure, but if that was all I had against you, I could live with it. But no. It’s personal, because you made it personal.”

Neither of them had gotten over the first game they played together. They were both fourteen years old, and they’d been matched in the third round of a tournament in Prague. The first time Shea saw her, she remembered thinking Ciara bore no resemblance to her brother. That was until Shea sat at the board, and Ciara looked at her like she was an insect: beneath her notice, too insignificant to trifle with.

Then and there, Shea knew she had to win.

For her opening, she’d chosen an obscure sideline of the Ruy López, one designed to take Ciara out of her comfort zone as quickly as possible. Ciara had sat slumped in her chair, moving her pieces with a sort of flippant disinterest that made Shea’s temper flare even hotter. Ciara had either prepared something against this line, or she was too cocky to notice the blade hovering over her neck.

It made Shea angrier than she’d been in years. So angry, in fact, she forgot to think. For ten glorious moves, Shea played how she used to when she still loved the game: relentlessly, combatively, the equivalent of dragging someone into a fistfight by their hair. The sequence ended with a haymaker: a queen sacrifice. At that, Ciara’s façade cracked. She drew in a sharp breath, as though Shea had punched her. She stared down at the board for a long time, her clock tick, tick, ticking into the tense silence.

Shea saw the exact moment Ciara calculated what Shea already had: That the attack was devastating—and there was nothing she could do to stop it from crashing through. When she finished contemplating the hopelessness of her situation, Ciara finally looked up at Shea.

Shea had expected a resignation. Instead, Ciara’s stunned expression morphed into one of inarticulate fury. The box-dye black of her hair began flaking away and rose above her like a cloud of soot. As the natural red shot through root to end like a flashfire, she slammed her palm flat on the table. All the pieces rattled, quaking at her sudden outburst.

“Impossible,” she’d hissed.

It was the only victory Shea had relished in years. But Ciara had exacted punishment for being so thoroughly humiliated. Every time they’d played since, Ciara had lost on purpose. She didn’t even try to hide it, with her insistence on dubious lines and intentional blunders. To make matters worse, fans mistook their disastrous games for some kind of inside joke. They drew record numbers of spectators, and official chess social media accounts went viral every other week making content out of “chess’s most iconic frenemies.” Just thinking about it made Shea’s blood boil.

“For years, you have made it your mission in life to insult and embarrass me,” Shea went on. “So, yeah. My answer is no. Everything you do is for attention or your own selfish amusement. Why would this be any different?”

They were standing very near now, almost chest to chest—so close, Shea feared that Ciara would be able to feel the thundering of her heart. The very air between them seemed ready to spark and catch flame.

All at once, the wind died, and Ciara’s hair settled against her shoulders once more like the petals of a wilting flower. Her eyes went vacant, like chips of dull glass, and she smiled coldly. “Well, now. I see you have the right of me.”

When next Shea blinked, all that remained of Ciara was a swirl of butterflies. Their wings were a vibrant, iridescent blue ringed with black. Most of them fluttered out the open window, but one landed delicately on Shea’s lapel.

What have I done?

It was like an aggressive attack on her opponent’s king had fizzled out: all her initiative killed, her position ravaged by her own recklessness, all her energy spent for no real gain. It’d felt good in the moment. Now, she felt no satisfaction. No relief, either. She felt only, to her horror, the tiniest twinge of guilt.






CHAPTER EIGHT


Shea sorely regretted not asking where this Fraughan Festival would be held. Outside the cold stone embrace of Midir’s castle, she found only a herd of cattle grazing in their paddocks. A few shaggy white dogs stood watch over their charges, their tongues lolling.

Shea was surprised to see how many fae bustled about the place, hauling buckets across the yard, repairing fences, brushing out the cows’ brilliant coats. There hadn’t been nearly this many servants at the opening ceremony. Clearly, Midir valued his cattle. Ciara probably had some explanation. Then again, Ciara would likely never speak to her again.

A fae nearby was pitching hay into a wheelbarrow while a steer nosed at him for attention. Apparently unafraid of its massive horns, he shoved its head away with fond exasperation. Shea must’ve looked hopelessly lost, because he said, “You’re one of the chess players?”

“I am.”

“Head on up the mountain.” He jerked his chin toward what, to Shea, was a hill. Whatever. She would offer no argument. “His Majesty and the rest of them are meeting at the trailhead. You’ll make it if you hurry.”

“Got it,” she said. “Thanks.”

She unlatched the gate that led to the trail—and ensured it had shut behind her when someone yelled, “Close it!”

Shea trotted along the path, dodging wayward stones, until she found the competitors gathered at the tree line. Only sixteen of them, an even mixture of mortals and fae, remained. The fae dressed more casually than they had yesterday, in airy muslins and straw hats, and they’d woven summer flowers into their hair.

“Welcome.” Midir’s voice carried above the group’s dull murmuring. He stood alone beneath a canopy, looking golden and resplendent even in the gloom. “Our mortal guests may not know that few crops grow in Bri Leith this time of year, except for the fraughan—the bilberry. The fruit is small and grows hidden in the heather. They are quite difficult to find; it might take all afternoon to fill one basket.”

As he spoke, servants materialized to hand everyone in the crowd a woven basket. Shea accepted hers with great reluctance.

“Eventually, with foragers spending long hours together, harvest days became known as courting days. On both sides of the Veil, many matches were made during harvest season. And as the Lord of Bri Leith, mortals came to venerate me as a god of love. In return for their labor, I would bless their matches.” He sounded almost wistful. “It was a fitting title. I have always been a fool for love. It has been both my salvation and my downfall, as it soon may be for each of you.”

Curiosity pricked at her. What exactly did he mean by his downfall?

After the wrongs he has suffered, Ciara had told her, he protects his privacy quite jealously.

“In the spirit of the Fraughan Festival,” Midir continued, “you will choose your partner for the next round, and I shall seal that match. Do not return until you’ve made your decision—and you’ve collected enough fraughan to fill your basket. As the High King of the Elfmounds, a portion of the heath-fruit is due to me.”

With that, they began their trudge up the hill. The trail was lined with pink heather and well worn from hooves and boots, but the damp earth made for a treacherous climb. A few of Shea’s fellow competitors bent their heads together conspiratorially, already deep in conversation as they walked. Others knelt alone on the ground, searching for bilberries among the dense thickets. As Shea contemplated each player’s strengths and weaknesses, she spotted Daniil scowling down at his empty basket.

No, she thought. Anyone but him.

But as much as she disliked him, he was ranked fifth in the world. There were worse allies to have. Cautiously, she approached him. “Hey.”

He turned toward her and immediately looked like he regretted it. “Fury.”

“Enjoying yourself?”

“No, as a matter of fact. I don’t enjoy being insulted.”

“I think it’s supposed to be fun.” Foraging did make her feel almost nostalgic. She and Aideen used to pick wild strawberries in their yard, and sometimes, if they were lucky, their grandparents would take them to an orchard to fill cardboard boxes full of apples and plums. Aideen would climb up to the highest boughs and toss the choice picks down to Shea, and they’d gorge themselves beneath the dappled shade of the trees.

“If servitude is your idea of fun, you’re no better than a dog.” Frustration edged into his voice. “We came here to play chess. This is nothing but a power trip, making us kowtow to his ridiculous whims and—”

“I agree with you.”

He eyed her warily.

“I’m frustrated, too.” She knelt beside the heather and searched until she found a bilberry bush hidden underneath. “But we have no choice but to play along.”

With a huff, Daniil knelt beside her. They worked together in silence for a few minutes, until Shea at last talked herself into asking. She glanced over at him and studied the line of his profile, the hard set of his jaw. He looked absolutely murderous, but it wasn’t like she’d find a better opening. She opened her mouth, and without preamble, he said, “No.”

“I didn’t even say anything.”

“You don’t have to. It’s obvious what you want. I’m not going to be the one carrying you to the next round. It was pure luck that got you this far.”

Shea bristled. “Don’t flatter yourself.”

An idea seemed to strike him. Behind his glasses, his eyes shone with malice. “I’m not completely heartless. Admit I’m the better player, and I’ll consider it.”

“Go fu—”

“Can you two act like normal people?”

Both Shea and Daniil startled.

A girl had folded herself against the roots of a tree, her knees tucked into her chest and her nose buried in an almost comically large book. It took Shea a moment to place her: Lily, the girl she’d met just before the opening ceremony. She did not look up at them. She only chewed on her lip ring as she read. Her basket sat beside her, already filled half to the brim with bilberries.

“Normal,” Daniil repeated skeptically. “Coming from the girl who crawled out of a graveyard.”

“Ha, ha.” Lily flipped to the next page in her book.

“Who even are you?” he pressed. “Some depressed international master?”

“He’s not capable of being normal,” Shea interjected. “As you can see, he’s not a normal person.”

“Then can you settle for being civil?” Lily asked. “I can’t focus with you two whispering menacingly at each other.”

“We are being civil,” Shea replied, at the same time Daniil said, “I’m just being honest.”

Shea fixed him with an irritated look. Daniil shrugged. “I don’t run a charity. There’s nothing to gain in working with a player who’s afraid to sit next to a chessboard the moment a game gets difficult.”

I’m not afraid, she wanted to say, but it would only egg him on. “Everyone has off days.”

Daniil scoffed. “Yeah. Not me.”

Lily looked as though she were weighing the benefits of bashing their skulls in with her needlessly large tome. “If you can’t behave, go away.”

An idea struck Shea then. If Daniil wouldn’t cooperate, maybe Lily wasn’t a terrible choice. Shea didn’t know the first thing about her play style, but she could leverage that. Nobody had prepared against her, and the element of surprise was an undeniable advantage. “Yeah, Danya. Go away.”

He looked affronted. “What?”

“I want to talk to her. Alone.”

“Right,” he said. “Good luck with that.”

As soon as he left, Shea sidled closer to Lily. “It’s Lily, right?”

Lily’s only response was a very persecuted expression.

An unpromising start. Where to go from here? She tilted her head, trying to make out the title of Lily’s book, but there didn’t seem to be one. The book was old and leather-bound, like a volume of poetry you’d find in a dusty antique shop. “What are you reading?”

“What do you want?”

Shea smiled wryly. She’d never been good at dancing around social niceties, and Lily’s directness was a relief. “What’s your Elo?”

At last, Lily closed her book. She stared Shea down, a challenge in her eyes. “2480.”

“That explains it.” The Elo system measured a player’s relative skill level, spitting out a number that increased or decreased when you won or lost games. To qualify for the grandmaster title, a player needed an official Elo of at least twenty-five hundred. “I knew it was weird that I have no idea who you are. You are just a depressed international master, aren’t you?”

“Guilty as charged,” Lily said dryly.

“So how did you get here?”

She shrugged. “Jeremy Liu was in town. I found out he’d been invited, so I challenged him to a game. He staked his invitation on beating me.”

Now that Shea thought about it, she hadn’t seen him at the opening ceremony. Jeremy was a decent player. This girl had to be pretty good to defeat him, or maybe he’d been careless. No doubt he’d expected an easy win against some random IM.

“Impressive,” Shea said begrudgingly.

“Satisfied?”

“Not really. I don’t know your opening repertoire, your style, anything.”

“You’ll see for yourself soon enough,” Lily said blandly.

Oh, Shea intended to. As soon as she got a moment to breathe, she’d hunt down an arbiter and request the move list from the game Lily played last night. Enemy or ally, Shea needed to know what she was dealing with. “For what it’s worth, my style is winning.”

“And humility.”

Shea bit down on her frustration. This conversation was quickly slipping away from her. “Look, I’m not trying to antagonize you. I need your help.”

Lily’s dispassionate blue eyes bored into her. “I’m listening.”

“I take it that you haven’t played most of these guys before. I do it all the time. You don’t know what you’re up against, and I don’t want to deal with prigs like Daniil Tsoi. They’re not here for the right reasons.”

“And you think I am.”

“Why else would you go to all this effort?”

Lily twisted her hands together in her lap. A few scars stretched across her hands, shiny and puckered like burn marks. When she caught Shea looking, she tucked them back into her sleeves. “It depends on what you consider the right reasons.”

“Try me.”

“A long time ago, someone hurt me. I want him to pay for it.”

Her answer—and the quiet, simmering anger beneath it—gave Shea pause. In the weeks leading up to the tournament, forums had been flooded with discussions of the age-old question: If you won Midir’s tournament, what would you wish for? The answers were always the same. For the average person, it was money, status, or eternal happiness. For the self-deluded, it was world peace. For the particularly tiresome, who fancied themselves as clever as the fae, it was more wishes. Shea assumed most people would fall under one of those umbrellas. Lily had surprised her.

“Me, too,” Shea said quietly. “Be my partner.”

Lily searched Shea’s face. After a moment, she shook her head. “No.”

Shea reeled back. She hadn’t expected such a blunt, outright rejection, but she could salvage this. “So you got lucky and beat Jeremy Liu. Maybe last night, too, against one of your faerie opponents who maybe hasn’t played a real game since 1795. But the competition is only going to get harder when there’s nobody left but top grandmasters. I can at least get you to the next round.”

“Wow,” Lily deadpanned. “You sure know how to court a girl.”

“I’m not … It’s not…” She cut herself off before she embarrassed herself further. “I’m not trying to trash-talk. It’s just the truth.”

Lily flipped open her book again. “I see what you’re doing. You want to use me and discard me as soon as it’s convenient. I know a thing or two about that.”

Shea’s face warmed with shame. “It’s not like that.”

“Then what is it like?” When Shea could provide no response, Lily laughed softly. “That’s what I thought. All of you are the same. You can’t see past your own ego and ambition. I did earn my way here, even if I wasn’t invited. Maybe you should be afraid of me. You know nothing about my games. I know everything about yours. Now if you don’t mind…”

Lily made a little shooing motion. What else was there to do? Shea snatched up her basket and skulked off. How had she managed to completely alienate two people in as many hours?

Her unwelcome guilt came flooding back. No, she would not beat herself up over what she had said to Ciara—and she sure as hell wouldn’t apologize. Not until Ciara did, anyway.

Shea continued on her grim trudge, determined to find someone else. By the time she reached the hilltop, she’d passed six duos rummaging through the thickets. A realization dawned on her, like the cold shower of an opponent’s unexpected brilliancy. With everyone else paired off, she had only one option left: Ciara of Bri Leith.






CHAPTER NINE


Shea found no sign of Ciara anywhere on the trail, which meant she must’ve wandered off into the heath.

“Perfect,” Shea muttered. “Just perfect.”

Off the beaten path, pools of standing water flashed white beneath the dim sunlight like shards of broken glass. The air smelled of resin, damp wool, and peat. Mist leached the world of color, but here and there, bright purple heather and golden bog asphodel shone through the gloom. As much as Shea hated to admit it, Bri Leith was beautiful—and treacherous. With every step, the earth rippled beneath her. And then, at last, it gave way. Her foot sank ankle-deep into cold, sludgy water. It seeped slowly into her shoe, until her sock was completely drenched.

Shea was beyond finished with this terrible day.

She lifted her foot, or at least she tried, but the pool held fast. She yanked again, but this time, she knocked herself off- balance. She stumbled forward, her arms flying out to steady herself, and her free leg sank to the knee. The water’s frigid hands ensnared her, and every shift of her muscles only tightened its hold.

Panic forked through her like lightning. Her only thought was escape. She flailed toward the moss that carpeted the edge of the pool. It floated atop the surface of the water, useless and unanchored. Her frantic clawing only dragged her deeper, until she was entombed to the waist. At last, Shea understood.

She’d walked directly into a peat bog.

A staticky feeling of denial washed over her. She refused to believe this was happening. That soon, unless someone found her, she might very well drown. She pushed away the horrible image of mud pouring into her mouth and nose, weighing down her lungs. What a stupid way to go.

Distantly, she remembered that if you stayed still, you wouldn’t sink. Shea drew in a steadying breath and tried her best to relax. It was difficult, when all she could smell was the sour stench of the bog. Her toes had already begun to lose sensation.

“Hello?” she called. “Is anyone there?”

Each second passed like an hour. Finally, from behind her, Shea heard the sound of footsteps and the soft rustling of heather.

“Has any creature suffered more than I?” Ciara asked wearily. “Has no one told you that wandering through a peat bog is dangerous?”

“I can’t say it’s come up before now,” Shea groused. Relief warred valiantly with her humiliation. She’d hoped to find Ciara with her dignity still somewhat intact. So much for that. “A little help?”

Ciara strolled unhurriedly into her field of vision. She set down her basket, which was already half full of bilberries, and sat at the edge of the bog. Against the muted browns and pastels of the heath, she was almost painfully bright. “I must hand it to you, Shea. I’m impressed. How did you manage this?”

“I was looking for you.”

At first, this seemed to gratify Ciara. Then, her expression turned hard and wary. “What, did you get kicked out of your little mortal club?”

“No,” she said defensively. There wasn’t a club, and she resented the implication. Clearly, Ciara had witnessed at least one of her rejections. “I removed myself.”

As understanding dawned on her, Ciara practically twinkled with glee. “Well, well, well, well. It seems you’re in something of a predicament, then, aren’t you? Just this morning, you spat upon my kindness and goodwill. And now, you’ve come crawling back to me.”

Shea said nothing. If she held out long enough, maybe Ciara would spare Shea the humiliation of asking herself. It was too much to hope for. Both of them had too much pride.

A stalemate, then, she thought.

But no. That would mean neither of them could win. This was far worse. There was a concept in chess called a zugzwang, which in German meant something to the effect of “the compulsion to move.” It happened most often in late endgames, when your opponent wore you down, boxed you in, and stripped your king of nearly all his defenses—when you had no legal moves but bad moves. No matter what you did, it would put you in a worse position. And so, you must orchestrate your own undoing.

Shea felt her own demise near at hand as the silence stretched on. Would it really be so terrible to surrender? Ciara was, objectively, one of the best players in the world. Cracking now would mean losing whatever little battle they’d been waging over the last few years. And God, Shea hated losing. But just this once, she would have to endure it.

Shea gritted out, “If your offer is still on the table, I’m amenable now.”

“Is that so?” Hurt flashed in Ciara’s eyes. “After your little outburst this morning, I assumed that I was the very last person you could be prevailed upon to work with. Unless accusing people of sabotage and selfishness is your idea of small talk.”

“You asked for my honest opinion. I’m not going to apologize for describing your own behavior to you.”

“You could have lied,” Ciara muttered. “You’re mortal.”

Her frustration sparkled anew. “Do you want me to beg or something?”

“It certainly wouldn’t hurt.”

Of course Ciara wouldn’t make this easy. As tension coiled within Shea, the bog closed around her tightly again. Her body slipped deeper into the muck. The cold stole away her breath. “Please?”

Ciara watched her sink, her expression caught somewhere between amused and exasperated. “You are hopeless, aren’t you?”

Shea half expected her to walk away, but Ciara extended her hand.

Shea grabbed at her forearm, but her damp fingers couldn’t find purchase. She slipped, but as her body threatened to sink deeper, Ciara clasped tightly onto her wrist. Shea nearly gasped at the warmth and strength of her grip. So great was her relief, she felt almost weightless in the mud now. Little by little, it released her. Ciara dug her heels into the peat and pulled. Slowly but surely, Shea emerged from the depths—and with a final tug, Ciara dragged her onto dry land.

Shea scrabbled away from the edge of the bog, as though it might seize her and swallow her whole if she lingered. Exhaustion crashed down on her. She flopped onto her back, panting, and relished the solidity of the earth beneath her. She was plastered in mud from the waist down. Her left shoe and one of her bracelets were casualties. But she was alive.

“Thank you,” Shea wheezed. “I owe you my life.”

“You should not pledge a life-debt to a fae so freely.” Vague concern flickered across Ciara’s face, but it was gone as quickly as it arose. “But I understand the impulse. It was rather heroic of me, wasn’t it?”

Shea groaned. “Don’t push it.”

Ciara watched her from beneath her eyelashes. In the faint sunlight, they shone golden. “You’re serious about us working together?”

“For better or for worse, yeah. I’m serious.”

“Then let us have it out.” Ciara dusted off her hands. The mud on her skin flaked away and scattered like a flock of birds, leaving her pristine once more. “You have spun quite the narrative in your mind. I’m flattered you thought about me so much, but in truth, I didn’t realize you took our games so personally.”

Shea didn’t know whether to find this confession hilarious or infuriating. “How could I not, after that game we played in Prague?”

“That was five years ago,” Ciara protested, with genuine surprise coloring her cheeks. “We were fourteen.”

“So? You were a fucking menace. You still are.” Shea’s face warmed, too. “Don’t deny it. You’ve been trying to punish me for beating you ever since.”

“I should be offended you think me so petty and spiteful. But I suppose you’re not entirely wrong. At first, I did resent you. But as the years went on, playing terrible chess became less about annoying you and more…”

“More what?” Shea asked impatiently.

“It was for my own amusement. But not at your expense.” Ciara shook her head. “I thought you’d play along eventually. But you never did.”

“Why is that surprising?” Shea felt oddly flustered—and more embarrassed than she wanted to admit. She struggled to reorient herself to the truth: that all this time, it’d been her, not Ciara, who’d held on to this petty grudge.

Ciara threw her hands up. “Why wouldn’t it be? It is shocking. How you must love drudgery! Doesn’t it ever bore you, playing such principled chess? Knowing the first twenty moves of every game? Knowing the outcome of every game?”

Yes. Of course it does. “Not really.”

“Is that so? Am I to believe you really do lock yourself away reading Dvoretsky’s Analytical Manual for fun?”

Fun. What a foreign concept. Chess had become so predictable. Every other player had become so predictable. But she couldn’t afford risk or innovation when she couldn’t handle losing. At any rate, fun was a luxury of childhood, immaterial at this point in her career. Shea shrugged. “You caught me.”

“You are as dull as I expected.”

Shea smiled in spite of herself. “And you’re only a little less annoying than I expected.”

Ciara sniffed. “As I said earlier, I am trying to reform.”

That, of all things, made her relent. “I guess I was a little harsh earlier. I’m sorry.”

Ciara blinked, clearly surprised. “Well. How good of you to say so. Thank you. It is appreciated, the great effort this must’ve taken on your part. I felt only half your usual murderous intent and insolence, although some flattery would be nice to make up for it.”

Of course she had to ruin it. “Just give me an answer. Will you be my partner?”

“Yes. Fine. Very well.” Ciara brushed a lock of hair behind her ear, clearly as uneasy as Shea was with this shift between them. “Can you stand?”

“I think so.”

“Good. You might as well help me with this.” Ciara gestured at her half-empty basket. “I dread to think what Midir will do if we don’t pay him tribute. Do be careful, though, or you might walk into a bog.”

Shea glowered. “Hilarious.”

Together, they sifted through the underbrush until they found delicate sprays of heath-fruit. Cradled in her hand, they looked almost like blueberries, with a little indentation on the bottom that looked like an open eye. Their skin was a blue so deep and rich, it was nearly black. Shea bit into one tentatively, and it burst across her tongue with a tartness that made saliva flood her mouth. That definitely was not anything like a blueberry, but it wasn’t bad. “These aren’t poison, are they?”

“You ate one and then asked?” Ciara said wonderingly. “I will never entertain talk of you being a genius again.”

“Shut up,” Shea muttered. “They’re not, right?”

“Fortunately for you, no.” When Ciara smiled, her cheek dimpled. “In fact, it is tradition to bake them into a cake and present it to the one you fancy.”

“Have you ever made one?”

Ciara shuddered. “I do not bake.”

“Of course not,” Shea replied dryly. “But you’ve gotten tons, I’m sure.”

“Nosy, are we?” Ciara had adopted a haughty tone—but she didn’t answer the question. Instead, she plucked another few berries with determined focus.

The tips of her fingers were stained the color of heavy, dark wine. Shea had the errant thought of placing them against her tongue—and violently suppressed it. As though Ciara was aware of the turn of Shea’s thoughts, she placed a berry in her mouth. Her lips closed around her stained fingertips, and Shea’s mouth went painfully dry. All she had to do was survive a few days of this alliance. It was becoming a taller ask by the minute.



By the time they descended the mountain, the Otherworld was blue and black and purple beneath the twilight, all shadow and heather. The players emerged from the trees a little windblown and muddied—but none as much as Shea, who did her best to ignore the sidelong looks and snickering. She couldn’t wait to burn these clothes.

Midir waited for them beneath the canopy. In the evening light, Shea understood how he’d once been revered as a god. His hair gleamed like poured gold. His skin glowed like the morning sun. Pale, bell-shaped flowers bloomed at his feet. His perfection was almost repulsive. He held a goblet of pure silver loosely in one hand. Even from here, she caught the wild and indescribable scent of faerie wine—and the rich acidity of fermented bilberries.

“Come forward,” he said.

Shea and Ciara went first. Hatred pooled steadily within Shea as they approached him. She did not bother to conceal it. Ciara’s expression, however, remained as cool and smooth as glass. It unnerved Shea a little. When Ciara played chess, calm waters always concealed something dangerous underneath. She really did resent him.

When they stood before Midir, Shea dropped her basket at his feet. A few of the bilberries spilled over the side and rolled across the ground. Ciara followed suit. Midir’s gaze slid back and forth between them. Faint amusement glittered in his single green eye.

“Take care when you stray from the trails.”

Humiliation roiled within Shea. “Noted.”

The mockery faded from him. The full weight of his stare landed on his sister. An entire conversation passed between them in the silence. “This is your choice?”

“It is,” Ciara replied.

“Then you have chosen your downfall.”

Ciara’s smile was bladed. “It remains to be seen if I am as unlucky as you.”

Shea frowned, puzzled by the exchange, but Midir seemed to understand her barb. His lips thinned. Obviously, he wanted to say something more. In the end, he only said, “Clasp hands.”

They did. Wind stirred the heath into motion, all the leaves and branches clattering ominously around them. At first, nothing happened. And then, Shea heard a splintering sound.

Their wooden fetters had sprouted new growth.

Horror made her blood run cold. Before Shea could jerk away, vines twined up their forearms, trapping her in place. Magic passed between them like an electric current, so bright and hot it seared her very soul. Just when the sensation swelled to the edge of pain, it faded.

The panic bled out of her slowly. What was this? Delicate young branches bound them together, wrist to wrist, like the ropes in a handfasting ceremony. Midir really did have a sick sense of humor.

“It is done,” Midir said. “The next round will begin in five days.”

Five days to endure Ciara. Five days to devise a strategy. Five days until she was another step closer to Aideen. It filled Shea with an icy determination.

As soon as they were out of earshot, she asked, “What was all that about?”

Ciara glanced over at her, her expression preoccupied. The delicate shadows of the leaves patterned her face. “What?”

“What did you mean when you called him unlucky?”

“Oh, that?” Ciara seemed a little surprised. “I suppose that was unkind of me. Midir cannot seem to hold on to a thing he loves. He has made enemies of friends and kinsmen by choosing the wrong sides in arguments. He was married twice before, neither of which ended well for him. Not to mention, none of his children have survived.”

“Jesus,” Shea muttered.

“As I told you before, he has suffered. Much of it is his own doing.” Ciara frowned. “He has a habit of placing his trust in the wrong people—and in his own infallibility. There is a reason they call him Midir the Proud.”

So that was why he kept Aideen hidden. He was afraid of losing her. Well, she looked forward to giving him another lost love to mourn.

Shea lifted their bound wrists. “And what is this thing?”

“I don’t know,” Ciara said warily. “I am not sure yet what sort of enchantment he’s wrought, but I can sense that it’s a strong bit of spellwork.”

“Great.” One way or another, she supposed they’d find out. “We better not be stuck like this. If I can’t wash this mud off in the next hour, I’m going to lose my mind.”

“Fear not. I’m sure I can free us.” Ciara didn’t sound as confident as Shea would have liked. “I’ll have a look when we’re back at the castle.”

Screams pierced the air, and Shea’s blood ran cold.

She turned to see that the next pair—two faerie grandmasters—had dropped to their knees in front of Midir. Vines sprouted from their fetters and began to engulf them, like a spider wrapping its prey. Midir only watched with cold detachment. It took Shea a moment to notice the baskets at his feet. Each was tipped on its side, only half full of berries.

Dear God. He’d kill them all for the smallest infractions. Her fingers dug into her own fetter. She imagined those vines burrowing into her skin and—

“Come along now,” Ciara said brusquely. She gave a sharp tug on their tether and all but dragged Shea away. “You have seen enough, I think.”

Shea could do nothing but stumble after her. Through her haze, resentment and gratitude both pricked at her. She did not need to be protected. And yet, it’d been so long since anyone bothered to try. They did not speak again until they arrived at Shea’s bedroom door.

“You look pale,” said Ciara, with dismay more than concern. “Are you going to be sick?”

“I’m fine.” Shea pressed her fingers into her temple. “I’m just … I don’t know. I thought grandmasters were honored members of the court. Why would he…?”

“We are.” Ciara’s expression was grave. “But as representatives of Tír nAill in the mortal realm, we are held to a higher standard than most courtiers.”

“So why aren’t you?”

“I am his sister—and a grandmaster of world caliber,” Ciara replied guardedly. “I test the limits of his forbearance.”

Shea’s thoughts swirled with questions, but she was far too exhausted to press the matter further. She reached for the doorknob. “Right. Well, let’s get this off.”

Ciara’s nostrils flared. “Hold a moment. Something is wrong.”

“What are you talking about?” The moment Shea touched the cool metal handle, a charge passed into her skin and a chill prickled along the back of her neck.

Slowly, she pushed open the door. The smell of low tide wafted out: sulfur and salt and things left out to die on the rocks. She curled her lip and pulled the collar of her shirt over her nose.

“What is that?” Shea asked.

“The smell of sorcery,” Ciara said darkly.

“Sorcery?”

Ciara stepped through the threshold. Shea had no choice but to follow her, dragged along by the vines binding them. The sconce by the door guttered to life. Eerie green light traced the shape of the furniture, and golden motes drifted through the air. It felt like standing in the middle of a haunted grove. All the shadows were long. All the branches holding this room in its grip were sharp and sinister.

Shea’s gaze landed on a chessboard that had been left on her vanity. The pieces were not on their home squares as they were supposed to be. Despite her unease, she drew closer to study the position. Instantly, it was familiar. This was her game from last night, frozen in the final move. And burned into the board itself were two words, crackling with malice.

DROP OUT.






CHAPTER TEN


“Well,” said Ciara. “This is quite a predicament you’ve landed yourself in.”

Shea suppressed a violent flash of annoyance. She hardly saw how this was her fault. As far as she knew, the only people she’d provoked since her arrival were Ciara herself, Lily, and Daniil. He’d already submitted his humble request that Shea—what was it again?—take what remained of her dignity and go home. And while threats weren’t above him, dark magic seemed beyond the scope of even his malice.

At any rate, she had more pressing concerns than bickering with Ciara about this. Someone had been in her room. Someone had taken the time to do this. It was violating. She pinched the bridge of her nose to ward off the headache throbbing in her temples. She needed to think. She needed time—and better yet, space. But right now, Ciara’s hand bound to hers felt almost like an anchor.

“You called that sorcery.” Shea waved a hand at the chessboard. “How is that different from any other faerie magic?”

“All fae can perform enchantments. Most of us also possess innate, unique abilities—say, the ability to cure illness. Sorcery draws on a different source entirely. It is dangerous and volatile and far more powerful than the average spell. That is why it’s typically only used in warfare or vengeance.”

“Or intimidation tactics, apparently.” Shea crossed her arms. “I’d say the competition considers me a threat, but I only won last night on a technicality.”

“I very much doubt it was one of the competitors. There are few sorcerers in Tír nAill. It’s something of a lost art among our people. I have not heard of a new one since…” Ciara shook her head. “Well, never mind. She is dead now. Needless to say, none of our colleagues has mastered the art of sorcery.”

“But if they’re not competing, why target me at all?”

Ciara looked troubled. “I suppose a competitor could have solicited the help of a sorcerer…”

“If that’s the case, whoever it is isn’t confident in their skill. It’s a little pathetic.”

Ciara arched a brow. “You are remarkably calm about all this. You’re not frightened?”

“Not really.” Even if she was, what did it matter? Dropping out wasn’t an option, and saboteurs changed nothing about her plan. No matter what they tried to do to her, no matter what violence they threatened, she would play. “If ruining a chess set is the worst they can do to me, it doesn’t seem that bad.”

Ciara gave her a look that said, You’re too stupid to live. “If you were wise, you would not stay here tonight.”

“And where am I supposed to go?”

Ciara considered it. Sounding very martyred, she replied, “I suppose you could stay with me.”

“I’d rather not.”

Ciara’s hair flew upward, like a flame suddenly stoked to life, and her face flushed pink. For a moment, Shea thought she’d lose her temper again. But Ciara rearranged her face into a pleasant, if forced, smile. It twitched at one corner.

“We do need to prepare for the next round together.” Ciara paused, then held up their joined hands. “And until I find a way around this, we are quite literally stuck together.”

Shea glowered. “When did you get so gallant?”

“I have always been gallant. And,” she added, jabbing a finger at Shea, “I will have you know that I possess something called decency. Perhaps you’ve heard of it.”

“Right.” Suspicion pricked at Shea again. Maybe Ciara didn’t hate her, but she didn’t like her, either. And yet, she’d gone out of her way to help Shea several times now with no clear or immediate personal gain. Until now, anyway. Presumably, Ciara needed Shea alive to play in the team round. Throwing up one last, feeble defense, she said, “Didn’t you say we’re under Midir’s protection? Would this sorcerer really risk his retaliation?”

“He would have to catch them first. Besides, there are worse things someone can do than kill you.”

The truth of that chilled her enough to comply. “Fine. One night. In the morning, we’ll make a training plan and move on with our lives.”

Ciara brightened. “There. Now was that so difficult?”

Shea did not dignify that with a response.



Whatever Shea expected a faerie princess’s bedroom to look like, it was not this.

Ciara’s things were everywhere. Books were piled on her desk and stacked into precarious towers throughout the room; others were splayed open on her bed. Her closet seemed to have vomited its contents across the floor. How many white blouses and ridiculously patterned cloaks did one faerie princess need? Strangest of all was Ciara’s collection of mortal knickknacks: band T-shirts, collectible plastic figurines, a keyboard. There was even a pretty electric guitar propped up in the corner. The logo on the headstock said GRETSCH in shimmery gold letters.

“Admiring the White Falcon, are you?” In a tone that suggested Shea should be very impressed, she added, “It is the Cadillac of electric guitars.”

“Do you even know what a Cadillac is?”

With some uncertainty, Ciara replied, “Something expensive. In any case, welcome!”

Ciara kicked a pile of clothes out of the way as she led them inside. Something that resembled a magnetic chip clip went sailing through the air and crashed against a wall. Shea stumbled after Ciara as she rummaged one-handed through the wreckage of her things, muttering to herself all the while. At last, she seemed to find what she was looking for: a letter opener with a jeweled handle. She brandished it triumphantly.

“That’s your solution?” asked Shea.

“What did you expect?” Ciara asked crossly.

“I don’t know. Some kind of magic spell?”

Ciara, clearly, did not see fit to acknowledge this level of ignorance. “Hold very still. I will try not to flay you.”

Ciara slipped the blade beneath the vines binding them. Shea flinched at the slide of cold metal against her wrist. Ciara shot her a reproachful look before resuming her work, sawing at the thicker branches and neatly slicing through the thinner tendrils. As soon as Ciara freed them, Shea snatched her hand back and rubbed feeling back into her fingers.

“Now that that’s done…” Ciara wrinkled her nose. “You reek of peat. The servants should have already drawn a bath for me. You should take it.”

Shea did not need to be told twice.

The bathroom looked no better than the bedroom. As she drank in the open cosmetics littering the vanity and the spattered mirror, she laid aside any guilt about tracking dirt on the floors.

Shea peeled off her mud-stained clothes, then climbed into the tub. The luxuriant heat of the water drew a contented sigh from her lips. Golden apple blossoms floated atop the surface, casting their faint, dreamy glow onto her face. For the first time in days, she felt almost at peace. She let her eyes flutter closed.

A low growl emanated from the shadows.

Shea went rigid with fear. Tentatively, Shea called, “Ciara?”

No response came. Shea sank deeper into the tub. The water sloshed too loudly around her. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt so vulnerable and exposed. When she peered through the veil of steam, a set of eyes blinked open and shone sulfurically in the darkness.

Shea screamed. In an instant, the door flew open. Ciara burst through it in a flurry of red curls and the white silk of her nightgown. “What? What is it? What’s happening?”

Her modesty forgotten, Shea pointed into the shadows. “There’s something there. Some kind of—”

Ciara began to laugh.

Shea’s fear melted into outrage. “What the hell is so funny?”

“Oh, I apologize.” Ciara dabbed at her eyes with a delicate sleeve. Mirth still danced in her eyes. “You gave me a fright. But that’s only Beann. I forgot he’d be in here by now. He likes to sleep on the tiles.”

“Beann?”

The biggest dog Shea had ever seen trotted jauntily into the circle of candlelight. He paused to shake out his shaggy, white fur. With his lithe frame and long, long face, she assumed he was some kind of sighthound.

“This,” Ciara said, “is my cousin.”

“Your what?” Shea gawped. “How is that possible?”

“Evidently, one of my aunts or great-aunts, or what have you, ran afoul of a sorceress and was transformed into a hound while she was pregnant.” Shea must’ve looked horrified, because Ciara said, “Don’t look so scandalized. It’s quite common, actually. There are many stories about warriors who go out hunting for hare or deer, only to find their quarry is a woman wearing the face of an animal.”

Nothing about his bearing suggested this information pained him, or that he’d understood what Ciara had said at all. Beann only regarded Ciara neutrally as she spoke, his ears pricked attentively toward her. His eyes were liquid dark and mysterious, and they rested on Ciara like she was his entire world. She smiled softly back at him.

With the threat defused, it occurred to Shea that she was concealed by nothing but water clouded with her own filth. She cleared her throat pointedly.

“Oh!” Even in the flickering light of the candles, Shea could see the flush creeping up Ciara’s face. “Well, now that I’ve confirmed that you’re not being murdered, I shall leave you in peace.”

Ciara took Beann by the collar and all but dragged him out of the room. Once the door snicked shut behind her, Shea climbed out of the water and dressed in the pajamas she’d brought from her room. She emerged to find Ciara sitting beside Beann on the floor. He was sprawled out on his side while she absently stroked his ears.

Ciara did not glance up. “Better?”

“Yeah.” Shea watched the two of them. She didn’t know if there was a sensitive way to ask what troubled her. “Does he know?”

“Know what?”

Shea gave her a you know what I mean sort of look, but Ciara remained nonplussed. “That he’s not supposed to be a dog?”

“Who’s to say what he’s supposed to be?” Ciara asked, sounding a little offended. Relenting, she sighed. “I will not appeal to your emotions, for I know it will be pointless. But I would appreciate you keeping his presence here between us. I will bargain for your silence, of course. Name your price.”

Shea couldn’t keep the surprise from her face. She’d never heard of a fae offering a bargain under such circumstances. This obviously mattered a great deal to Ciara. Under normal circumstances, she might’ve exploited it. But Ciara had saved her life today. “I won’t say anything.”

Ciara’s lips parted. “Really?”

Shea shrugged. “Who would I tell?”

Ciara wrapped her arms around Beann’s neck, who tolerated it with only minimal squirming. He licked her face, which finally made her relent. With more genuineness than Shea thought her capable of, she said, “Thank you.”

“Sure.”

They lapsed into silence. Ciara, clearly unable or unwilling to tolerate it, sprang to her feet. “I am being inhospitable. You must be tired. Where do you want to sleep? There’s a daybed somewhere in here, but it might be occupied.”

Shea scanned the room and spied the aforementioned daybed, half buried beneath a pile of cloaks and chess textbooks. She spied Dvoretsky’s Analytical Manual, as well as Aagaard’s Matter of Endgame Technique. Shea bit down on a snide comment. Ciara had made fun of her for reading inscrutable theory, but she was no better.

“No problem. I can share with Dvoretsky.”

“You could share with me, if you’d prefer.” She gestured to the bed, which could probably fit at least five people in it. “My bed is big enough, anyway.”

Shea wanted to argue. Really, she did. But she was exhausted, and Ciara’s bed, covered as it was in clothes and notebooks and old candy wrappers, looked a hell of a lot more comfortable than the daybed. “Okay.”

Ciara nodded once, suddenly businesslike. She fussed over the bed, shoving all her clutter onto the floor and fluffing out all her absurd, tasseled pillows. Once she was satisfied, Ciara perched on the edge of the mattress. With a snap of her fingers, all the candles in the room winked out, plunging them into darkness.

“Make yourself comfortable.”

Haltingly, Shea slipped underneath the floral-patterned duvet. Through the window, Shea could see a scattering of stars and the black expanse of the lake far below them. She could hear the slide of skin against silk as Ciara settled in beside her. They lay an arm’s breadth away from each other, not speaking, but Shea could not shake the awareness of her presence. They’d been close before, but this felt different: too casual, too intimate. When she breathed in, she could focus only on the now-familiar scent of Ciara’s skin: honey and flowers and rain.

“I don’t know if I can sleep.”

Ciara turned onto her side. Her eyes were luminous and black, like slivers of the night sky. Shea was grateful for the heavy darkness of the room. Otherwise, Ciara would read every humiliating thought written plainly on her face.

“Shall we play through the Opera Game?” she asked.

Shea huffed out a laugh. “Seriously?”

“e4.”

Shea smiled in spite of herself. “e5.”

“Knight f3.”

They didn’t make it to Paul Morphy’s infamous queen sacrifice before her eyes grew too heavy to keep open. She dreamt of sleek, long dogs and cows with horns that cradled the sun. She dreamt of a world where strange, terrible things were possible: one where women might become hounds and hounds might become women, bleeding out in a thicket of briars.






CHAPTER ELEVEN


By the time Shea finished getting ready, Ciara still hadn’t woken up. She lay in bed, her hair arranged across the pillow like veins of bright fire. She looked so peaceful like this—almost innocent, with the long sweep of her lashes, her softly parted lips, the freckles across her faintly shimmering skin. Shea considered leaving her to her dreams. But with four more days until the next round, they had no time to waste.

“Hey,” Shea said tentatively.

Ciara did not stir.

“Hey.” Shea ripped the duvet off the bed.

Ciara shot awake, her eyes wild and affronted. She seized a pillow and held it in front of herself like a shield. “What is the meaning of this?”

Shea dropped the duvet onto the floor. “Where’s your chess set?”

Ciara pressed the heels of her palms into her eyes and groaned. “This is a nightmare, surely. It is too early for this.”

Judging by the position of the sun, it had to be at least ten o’clock. Shea refrained from comment. “There are only four days until the next round. At the very least, I want to narrow down our opening repertoire today.”

Ciara, evidently resigned to her fate, sighed. “That sounds reasonable.”

“If we prep for eight hours a day, we should be fine,” Shea continued. “Any objections?”

“Several, but none that would sway you,” Ciara muttered. “I will submit to your whims.”

“Good,” Shea replied. “Now, your chess set.”

Ciara led her onto the balcony, where a chessboard stood beneath a trellis of flowering jasmine. All the pieces glittered with inlaid gemstones, and a pearl rested atop each king’s and queen’s crown like a fat raindrop on a leaf. Absently, Shea picked up the white queen and turned it through her hands. It comforted her: the perfect, balanced weight of it; the tiny, carved ridges pressing into the pads of her fingers; all that chambered power, like a loaded gun in her hands. Beann trotted outside, then settled in a patch of sunlight. He stretched out his long limbs with a soft grunt of contentment.

Ciara clapped her hands. “There. Make yourself comfortable. I will join you in a moment, after I make tea for us.”

“I’m good. I don’t really like tea.”

“I see,” Ciara replied, with clear disapproval in her tone. “Then what else can I bring you?”

“I don’t need anything.”

Ciara looked distressed now. “I’m afraid I must insist on offering you something. If word got out that I am a terrible host, the bards would have a field day. A well-crafted invective can be fatal, you know. Worse, it could leave a blemish on my face.”

“Right.” She’d nearly forgotten about the Irish fae’s obsession with hospitality. “Fine. I’ll have some tea.”

Ciara’s entire face brightened with relief. “You will not be disappointed. It is a divine substance, made all the better by its rarity. I have to smuggle it in.”

Shea suppressed a smile. “You’re a smuggler?”

Ciara winced, as though she hadn’t meant to reveal so much. “Well, what is sharing another secret with you? Things from the mortal world are forbidden in Tír nAill. Some grandmasters supplement their income by selling mortal goods to other fae, who are willing to pay a high price for a taste of mortality. Little chocolate bars are fetching quite a premium right now.”

“Why?”

Ciara gawped at her as though she’d blasphemed. “Have you tried the little chocolates?”

Shea stared back flatly. “I mean, why are things from the mortal realm forbidden?”

“Ah. Midir considers them dangerous.” Ciara frowned. “Many fae remember what it was like before the Iron Veil descended. But now, we are all kept in ignorance about the world beyond it. He believes it best that we do not fully understand what technology mortals have developed—and the threats it poses to us. He insists that limiting contact and limiting curiosity are the best ways to protect ourselves.”

It was obvious Ciara disagreed with him. “Why let you cross at all, then?”

“To maintain your interest in us. We cannot withdraw entirely, as our world is anchored to yours. If you destroyed the elfmounds from the other side, there is no telling what would happen.” Ciara’s expression grew more distant. When she spoke again, it was as though she was reciting a memorized line. “As a grandmaster, I am fortunate to have the privilege to travel. I must work hard to keep it. Ah, but I’ve forgotten your tea.”

Ciara gave Shea no chance to reply before she withdrew.

Strange, Shea thought. But there was no use puzzling over Ciara’s behavior, and she might as well get a head start on prep. She sat at the board and began playing through her own game from the first round. The first ten moves trod well-known, by-the-book theory. On move fifteen, as the pawn structure changed, the board opened up, and Shea’s awareness of the world fell away.

She envisioned herself in a dark wood, surrounded on all sides by forks in the trail. All of them led to another clearing with another hundred paths, each of them branching infinitely. It’d been a while since she analyzed a game without an engine. It took all of her focus as she played through the most promising options at every juncture. Looking at her position and all its imperfections made her feel queasy with stress and self-loathing. Where, exactly, had she gone so wrong?

“Did you hear me?”

Shea jolted with surprise at the sound of Ciara’s voice. The interruption made her blood boil, and she had half a mind to throw one of the diamond-encrusted pawns in her direction. “No.”

Ciara leaned in the doorway, carrying an electric kettle in one hand and two delicate cups in the other. Three cheap tea bags floated in the water, slowly staining it a rich heartwood red. “I said I brought tea.”

Shea’s confusion chased away her irritation. “You have electricity?”

“Of course not.” Ciara tapped on the glass face of the kettle, and the water within began to boil. “It is called fashion.”

“My mistake,” Shea replied dryly.

Ciara poured them each a cup. When she finished, she came to stand over the board at Shea’s shoulder, surveying the state of the battlefield. Her heavy, gold-painted eyelids flickered as she scanned the position of the pieces. “Well, let us do this boring, serious stuff you like so much. This is your game from the other night, is it not? You shouldn’t have moved that pawn.”

“Which pawn?”

“You could’ve retreated your bishop instead. That would have maintained equality in the position.”

Shea stared up at her, half furious, half uncomprehending. Was she trying to humiliate her?

“I got the move list from the arbiter,” Ciara said by way of explanation. She leaned over Shea. Her damp hair tumbled over one shoulder, and the fragrance of the oils she’d used to twist her curls into perfect ringlets suffused the air. For a few moments, Shea watched in silence as Ciara’s fingers moved the pieces with practiced grace. At the critical juncture, she said, “This was your mistake. Do you see it?”

She did now. But she hadn’t when it mattered.

She’d turned over this game in her mind countless times already, but Ciara had plucked this moment out in an instant. It filled her with a sick, roiling mixture of rage and shame. How had she not seen it? She’d been too confident going into the game, and it had made her careless. It terrified her that no matter what she did, no matter how high up the ranking ladder she climbed, no matter how much she prepared, she could always topple over the edge. Shea glared down at the board, where the pieces spelled out her own powerlessness and ineptitude.

Ciara was watching her with a very peculiar expression. “I confess, it’s a little nice to see you like this.”

“Oh, yeah?” Shea bit out.

Ciara placed a hand on her hip. “You are brilliant, Shea, but you’re not infallible. No one is.”

“I should be.” It occurred to her then that Ciara had complimented her. Flustered, she added, “And thanks?”

“You read so deeply into every little thing I say. It’s simply a neutral observation of fact. Anyone would want to open that thick skull and see what is going on in that brain of yours, at least when it comes to chess. Do not mistake that for liking you.” An edge of mischief cut into her voice. “Certainly not after you accused me of—what was it again?—entitlement, shallowness, and bad behavior? I freely admit I am a sore loser. But you hate it more than I do.”

No one liked losing. There was something ineffable about chess that dug its fingers into your every inadequacy and seeped into your soul. Your performance always felt personal. Every player coped with it differently.

Thanks to Midir, Shea couldn’t cope with it at all. She skirted her gaze away from Ciara’s. “I just like winning.”

Ciara folded herself into the chair across from Shea. “Do you?”

“Of course I do. Nothing matters more than winning.”

Ciara rested her chin in her hands. “But that’s not the same thing as enjoying it, is it?”

No, it wasn’t. These days, winning meant simply the aversion of something awful. A relief—maybe even a necessity. Shea did not like or trust this line of questioning. “What’s your point?”

“You’re not playing to win. You’re playing not to lose. There is a difference.”

“Is that what you think?” Shea scoffed. Her stomach twisted into painful knots. “I didn’t realize you paid so much attention to me.”

“It is hard not to.” Ciara scowled. “You are one of the best players in the world. Your face is everywhere. Everyone watches footage of your games. Everyone notices when you do not attend awards ceremonies and when you look dead-eyed in press conferences. That is why I know you are not being forthcoming with me. It is so obvious that you take no pleasure in any of it.”

Shea felt increasingly boxed into a corner. Most days, she tried not to dwell on her relationship to chess. It was too painful. And now, Ciara was all but forcing her to. “What does it matter to you?”

“My faerie nature. Idle curiosity. Nosiness. Call it what you like.” Ciara shrugged. “In Tír nAill, we revere skill above all else. It is our way to master a single one over the course of our lifetime, simply for the pleasure of sustained effort. You possess an exceptional talent. It is unfathomable to me that you do not rejoice in it.”

“And you do?” Shea fired back.

“Of course I do. I could wax poetic for hours about the beauty of the game, I am sure. But really, the reasons I love it are quite simple. Chess opens a door between two souls, and I cannot deny what I am.” Her eyes glittered with dangerous intensity. “I like to lead my opponents into Tal’s deep, dark forest. I like to see the moment they realize they are powerless against me. I like knowing what someone wants and denying them.”

The hypnotic cadence of her words filled Shea with longing—no, with desire. She used to feel that, too. When you had a winning advantage, there was a sadistic pleasure in shutting down your opponent’s every avenue of counterplay. In forcing them into complete and utter passivity. In stealing their very soul away. She used to love the way the energy in the room changed when the game swung in Shea’s favor. That kind of power was addictive.

It wasn’t only winning she used to enjoy. Her love for chess had been so pure. In the beginning, its sheer difficulty had frustrated her. But the desire to play, to crack its secrets, to understand, carried her through the setbacks. And when it finally clicked …

Shea didn’t think she’d ever experienced satisfaction quite like that.

There was real joy in the struggle. It became her obsession: the maneuvering and counter-maneuvering, the plans both enacted and thwarted, the clash of her will against another’s. Even the sting of loss had been tempered by fascination. There was always something new to learn, some curiosity to follow, a limit to be tested, a goal to be reached. The pursuit of perfection was its own reward.

All of that felt so far away now.

“Well,” Shea said bitterly, “I’m glad to hear you’re so well adjusted.”

Ciara did not rise to the bait. She picked up a pawn and studied it with feigned interest. “You’ve surfeited on victory, perhaps. You will only be satisfied when you become the first woman World Champion.”

Shea let out a startled laugh. “I’m not interested in being the World Champion.”

Genuine surprise flickered across her face. Accusingly, she said, “Every chess player is interested in being the World Champion. Do not lie to me. I saw the interviews you did as a child. You always were a little arrogant, weren’t you?”

“I’m not a kid anymore.”

Ciara smiled mirthlessly. “No, you are as old as any fae here. Life is long, and you have already gone and sucked all the joy out of it. What changed?”

“It just doesn’t sound appealing.”

“Forgive my skepticism, but you want me to believe that being the best sounds unappealing to you?”

“The World Champion isn’t necessarily the best player in the world.”

“I will concede that point.” Ciara huffed. “But don’t you want to prove to yourself that you can win the title, even once?”

Shea felt as though she was defending a crumbling position, fighting off attacks on all sides of the board. The unpleasantness of it soured her stomach and made her shoulders coil with tension. Why was she pressing this so hard? Unable to keep the defensiveness out of her voice, Shea said, “I don’t have anything to prove. I just don’t care about stuff like that anymore.”

Ciara’s bafflement only deepened, but she did not relent. “So, what do you plan to do after this tournament?”

The last of her patience snapped. “I don’t know. Maybe I’ll quit.”

It was the first time she’d ever expressed that aloud. The truth sounded shockingly violent. It rang off the stone walls of the castle—and hit Ciara like an arrow to the heart. She slumped in her chair, going very pale. “Well, then, what am I supposed to do?”

Shea’s heartbeat quickened. She felt hot and breathless. Why should she have her motives picked apart like this? Why should she be accused of … what, abandoning Ciara to elite chess, like it was some sort of betrayal? If anything, Ciara should be glad. Her ascent to the top would be far easier without Shea there to impede her. “I don’t see how it has anything to do with you.”

“It doesn’t, of course.” Ciara recovered herself. “But … why? If you don’t care about accolades, then there’s no reason to play in a way that makes you feel miserable and stagnant. I don’t understand it.”

It dawned on Shea: She doesn’t know. Ciara didn’t know why Shea was here at all. She didn’t know that Midir had stolen all her fire. She didn’t know that he’d ruined her, and that nothing Shea did or didn’t do would fix it.

When the victories didn’t outweigh the agony of defeat, when she found no pleasure in the game anymore … well, how could she justify playing? It sounded almost sweet, to never again experience the comingled stress and tedium of an over-the-board game. To never weather the shattering pain of loss again. Once she won this tournament, there was nothing left for her in chess.

And then what?

Deep down, she worried she’d end up like Fischer or Morphy: brilliant players who lost their love of the game and then lost their minds. Without chess, what was she good for? What else could she possibly do? She didn’t want to die alone, despising everything that once made her feel alive. Maybe there was no escaping that fate now.

“There’s nothing to understand,” she said. “Something in me is dead.”

“Nonsense! If that is true, you have not even tried to revive it. You won’t do other formats. You won’t experiment. You won’t take a break.”

“I was too busy preparing for this tournament.” Shea shook her head, too frustrated to argue anymore. “Preach at me all you want. But like I said, winning is the only thing that matters to me right now.”

Ciara’s dark eyes turned pitying. “Whatever you’re playing for comes at a dear cost.”

“Maybe so.” Shea couldn’t take this for even a moment longer. She didn’t need Ciara’s approval. She didn’t need to love chess. She didn’t need to be the girl she used to be, who delighted in her own skill and steady improvement. All she needed was to make it through this round. Hastily, she rearranged the pieces on their home squares. “We should decide on our strategy.”

Ciara’s disappointment was palpable. “As you wish.”

A resignation, at last. Shea felt no better for it. The emptiness within her soul ached like a bruise. In that moment, she almost hated Ciara for making her yearn for all the things she could never recover.






CHAPTER TWELVE


By the time they finished their practice for the day, Shea’s thoughts swam in a haze of dense endgame theory and venomous lines of the Sicilian. They’d spent hours working on solutions to puzzles, dissecting games at the board, and bickering about theory neither of them remembered exactly right.

Shea rarely moved from the board. Ciara, however, could not be contained. She flitted through the room like a butterfly, finding different places to land. At one point, she sprawled across her chaise longue, with a lavender-scented eye mask on and a cup of tea balanced precariously on her collarbones. At another, she perched on a three-legged stool, where she strummed her very out-of-tune and very fancy guitar. At first, it had frustrated Shea. Then, out of nowhere—as if rousing suddenly from a dream, or as though she’d found the idea somewhere in the ambling chords she played—Ciara would describe the most beautiful combination of moves Shea had ever heard.

Eventually, she had to concede that Ciara was not as lazy as she’d assumed. She possessed a mind hungrily at work, always churning, always searching, always lingering on the board. It was somehow a revelation to Shea. She’d always known, of course, that Ciara was good at chess. She hadn’t known, however, that Ciara was obsessed with it.

Intense focus had made most of her hurt and annoyance recede. Still, it was a welcome reprieve when Ciara informed her that she would be leaving to fetch them dinner. The mention of food made Shea’s stomach growl. For the first time today, she felt the faint pang of hunger—and the flicker of annoyance that came with it. Sometimes, she wished she could be pure mind, free from her physical body and its demands.

Ciara lingered in the doorway. “Do not go wandering off while I’m gone.”

Shea returned the pieces to their home squares, nudging them into the precise center of each one. Some petty impulse took hold of her, and she said, “You can’t trap me in here, you know.”

“Oh, I can, actually,” Ciara replied pleasantly. “If I wanted to, I could ensorcell you to do whatever I liked. I am fae, in case you have forgotten. But that requires a great deal of effort that I would prefer not to expend. Before you do anything spiteful or rash, kindly think of the hardship you’ll put us both through.”

Shea certainly hadn’t forgotten. She smiled blandly. “I’ll be right here waiting.”

Ciara did not look at all reassured. “At any rate, Beann will alert you to any sorcery or malicious enchantments.”

His tail thumped against the floor in acknowledgment.

“We’ll be fine,” Shea groused.

When Ciara had run out of threats and orders to issue, she finally left. Shea remained at the chessboard, but she did not touch the pieces again. She was sick of chess—and sick of stewing over the conversation from earlier. Ciara just couldn’t leave well enough alone.

Only three more days to get through, she reminded herself.

As the cool night air settled against her skin, she relished the sweet scent of jasmine flowers and the quiet comfort of solitude. She might have fallen asleep right there, had Beann not let out a low growl. The sound raised all the hairs on the back of her neck.

Shea’s eyes fluttered open. Beann sat beside her, every muscle in his body coiled with tension. His ears pricked forward. The tip of his tail quivered. His nose twitched. He’d spotted something out there in the dark. Dread pooled within her. Slowly, Shea made her way to the balcony’s railing. She peered into the courtyard below them and found nothing at all.

“There’s no one there.”

He growled again, low and insistent, then let out a little warning buff. Sighing, Shea squinted into the dark. This time, she did see something: Daniil, illuminated by the flickering glow of a candle. Where was he going so late? And what business could he possibly have outside the castle grounds, anyway?

“Hey,” she called out to him.

He did not so much as glance up. He moved with grim purpose, pursued by the long, sweeping tails of his coat. The stiffness of his gait and the glassiness of his expression chilled her. She’d seen this before. She dreamt of it sometimes: the horrible emptiness in people’s eyes when they obeyed her sister’s commands.

Daniil was ensorcelled.

You are under Midir’s protection for the duration of your stay, Ciara had told her when she arrived, so long as you remain within the castle grounds.

Someone had sent him to what would likely be his death.

Shea could let it happen. It would be easy enough. It would be one less obstacle on the way to the finals—and would likely halve the antagonism she’d experience over the rest of her life. She couldn’t bring herself to entertain any of those arguments. She didn’t like Daniil, but she didn’t want him dead.

An old instinct stirred to life within her. The one that compelled her to throw punches first and ask questions later. The one that wanted to shield the people around her from danger. She’d never been able to do much for Aideen, but she could save Daniil.

Assuming she could get to him fast enough.

Beann pawed at the glass door leading into Ciara’s room. Hope sparked within her. Maybe Beann could track Daniil, although she had no idea how to ask. Whatever. She’d cross that bridge as soon as they got outside. As soon as she opened the door, he bounded through. He sniffed through the clutter and dug through piles of clothes. Soon enough, he selected his prize: one of Ciara’s cloaks.

Shea could not contain her dismay. “Drop it. We have to go.”

He didn’t listen. Instead he pranced over to her, dragging the cloak across the floor, and placed it delicately on her feet. When she didn’t retrieve it immediately, he nudged her hand with his snout. Bewildered, Shea picked it up. It was made of white silk, with a trim of maroon around the collar. The lining was another exquisite re-creation of moth wings. The fabric was an almost translucent lime green, with embroidered golden eyespots.

Beann slapped her with a massive paw.

“All right, all right.” She slipped the cloak over her shoulders. “Is this what you want?”

Instantaneously, she felt lighter—as though a single step might carry her upward. There must’ve been some kind of enchantment sewn into the cloak, or maybe some of Ciara’s innate magic had worked its way into the seams. Shea had no time to speculate. Beann brushed past her and trotted out onto the balcony. He swiveled his head toward her. His soulful black eyes bored into her. And then, he leapt.

“Wait!”

He cut through the air like an arrow, his lithe form silhouetted against the pale face of the moon. He landed on the grass below with preternatural grace. His tail wagged as he stared up at her. Apparently, she wasn’t doing what she was supposed to do, because he barked.

“Keep it down,” she hissed.

She didn’t know how to appease him. Was she supposed to jump? Belatedly, she remembered the way Ciara had appeared to her last month—and how she’d so effortlessly floated down from her high perch, the wings on the lining of her cloak fanning out behind her.

This was ridiculous—the very height of lunacy. She could not believe she was putting her faith in a dog of all things. Ciara would be furious if she discovered Shea like this. But she’d be furious if Shea stayed put and let her dog-cousin run free where anyone might find him.

For Daniil’s sake, she had no time left to doubt. Shea climbed onto the railing, almost buoyed by the cloak. Its hem fluttered with eager anticipation.

“Here goes nothing.”

She stepped off the edge.

For a moment, there was the horrible sensation of free fall. Then, an invisible current filled the sails of her cloak and carried her. The fabric billowed like wings as she drifted downward, shedding a faint, glittering dust like powdered moonlight. Below her, the gardens practically glowed. The limbs of the dogwood trees rustled gently in the breeze; lilies and foxgloves opened toward the sky, and the low cover of lamb’s ear and sage painted the earth in silver. In the distance, the lake sparkled white. Shea couldn’t help her laughter. It was beautiful and exhilarating—almost magical.

Her flight of fancy abruptly ended as she hit the ground. She stumbled forward, nearly rolling her ankle, and went tumbling onto the grass. Beann snuffled at her hair. Once he confirmed she was still breathing, he licked her cheek. Shea shoved him off.

“Ugh,” Shea muttered.

He gave her no time to recover. He took off at a sprint. Shea staggered to her feet and pursued him. She ran a few paces—and then began to glide. With each stride, the cloak lifted her into the air. The earth beneath her rushed by in smears of gray and purple and white. It didn’t take long to close the distance between them and Daniil. She caught a glimpse of him as he slipped through the main gate.

“Daniil!”

Outside, there was nothing but the lake and an open stretch of boglands. It was hard to see through the mist, which was lit here and there by the moon breaking through the clouds. But she could see him, a dark shape against the deep violet of the heather. With every step, the ground beneath her feet grew damp and unsteady. By now, Shea knew what that meant. At any moment, it could give way beneath them.

Shea was closing in on him now.

“Irina!” Daniil shouted.

His hand extended into the empty, dark expanse of night. On his next step forward, he sank. A bolt of panic shot through Shea. She caught him by the sleeve of his coat. He whirled around so suddenly, she stumbled backward and nearly fell into the mud.

“Get off me,” he snapped. “Don’t you see? She’s right—”

“Daniil,” Shea cut in. “There’s no one there.”

Daniil glanced back over his shoulder. Finally, he seemed to register where they were. Irritation gave way to confusion and then to horror. He yanked his foot out of the mud and ran a hand through his hair. His glasses had been knocked askew on the low bridge of his nose. He righted them, then leveled Shea with an impassive glare. “What are you doing here?”

“Really? How about thank you for saving my life?”

A brittle silence stretched out between them, filled only by the distant call of night birds and the sound of their heavy breathing. Daniil jerked his chin at Beann. “What is that?”

“Ciara’s cousin.”

Beann swished his tail in acknowledgment.

Daniil’s face contorted in outraged bewilderment. He blinked hard, as though this were some nightmare he could rouse himself from. When he found both Shea and Beann still there, he shook his head in disgust. Somehow, Shea couldn’t find it in herself to be genuinely insulted. Just this once, she’d managed to protect someone.

“Do you remember how you got here?” Shea asked.

“No,” he said warily. “I was in my room. Then, I heard music.”

“Music?” She frowned. “What kind of music?”

“The ‘Esméralda Variation.’” When no realization dawned on her face, he added, as if it would help prompt her, “Cesare Pugni.”

Shea shook her head. The faintest glimmer of distress passed over his face. She half expected him to begin humming, because for some reason, it seemed of vital importance to him that she understood this. She almost felt sorry for her own not-knowing.

“It’s from a ballet, you uncultured…” He huffed out a breath. A preoccupied frown smoothed away the hostility on his face. It made him look very tired and much older than his nineteen years. “Whatever. It doesn’t matter. I heard a tambourine. I followed it. I didn’t even think about it.”

“Because you were ensorcelled.” Was it the same fae that targeted Shea or another one entirely? A group working together? As much as she hated to admit it, maybe Ciara was right. There were too many threats on the board. “The fae are playing dirty. Last night, someone threatened me using sorcery.”

“Of course they are. They know there’s no equal to me.” Hatred blazed in his eyes, and his fist clenched at his side. “If they don’t have the skill to beat me, they might as well accept their defeat with some honor. As soon as I find who did this, I will make them suffer for daring to—”

“Yeah. Good luck with that.” Well, at least he wasn’t too rattled by his brush with death. Shea could respect the dedication, if not the dramatics. “In the meantime, no more chasing music after dark.”

Daniil deflated only a little. “Any other sage advice?”

Shea resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “I didn’t realize you liked ballet that much.”

“I’m Russian,” he said, his tone landing somewhere between wry and condescending. “We take pride in our ballerinas, the same as we do our chess players. Both are instruments of perfection. I don’t care much for it otherwise, but my sister is a dancer. She danced the ‘Esméralda Variation’ a few years ago, so that song is burned into my memory. Hearing it again here…” A note of horrible, pained yearning crept into his voice. He caught himself, and the cold, annoyed mask snapped back into place. “Why am I talking to you again?”

Shea reeled back at his sudden about-face. After all the trouble she’d gone through, his hostility hurt more than she expected. “All right, I’m sick of this. What is your problem with me? You’ve been a dick to me since way before this tournament started.”

Instantly, she regretted asking. Daniil stared down at her, stunned, as though he couldn’t believe he’d been given this opportunity to read the essay he’d written about her shortcomings. Shea knew the feeling all too well. Maybe she ought to apologize to Ciara again for subjecting her to this same humiliation.

“Because you’re a mess,” he said. “You’re late to half your games. In your online tournaments, you always look hungover or like you’ve just rolled out of bed. Everyone can see the piles of laundry on your floor on your webcam, by the way. You’re aware of that?”

Shea could hardly process it. She could feel his eyes roving over her old sweatshirt like it was damning evidence, just as she was examining the wool jacket she was well aware cost two thousand dollars. So this was the root of it. She might’ve preferred something in the normal variety of petty, like “You didn’t shake my hand after I won that game we played when we were eleven years old.” But this was so … personal. There had been real bitterness in his voice, and maybe something like envy.

“Wow” was all she could think to say. “Okay.”

Apparently, he wasn’t finished. “I just don’t get it. I was trained by some of the best Soviet grandmasters. They taught us discipline, composure, determination, how to fight to the very last pawn. And you … You’re gutter trash. How can someone like you outplay me?”

“You think you’re better than me,” she said, stunned. Not as a player but as a person, because, what? She grew up poor? She didn’t have the education of a Russian schoolboy? Disgust chased away all her shame.

“I know I’m better than you. I’m the one who deserves to face Midir, not some grasping nobody who’s in it for the money. No one has ever defeated him in an over-the-board game. Ever. Let that sink in. It’s not going to be someone like you, who can’t even—”

“I hate to break it to you, Little Lord Fauntleroy, but you’re not going to beat Midir with the power of a Loro Piana crewneck.” She curled her lip. “I’ve played him before.”

She didn’t know what compelled her to say it. It wasn’t exactly information she liked to offer up. Her confession drew Daniil up short. The spark of his anger faded from his eyes. “You lost.”

“I drew, technically. But, yeah. I would’ve lost if he hadn’t been feeling generous.”

“So you know very well how ridiculous it is to try.”

“Yeah, I do. Of course I do.” Somehow, genuine emotion had snuck into her tone. Her voice cracked, and her eyes burned with unshed tears, which was stupid and humiliating. Daniil Tsoi would never let her live it down. “Which means I know how ridiculous it is for you, too. I promise you’ve never seen anything like it. It’s not like playing against an engine.”

Every time she thought about Midir, she thought about the infamous sixth game of the 1972 World Championship match. Fischer had played so beautifully, a bewildered, crushed Spassky joined the audience in applauding him. That was the kind of game Midir had played against her: the kind of artistic mastery that came from a hundred lifetimes. The kind of game she wished she’d played. The kind of game she might never play.

“He played like a human,” she said. “And he was brilliant. That’s what’s so scary about it.”

She could tell she’d rattled him. Still, all he said was “I can’t lose.”

Maybe he meant it literally. Daniil Tsoi would think it impossible that he should fail to achieve anything he’d set his mind to. But there was real vulnerability behind those words, too. What he meant was I can’t afford to lose.

She held his gaze. “Me neither.”

They stared at one another as though truly seeing each other for the first time. Here was someone else with far more to lose than their life.

“Why?” she dared to ask.

“Mind your business, Fury.”

Just like that, their moment was over. But there was no real venom in his words this time. Shea couldn’t help smiling. “Got it.”

He ran a hand up the back of his neck, ruffling his already tousled hair. He hesitated, scowled, muttered something under his breath. As though spitting out a tooth, he said, “I misjudged you.”

Did Daniil Tsoi just admit he was wrong? It was dark, and exhaustion clouded her mind enough that the world felt hazy, where anything might be a dream.

“I appreciate it,” she said gruffly. “Just … be careful. Stay on your guard and win your games. Anyone trying to sabotage us will be knocked out soon enough.”

“I have no problem with that. You, on the other hand…”

“You’ve got a problem against the fantasy variation of the Caro-Kann,” she cut in. “I’ve spent way too long looking at your games.”

“And you should get a better answer to the Berlin.”

He knocked his shoulder into hers as he passed. Shea glared after him. Bastard. He always had to have the last word, didn’t he?

Something on the ground caught the faint light of the moon. It was the necklace Daniil had been wearing. Shea bent down to retrieve it. The pearls moved through her hands like a serpent, and the moonlight made rainbows swim across its surface. She let one end of the necklace drop. It unraveled like a gallows rope, swinging from her fist. What an unexpected gift. Next time they met, she could make him win it back from her. The prospect didn’t sound as appealing as it once might have. This tournament was getting far more complicated than she liked.






CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Ciara had, indeed, been furious.

By the time Shea and Beann returned, she was already waiting with a goblet in hand and a dangerous look on her face. She took one look at the mud-spattered dog and despaired. “I do so much for others. And here I stand, disrespected by my chess partner and betrayed by my own dog! My burdens weigh on me, Shea. You have made them all the heavier.”

Shea endured Ciara’s rant with as much patience as she could muster. Fortunately, admitting her own wrongdoing did wonders to improve Ciara’s mood. It was agreed, then. Shea would remain here under Ciara’s protection until the team round concluded, and no further schemes, spectacles, hijinks, rebellions, heists, or heroics would be attempted. Their lives would be chess and chess alone. It suited Shea just fine.

In the morning, Shea finished getting ready in the bathroom. Steam swirled languidly through the air, carrying the faint aroma of honeysuckle. She tried to focus on imagining chess positions in the fogged mirror, but today, her mind was cluttered. Her thoughts circled around Daniil’s begrudging respect and Ciara picking at old wounds—and how it had felt to drift through the night on enchanted fabric wings. Distractions, all of them.

Distantly, Shea heard a knock. She cracked open the bathroom door and peered into the sunlit room beyond. The sound had come from the corridor outside, and Ciara had already risen to greet their visitor. Who could possibly be here at this hour? When Ciara answered the door, an imposing figure stood on the other side.

Midir.

Shea’s hatred was a physical thing, as sudden and devastating as a blow to the gut. The very sight of him made her dizzy with loathing. His cold green eye locked on to Ciara like a hunter setting a deer in the sight of his rifle.

Ciara did not flinch. “His Royal Majesty Midir of the Mighty Deeds. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“I thought to pay a visit to my sister.”

“Ah. Of course.” Ciara seemed neither honored nor reassured. “Come in.”

As Midir passed into the room, Shea receded farther into the shadows. She kept the bathroom door open just wide enough to see through. She couldn’t stomach the thought of facing him again. Already, her hands had begun to tremble.

The tails of his brocade cloak swept the floor with every long stride. “You have been dedicated to tournament preparation, I trust.”

“Indeed.” Ciara trailed after him a half step. “I’m eager to face you again.”

“I’m eager to see if you can achieve a different result this time.”

Her expression soured. “Shall I send for something, brother? Ale, perhaps? Wine?”

He sank onto a chaise longue. “Why not?”

Ciara sent for refreshments. While they waited, silence reigned. Ciara moved about, kicking piles of clothes under her bed and reshelving her books. Her nervous energy pummeled Shea, even from here, but Midir lounged with a casualness that struck Shea as sadistic. When the ale arrived, Ciara poured Midir a glass from a great height. The liquid flowed in a graceful arc, and not a drop spilled. She performed it as though it were an art—or an act of worship.

He accepted it and took a long sip. “Do you enjoy your career?”

Ciara placed the pitcher of ale on a side table. “Of course.”

“And of course, you enjoy your time in the mortal realm.”

Her eyes flashed warily. “It is a pleasant part of my role, yes.”

He hummed, peering into his cup. “I am pleased to hear you enjoy the liberties I have afforded you. The resentment of the other grandmasters does not trouble you?”

There was no pity in his voice, no real interest. Ciara smiled thinly. “How good of you, to worry for me. No, brother. It does not.”

“Good, good.” He propped his chin up on his fist. “Have you anything to confess?”

It seemed the trap had been sprung at last. Ciara went terribly still. “I beg your pardon?”

Slowly, he rose to his full height. Golden light seemed to pour off him, from the fall of his hair to the metallic trim of his cloak. Illuminated as he was, Shea could hardly stand to look at him. Midir nudged one of Beann’s chews—a massive hunk of elk antler—with the toe of his boot.

“I heard the bards working on the strangest song this morning.” A threat simmered beneath his conversational tone. “One about a flying girl and her dog.”

The color drained from Ciara’s face. Shea’s breath caught on a sudden rush of guilt. She was responsible for this. She’d brought down Midir’s wrath on Ciara.

When Ciara offered no reply, Midir smiled coldly. “You have sheltered our kinsman here against my wishes. You know very well that his father sided against me in the matter of Elcmar’s—”

“Beann is a dog! He poses no danger to you, unless you have stolen something from him and…” Ciara seemed to realize her insolence a moment too late.

No warmth remained on Midir’s face. “I could have left you to rot on the heath.”

Now, Ciara did flinch.

“I sent the search party for you. I summoned you here. I named you my heir. I gifted you these rooms. I recognized your talents and cultivated your skill as a chess player. I am the one who organizes and sponsors your sojourns across the Veil.”

“And I am grateful to you—”

“And this is what you call gratitude?” Midir swept his arm across the room at the scattered mass-produced clothing, the candy bar wrappers, the pretty electric guitar. “You have always been disobedient. But this, I cannot tolerate.”

Ciara steadied herself against her desk, but she did not reply.

“The mortal realm is a land of sin, sorrow, and death. And yet, you have all but built a shrine to its pernicious greed. You are an envoy to the mortal realm, and the privileges you have been granted come with responsibilities. You are there to remind them of their inferiority—not to court their favor and become enamored with their folly.”

“My tournament performance has been good,” Ciara protested.

Midir curled his lip. “To a point. You were provided files and analyses of that mortal girl. You were provided a team of seconds and trainers. And yet, you have not won a single game against her. Now, you have aligned yourself with her.”

Shea’s heart gave a painful thump against her rib cage. He was talking about her.

“She is a good player,” Ciara said wanly.

Midir laughed humorlessly. “You are unreliable. You are a disgrace. But most unforgivably, you are a dissident. Whatever kindness I grant you is repaid with treachery.”

“Treachery?” Ciara cried, outraged.

His eye flashed dangerously. “Your behavior is nothing short of ideological sabotage. Mortals’ fear and awe of us is the only thing that keeps them at bay. And my subjects’ fear and awe of me is the only thing that protects this family. When I am lenient with you, they doubt me.”

“It has been more than a thousand years since you lost her, and you have prevailed over your enemies!” A note of panic entered her voice. “You must let go of this paranoia.”

Since you lost her. Ciara was referring to Aideen, surely. What did she mean by that? How could it possibly have been a thousand years? Aideen was only twenty-four.

“Be that as it may, I have abided traitors in my own home too many times.”

The threat in his words hovered like a blade trembling over Ciara’s head. The two of them faced off, silhouetted in the bow window: Ciara and her bloody hair, wild and blazing, against the cold gleam of Midir’s polished gold.

“You did not need to bring me back,” Ciara said quietly. “I did not ask you to.”

“And you would have preferred I left you to wander, belonging nowhere and to no one?”

Shea stood close enough to hear Ciara’s indrawn breath. “I belong to you, as you have made so clear. Do not pretend it was generosity, brother, or any sense of familial duty.”

He considered Ciara beneath his hooded eyes, a match to her own. “Until the end of the tournament. That is the limit of my forbearance. I expect a good performance.”

When Midir left, the whole room seemed to tremble in his wake. Ciara stood frozen before she said decisively, “Wine. I could use some wine. Come out of there, Shea. Would you like a drink?”

Very reluctantly, Shea emerged from her hiding spot. “It’s not even noon.”

“Well, suit yourself.” Ciara rummaged through her things. “I will have some.”

It took some effort, but at last, she produced a dusty flask from some forgotten drawer. She took a swig and grimaced. From the looks of it, it’d probably turned into vinegar by now. Never had Shea seen Ciara so rattled. She put on no affectation, no dramatics. Clearly, Midir’s threat had hit its mark. Fae or mortal, family always knew where to stick the knife.

Shea hesitated. It wasn’t any of her business, really. But she’d seen the aftermath of one too many blowout fights between her mother and Aideen. Cautiously, she asked, “You okay?”

“Oh, do not pretend to care.” Ciara smiled bitterly. “I know you are filing this all away in that little archive in your mind. Do not deny it. I can practically see you riffling through it now.”

Shea frowned when she noticed Ciara’s hand trembling. “I’m not pretending. I didn’t mean to get you in trouble.”

“This was not your fault.” Ciara wilted. “You asked me if Midir and I were close. Well, here is your answer. In truth, we hardly know one another.”

Shea could hardly fathom not knowing your own sibling. As children, she and Aideen spent hours together every day: riding their bikes through the neighborhood, coloring in their trading cards with gel pens, digging up shards of broken glass in the yard and calling them precious gems. Shea had known Aideen’s favorite songs, the things that annoyed her most, her fears and wildest dreams. At least she used to, before Aideen shut her out at the end.

“Why is that?” Shea asked.

“He does not want anyone to know him,” she said crossly. “I do try my best to empathize with him, when he is not actively trying to quash any remaining charitable feelings I might have. He trusts no one these days, especially not strangers.”

“But you’re his sister.”

“Yes, but I did not grow up in this castle. Our political landscape can be quite tumultuous. Tír nAill is divided into thirteen territories, each of which is ruled by a king. But only one of them may claim the title of High King, who has dominion over all of them. For now, that is my brother.” She waved a hand. “As you can imagine, wars are common. So it is customary for faerie nobles to send their children to be fostered in the household of another noble family. It solidifies alliances among territories—or, if nothing else, ensures peace between them for a decade.”

“Sounds like a hostage exchange,” said Shea.

Ciara grimaced. “More or less.”

It hardly seemed like a comfortable childhood, growing up behind enemy lines. “So, when did you leave home?”

“When I was seven. Although I would hardly call it home. I do not remember my mother or father. But I do remember Midir.” Her voice grew wistful. “He taught me to play chess. Our lessons were the best part of my day. There was nothing sweeter than his rare words of praise or the way his eyes lit up when I saw a tactic. I was devastated when he sent me away to Sid Ban Find. I harbored the secret hope that if I improved enough to defeat him, he would call me back sooner.”

Shea had only to look at her face to know he had not.

“So, there I stayed. There were no other children to play with, so I spent most of my free time reading chess books that my tutors brought me. Most of them were from the nineteenth century.”

Well, that explained her style, Shea thought. The nineteenth century was a romantic era of chess, where sacrificing all your pieces for a pretty checkmate was fashionable. The romantic players saw little point in winning if it was not elegantly done.

“My foster family wanted little to do with me. But still, I was well cared for. They provided me with the best tutors in languages, riding, poetry, dancing, singing, and swordplay. They even summoned a mortal chess tutor. Perhaps you know Lusine Vardanyan?”

“Of course I do,” Shea said, a little breathlessly. Lusine Vardanyan was a famous grandmaster who had disappeared one day and never returned. It was a loss that the chess world never recovered from. Her style was inimitable, improvisational, poetic. “You trained with her?”

“Ah, that caught your interest, did it?” Ciara smiled with exasperated fondness. “Yes, for a while. She saw promise in me. And when she spoke to me of the mortal world, it captivated me. Her stories were a window I could look through, out of that echoing castle and its heavy silence. Through it, I could see cities and lights, protests and wars, rock shows and films, cars and clubs and chess. Once, my kind walked in that world freely. It seemed unfair that I’d missed that window by two hundred years. It is unfair.”

Ciara closed her eyes, as if lost in those memories. “I wrote to my brother and begged him to allow me to cross the Veil to compete. He agreed to arrange it.”

“And that’s when you started terrorizing us.”

Ciara glared at her without heat. “As you say.”

Shea saw it now: a complete picture of Ciara’s obnoxious behavior. She did not like the way it made her feel, knowing that Ciara had been nothing but a child so starved for attention she seized it the only way she could: being a menace at tournaments. But attention was fleeting, and it sure as hell wasn’t love.

“So what did Midir mean when he said he could’ve left you on the heath?”

“Ah.” Ciara leaned her weight on her desk and stared down at the flask in her hands. “A few months before I was meant to return to Bri Leith, my foster family was killed.”

“What?”

“It was a raid from a rival family. They were looking for me. They came in the middle of the night. But Beann heard them coming before the guards did.” Beann, who’d been lying in the corner, lifted his liquid black eyes to her. They shone with unwavering, companionate understanding. “He and I escaped. No one else did. It was because I had played in all the servants’ hallways and knew all the secret passageways. Because I ran away like a coward, without even stopping to think. We wandered the heath for nearly two days, searching for aid, before a rider from my brother’s house found us.”

“Jesus, Ciara.” She’d never been any use at finding the right things to say, much less offering comfort. “When was this?”

“Last year.” Beann rose to his feet and padded toward Ciara. He leaned his thin frame against her, until she knelt at his side and laid a hand on his narrow head.

“So that’s why you stopped coming to tournaments in the mortal world,” Shea said quietly.

“Yes. There were arrangements to be made.”

“And then you were brought back here.”

“At first, I believed Midir would welcome me back eagerly. But I soon discovered I’d traded one empty castle for another.” She gestured around her, at the wreckage of her bedroom and the branches twining determinedly through its stone walls. “After this tournament, there will be no guests for another hundred years.”

“Can’t you go somewhere else?”

“I would likely be picked off by another assassination attempt. I am revered as a chess player, but to anyone with political aspirations … Well, I am an easy target. For now, I am Midir’s only heir. It is quite inconvenient, considering I have no interest in becoming High Queen, let alone the constitution for it. And now that he is making ominous threats…”

Ciara sighed fretfully, then rose to her full height. Beann shook out his ears, watching her pace about the room with his anxious, unblinking stare.

“What will he do to you?”

“He will bar me from crossing the Veil. I might be forbidden to play chess, even in Tír nAill. And if that doesn’t bend me to his will, he will likely turn me into a swan for nine hundred years. I imagine he’ll do something of the sort anyway as soon as he and Aideen have their own children, just to clear the way for them. There is no shortage of things to do with unwanted half siblings.” Her cloak billowed behind her as she flung herself onto her bed. “The walls are closing in on me, Shea. This tournament is my last recourse.”

From here, Shea could see only the line of her profile, noble and tragic. Slowly, Shea came to sit beside her on the bed. Ciara’s dark gaze slid from the ceiling to hers. Ciara’s despair was a tangible thing. It settled heavily around Shea’s shoulders and pressed down on her like a weight. Shea didn’t know how to lessen it. Maybe it was enough to simply vent it, the same way trading a piece alleviated the pressure of a thorny position.

“I get it,” Shea said quietly, and she did. She wouldn’t have survived her mother’s house for much longer. When she used to count the years that lay between her and freedom, sometimes they threatened to crush her. “You want to leave.”

“I want to cross the Iron Veil.” Ciara spoke with a quiet, fervid conviction. “I want real freedom, instead of the taste of it I’ve been given. Midir is right about me, after all. I am a dissident. I belong nowhere and to no one. I know that will not change in the mortal world, but I love chess too much to give it up.”

An unexpected flash of anger tore through Shea. “Don’t listen to him. That’s a fucked-up thing to say to someone.”

“Then where?” She was almost pleading.

A soft wind sighed through the open window. The curtains rustled, casting lacy shadows over Ciara’s skin and the cool silk sheets beneath them. Shea did not know what possessed her. She took one of Ciara’s ringlets between two fingers. The rise and fall of Ciara’s chest stopped abruptly. Shea’s gaze traced the necklaces shining against her sternum, the smattering of freckles across her collarbones, up to her dark eyes.

“I don’t know,” Shea said quietly. “But if that’s how you really feel, you’re not alone. Let’s not belong together.”

Ciara’s lips parted softly. “That’s the most generous thing I’ve heard you say all week.”

Shea huffed. “Yeah, well. Don’t get used to it.”

When Ciara laughed, her cheek dimpled and Shea’s heart tripped over itself. Having grown up alongside Aideen, she’d believed herself inured to the fae’s charms. It seemed she’d lost both her tolerance and her good sense somewhere along the way.






CHAPTER FOURTEEN


The day of the tournament’s second round dawned as gray and crisp as all the others that had come before. In the daylight, the tournament hall was more impressive than Shea remembered: wide and echoing, with a crumbling stone ceiling that let in wide slabs of light. Spectators filled the risers, and press—both mortal photographers and faerie portraitists—crowded the wings. But it was the chessboards Shea could not look away from. They stood in the center of the room, stately and imposing, like a row of marble statues.

The second phase of the tournament was a round-robin format, where each team would play one game per day. A win earned them one point, a draw half a point, and a loss zero points. Only the top-scoring teams would advance to the third round.

The fourteen remaining competitors had gathered in the antechamber of the tournament hall. Some of them stood stock-still; others paced. None of them spoke, and the silence pressed down on them like an oncoming storm.

Ciara jerked her chin toward the tournament hall and murmured, low enough for only Shea to hear, “It’s odd, don’t you think?”

“What is?”

“There is no space,” she replied. “How are we meant to confer with one another like this? The other team will hear everything we say.”

“I don’t know.” Shea frowned. “I’m sure Midir has something planned.”

“Almost certainly.” Ciara shook her head. “I do not like this.”

Midir’s voice echoed through the hall. “Competitors, you may enter.”

The crowd’s hushed conversations lulled as the players filed through the archway. Shea made her way to their assigned board like a general surveying the battlefield, her back straight and her eyes fixed straight ahead.

Shea and Ciara took their place in front of the white pieces. Their opponents settled in across from them. One was a young faerie grandmaster named Brigit of Dowth. The other was Daniil Tsoi. The sight of his cold, imperious face did not spark the same loathing it once had. All she could think of was the bitter, unflinching determination in his voice when he said, I can’t lose.

“Did you get a better answer to the Caro-Kann?” Shea whispered.

“Going to play something other than d4?” he countered.

Ciara pressed her fingers into her temples and sighed.

“Today’s format is unconventional,” Midir said. Shea followed the sound of his voice to the front of the room, where he stood with his arms crossed neatly behind his back. “Chess is often thought of as a solitary sport. Although players have teams to prepare them for their games, they win or lose alone, on their own merits, and must cope with the results alone. But there is a fascinating dynamic that emerges between two players when they sit across the board from one another. As you play, you must get inside your opponent’s mind—and crush it. You must learn their strengths and weaknesses. You must anticipate what they want and what they plan to do. To play against someone is to know them completely.”

That was what he’d done to her: read her mind and broken it. Shea fought back a shiver of revulsion. What was it Ciara had said? Chess opens a door between two souls.

“These things fascinate me,” Midir continued. “The tensions between players. Trust and betrayal. In such a competitive, selfish game, is teamwork truly possible? In this round, we will find out.”

There was an edge to his smile—one Shea did not like. Before she could even begin to speculate what he meant by that, the fetter around her wrist flared hot with magic. A single branch unfurled—and reached out to its match on Ciara’s. They twined around one another in a neat spiral from end to end. He’d bound them together again. This time, something felt wrong. It was as though someone stood beside her in the theater of her mind, radiating a confusion both alien to and a double of her own.

“Well, here is the solution to the problem.” Shea heard Ciara’s voice clearly, but her lips did not move. “It seems our thoughts and feelings are aligned.”

Shea half rose from her seat in horror. This was an invasion. Her mind was an inviolable place, her own domain. No one since Aideen had walked its halls. But there hadn’t been so many dark places and unopened doors back then. To know Ciara could traipse through uninvited, rummaging through whatever she pleased … She would find all of Shea’s vulnerabilities, all her fears. Worse, she would sense Shea’s feelings: this inconvenient, undeniable attraction Shea could not stamp out. Ciara would never let her live it down.

“Get out.”

That earned her an indignant glare from Ciara. “Believe me, I’d love to. Your emotions are so loud. I understand it may be a challenge, but can you contain yourself for a few hours?”

Shea threw her thoughts in Ciara’s direction with force. “No guarantees. Let’s play e4.”

Each army stood frozen on the board, awaiting their marching orders. Ciara advanced their king’s pawn two squares. Shea had been honest with Daniil the other night. He did struggle against the fantasy variation of the Caro-Kann. She almost hoped he’d take the bait, if only to prove her wrong. But he and his opponent responded by throwing down a gauntlet: the Archangel Variation.

Shea frowned down at the board, unable to contain her surprise. Few people took risks against her anymore. More accurately, few people wanted to play an actual game of chess with her anymore. Nowadays, her opponents liked to prepare thirty moves of bizarre lines only a computer could devise—anything to keep her off guard and out of familiar territory. Obsessive study had given her an edge in well-known positions. But here was Daniil, playing to win with the black pieces. She respected him for it.

“Aggressive. He’s clearly prepared something.”

Ciara rested her chin in her hands as she appraised the board. Shea sensed her disappointment before she spoke. More infuriatingly, she felt it almost as her own. “There are a few good options we have here. But I imagine you want to shut down anything interesting.”

Shea did her best not to bristle. It didn’t help matters that Daniil was watching them with something like self-satisfaction. He must have done this on purpose. He knew very well that Shea and Ciara would handle this position in completely different ways. It was cunning of him to try to sow discord between them.

“I’m open to something interesting,” Shea said, a little defensively. “Are you confident in these types of positions? Actually, I retract the question. Of course you are.”

Beside her, Ciara preened. “I took a look at this line recently.”

She rattled off a few moves and sketched out the general strategy. Shea could see no real fault with it, and their time was slipping away. As much as she hated it, she’d have to trust Ciara’s expertise here. “Fine. Let’s do it.”

Ciara’s line was, indeed, interesting—and also plunged them into a quagmire of complications. Minutes dragged into hours. Little by little, the other games adjourned, but the four of them battled on. As the clock ticked down, they had little time to calculate and work through all the intricacies. Her shoulders ached from hunching over the board, and her mind buzzed with exertion. One mistake could make the whole thing unravel.

She glanced up at a flicker of movement over Daniil’s shoulder. Midir stood behind him, observing the position with interest. His head tilted inquisitively, and a little smile curled on the corner of his lips, as though something about the game struck him as amusing. As though he saw something Shea did not.

As though he knew she was already lost.

Dread pooled within her like the trickle of cold water. She forced herself to look at the configuration of the pieces again. Her mind went eerily blank. She experienced only a yawning incomprehension. Nothing about this game made sense anymore. She could not understand how they’d gotten here. She dared to lift her gaze to Daniil, who regarded her with cool indifference.

Dark eyes, she reminded herself. Not green. She was not playing Midir. She was not that overconfident little girl anymore. But Daniil had prepared for this game. He’d led them here for a reason. He saw deeper and farther than her, all the way to a humiliating checkmate. He saw into her very soul, just as he had claimed on the boat ride here: If you’re in a worse position, you can’t hold your nerves. You disintegrate. It felt prophetic now. They were going to lose this game. She was bleeding out on the board. She was sinking, too fast, and—

A hand landed firmly on her knee. “Shea.”

The sound of Ciara’s voice—urgent, concerned, and a little desperate—brought her back to herself. Shea heaved a shaky sigh and glanced reluctantly over at her.

“There you are.” Ciara frowned. “We have to move.”

“Right.” Shea scrubbed her hands down her face. They had maybe a minute’s worth of sand left in their hourglass. “Right. Sorry.”

“Rook here?”

At a glance, Shea could not see anything wrong with it. Ciara was right. They had to move. She placed the rook on the g8 square. In an instant, Daniil made a face—half surprised, half disgusted. Shea realized why only a moment later. Ciara did, too, judging by the outrage and self-reproach that crashed over them both.

Their last move had been a mistake.

Shea leaned back in her chair, staring up at a sliver of evening sky. All that training—all that effort—for what? Her brittleness had just cost them the game. She’d doomed Aideen, all because she was too much of a fuck-up to win when it mattered. All because Midir had somehow gotten into her mind again. Her hands trembled. Her throat constricted. She refused to cry. She would not fucking cry in front of Daniil Tsoi, who would never exhaust the smug satisfaction of ending her winning streak.

A clattering drew her attention. Ciara had toppled their king and extended her hand to the fae across from her: a resignation. Shea did not look at Daniil as she offered him a handshake. By the time he accepted it, she was already rising out of her seat and desperate to slip away.

“Shea,” Ciara said aloud. “Come with me for a moment.”

Shea could do nothing but let Ciara march her out of the tournament hall.



Ciara dragged her into the first alcove she could find. Flowering vines dripped from the archway like curtains, and thick, time-worn tapestries covered each wall. It was insulated enough for whatever chastisement was coming her way. Shea could feel Ciara’s frustration humming like a live wire.

“Would you care to explain what happened?” she demanded.

“Nothing happened.” Both their emotions rushed through her in torrents. She slammed her palm flat against the stained-glass window beside them. It rattled ominously in its leaded frame. “I just should’ve seen what Daniil was plotting! What an obvious fork.”

Gently, Ciara said, “I did not see it, either.”

Shea saw her own disheveled, wild reflection in the liquid dark of Ciara’s eyes. She also saw Ciara’s disappointment. Ciara hated losing, too. Shea could feel it, as tender as a bruise. But it was a matter of aesthetic and intellectual pride to Ciara. It was like an artist smudging a line on a perfect painting, or a sculptor chiseling off too much stone. For her, the game had been spoiled by the ugliness of that fatal rook move.

Almost pityingly, she said, “I understand now why you were so upset the other day. I understand why you play the way you do. It’s not that you hate losing. You’re afraid of it.”

Shea’s anger flared hot within her. “I’m not afraid.”

“I had never even considered that might be the case. I thought you were too good to worry about losing. In fact, I’m shocked you play as well as you do, if that is how you feel in difficult positions.” Ciara paused uncertainly. “Tell me, what is it that you’re playing for?”

Shea sighed, and some of the rage flowed out of her. She didn’t see any good reason to conceal it from Ciara. “My sister.”

“What do you mean by that?”

The story poured out of Shea. She told Ciara everything, from Aideen’s inexplicable birth to Midir’s sudden arrival in their lives. She told her of her plan to stop him from taking Aideen. And even though it nearly ripped her open, she told her how she’d failed. Ciara listened with surprising attentiveness, and by the end, she looked quite stricken. Through their bond, a spark of anger reached Shea.

“So this is why you have denied yourself—” Ciara pinched the bridge of her nose. “This is your first over-the-board loss in a year. I cannot believe I am the one telling you this, but you must be reasonable. You and I lose less often than most of the others, but you cannot go undefeated forever.”

Shea smiled mirthlessly. “You can if you’re Midir.”

They both fell silent, and hopelessness permeated the close air of the alcove.

“Let us set him aside for a moment,” Ciara said. “You cannot punish yourself for losing that game forever. It was not a moral failure.”

“Yes, I can.” Frustration mounted within her. “If I’d played better, if I’d prepared more, if I’d—”

“Shea,” Ciara interjected. “You surely know that your sister is not fully mortal. You seem to believe her birth is some sort of faerie curse. But it was purely a coincidence that your family was caught in the crossfire of my brother’s mistakes. None of us can stop fate.”

Dread made a knot of her stomach. “Don’t talk to me in riddles.”

“Then allow me to tell you a story.”

And so, she did.

Long ago, Midir of Bri Leith went to pay a visit to his foster son, Aengus. A group of warriors was training in Aengus’s field, when suddenly a quarrel broke out among them. Midir attempted to intervene, but a stray spear of holly knocked out his left eye. Enraged, he went to Aengus with his eye clutched in his hand.

“Would that I had never come to call!” he cried. “Now, I am blemished and put to shame.”

Full of regret, Aengus summoned the great physician Dian Cecht to fit Midir with a new eye. But Midir deemed it insufficient recompense. He was called Midir the Proud for a reason, after all. He demanded his due: a chariot worth seven cumals, a mantle befitting his stature, and the fairest maiden in Tír nAill. There could be no other but Aideen Echraide, the princess of one of Ulster’s Elfmounds.

Her father was loath to surrender her, however. He understood that Midir was far more powerful than he, and if any shame came upon her, he could not exact his vengeance. But he would give her to Midir for a price. He asked that Aengus clear twelve plains that languished under waste and wood, so that he could graze cattle. In addition, he asked Aengus to draw twelve great rivers across the land so that he might have better trade routes. Lastly, he required Aideen’s weight in both gold and silver. This, Aengus did in three days, and when he brought Aideen to his foster father, Midir was well pleased. He and Aideen stayed in Aengus’s home for one year, and although that year was happy, a dark cloud of fear lurked at the back of Midir’s mind.

Midir already had a wife. Her name was Fuamnach, and she was among the most cunning and powerful women in Tír nAill. She also was known to be jealous. And indeed, she was furious when Midir returned to Bri Leith with his new bride. In a fury, she transformed Aideen into a scarlet fly and fled.

After that, Midir was without a wife.

Still, Midir kept Aideen. She followed him wherever he went, and it was said he found no pleasure in anything—not women or wine or dancing or food—unless he could see her and hear the lovely music of her wings.

It did not take long for Fuamnach to discover that Midir was still happy with his fly-bride. Fuamnach made a promise to herself, then: In whatsoever part of the world Aideen might be, in whatsoever shape she might be, as long as they both lived, Fuamnach would do nothing but harm to Aideen. And so, she summoned a gale to blow Aideen away—so powerful, she found nowhere to rest for a thousand years. So powerful, perhaps, that fly eventually slipped through a tear in the Iron Veil and landed in the drink of a young mortal girl from Wayfolk.

When Midir found out what Fuamnach had done, he did not rest until he found her. And when he did, he had their foster son execute her.

Shea’s head swam. She couldn’t accept this as anything resembling reality or truth. It was preposterous. “Why are you telling me this?”

Ciara looked weary—worse, pitying. “How can I say this delicately?”

“Just say it.”

“Have you considered that your sister wishes to remain in Tír nAill?”

Shea reeled back. Of course she hadn’t. It was a possibility thrust unwillingly on her—one she wished she could cast back into darkness. Ciara presumed too much. She didn’t know Aideen like Shea did. She hadn’t been there the night Midir had stolen her away. She hadn’t heard that fumbling, unconvincing lie: I want to go, Shea. I’ve always wanted to go.

It was a lie. Because if it wasn’t, what had Shea done with the last six years of her life? All that suffering, all that guilt, all that time spent punishing herself … She couldn’t orient her life around that. She couldn’t accept that it’d all been meaningless, or she might as well end it all now. Shea used to dream of being like one of her knights, gallant and fearless. In reality, maybe she’d never be anything more than a pawn. She could only move forward, never back.

“Don’t say that,” Shea said hoarsely. “Don’t ever say that again.”

Ciara opened her mouth, clearly ready to protest. In the end, she must’ve thought better of it. “As you wish.”

Ciara’s restraint infuriated her. She couldn’t say something like that and just back down. Blood roared in Shea’s ears. “What the fuck do you know?”

“Nothing,” Ciara said acidly. “Clearly.”

“She was sixteen years old when your brother first showed up. You didn’t see how she looked at him, or how he looked at her. You didn’t see how we grew up. Even if she agreed to go, what choice did she really have?” Shea’s voice broke. “How was that a choice?”

“I do understand, Shea.” Ciara held her in the black intensity of her stare. “The things we do in desperation … It is impossible not to regret them.”

Shea did not trust herself to speak. She only nodded.

“You are right that I do not know her mind,” Ciara continued. “I only meant to say that I’m certain she would not blame you for what happened. She certainly wouldn’t want you to suffer for her sake.”

“Thanks,” she said gruffly.

Ciara pressed a hand to her own chest as though stanching a wound. With less gravity, she said, “I do not know how you live with this feeling.”

Shea let out a soft huff of laughter. No one had ever seen this side of her, much less experienced it alongside her. “You get used to it.”

“I should hope not! For my sake, I implore you to manage yourself going forward.”

“I’ll try.”

The stained-glass window let in panels of watery light. They bathed Ciara’s face, her balefire hair, her elegant hands. Like this, she looked almost saintly, and— Heat crawled up Shea’s neck. God, she had to stop thinking. Ciara could not know how she felt.

She was watching Shea closely now. Softly she said, “Your mind frightens me.”

It did not sound like an insult. Shea’s heart gave an answering thud. A horrible longing filled her, along with a rush of panic. Ciara jerked away from her so abruptly, the delicate link between their fetters snapped. Finally, Shea was alone in her own mind. Never had she felt more relieved.

“Well!” Ciara clapped her hands. “That is quite enough of mortal emotions for today. Get some rest. We will do better tomorrow.”

“Right. Tomorrow.”

“So long!”

Ciara all but fled the alcove. Suspicion pricked at Shea. There was something about Ciara’s voice and the overbright glint in her eyes. It wasn’t until the doors closed behind Ciara that Shea realized that maybe, just maybe, that ache of yearning had not been hers alone.






CHAPTER FIFTEEN


The next day, they did do better—and the day after, and the next. They won and won and won. Some of their games were less a victory than they were a massacre. Still, the pressure mounted. Thanks to their earlier loss, they wanted to win every game to ensure they made it into the top four. It all came down to the last day. Shea and Ciara would face off against their undefeated opponents: Lily and her faerie teammate, a grandmaster named Lochlainn of Knowth.

At the board, Lily wore an expression of complete and total calm. It made Shea painfully aware of how she’d insulted her. Lily would no doubt be eager to crush them, if only to make Shea regret underestimating her.

But as long as Shea held her nerve, they could win.

They shook hands, and Lily started Shea and Ciara’s clock. Both sides played their first few moves in rapid succession. It both stunned and delighted Shea to see their opponents steering the game into a tricky, venomous line of the King’s Indian Defense. Ciara favored King’s Indian positions. And Shea, knowing that, had prepared far too many niche lines to combat it. This was well within her wheelhouse. Already, she felt herself cooling like tempered steel into something sharp and deadly.

Within a few moves, they’d entered into a variation Shea recognized well. “I was looking at this line recently. Playing the pawn forward here is kind of a rare move. I don’t think either of them will know it.”

“I certainly have never seen it before.” Ciara’s amusement sparkled through their bond. “Did you prepare that for me?”

“Don’t flatter yourself.” Shea hesitated for only a moment. “But yeah.”

“Well, then. I’ll follow your lead. I’m eager to see how you would’ve taken me down.”

That was all the encouragement Shea needed.

Both sides maneuvered their pieces: their bishops freed, their knights unleashed, their pawns marching onward. The middlegame transformed the board into a battleground, riddled with complications. Shea could not see it clearly yet, but she could feel it. They were teetering on the edge of breaking through their opponents’ defenses. As she stared across the board at Lochlainn’s drawn, wan face, Shea could smell the blood in the water.

“What are our candidate moves?” Shea asked Ciara. “They’re close to cracking.”

Ciara surveyed the board, her lips forming the shape of words without speaking. “We could castle here. Or we could play g3, unless you think f5 is too dangerous.”

“Castling is definitely the best move. But they might go c5, which looks a little scary, I guess.”

Ciara shot her a look out of the corner of her eye. “I’m not scared. I like our position a lot.”

Her confidence bolstered Shea. “I do, too. And we’re going to go b4 at some point. Like, if they go rook f4, we go bishop g5, rook-f b1, h5, king f1, g4, takes, takes.”

“Then king e2?” Shea could hear the smile in her voice, impressed or delighted by the idea. “Bold.”

“Exactly. What are they going to do?”

Shea had meant it rhetorically, but Ciara, thorough as ever, closed her eyes, envisioning the resulting position. When her dark eyes slid open, she looked game and eager—and best of all, certain. “Very well. Let’s do it.”

It sent a thrill through Shea.

They forged ahead with their plan, securing a five-minute lead on the clock. Their opponents, however, did not go down easy. They parried and pressed, forcing them to think, until each side was down to fifteen seconds on the clock. It was a time scramble. But Ciara knew it as surely as Shea did: They’d already won. It was only a matter of delivering the final blow.

“Where’s the win?” Shea muttered. “Knight f4, g6…”

Ciara craned her neck forward, her tongue pressed against her full lower lip, her brow furrowed. “Why not rook g2?”

“Fine,” Shea conceded. “Rook g2. That’s fine. I guess we just can’t go f7.”

“But then we’re threatening—”

“—we are not. No, we are not. Do not even think about it.”

They played their moves with such speed the pieces nearly flew off the board. The excitement mounted, until they were practically shouting moves at each other.

“—and now g6—”

“Yes! Go. Now.”

Their attack finally pierced black’s defenses. With no immediate response and no time to think, black’s clock ran out. Just like that, it was over. Across the board, Lochlainn nearly collapsed from the sudden evaporation of tension. Lily scowled down at the pieces with a quiet disbelief.

They’d won.

They’d won, and she felt … With her mind overheated from strain, Shea hardly even knew how to describe it. There was relief, yes. But this was something more. Something incandescent and unrestrained and fizzy, building and building in her chest until she overflowed with it.

Joy, she realized.

Shea couldn’t help it. She laughed aloud with giddy, confused delight. She couldn’t remember the last time chess had brought her joy. She hadn’t thought it possible. It made her want to weep.

The audience began to applaud, a sound that swelled and swelled until the stone reverberated with it. It lasted for nearly a full minute, until Midir held up a hand. The crowd went obediently silent.

“Now that the results are in, I’m pleased to announce that both teams will advance to round three,” he said. “Congratulations to the final eight.”



After the game, they’d been roped into a press conference. Representatives from the mortal world shoved cameras in their faces and asked them the sorts of questions Shea had come to expect. A group of bards listened in so that they might compose a song of their exploits, which Shea found ridiculous. Ciara, however, was aglow with pride.

When it was over, she led Shea to what she said was her favorite spot in the castle: the butterfly garden. It bloomed in an explosion of color. There were pink milkweed and lilac asters; lavender and goldenrod; daisies and snapdragons. All of it grew wild, uncontained by beds or trellises—waist high and higher still, reaching toward the pale light of the sun. Iridescent butterflies flitted among the petals like dandelion seeds.

At the center of it all was a gazebo. Ciara slid onto a bench beneath its roof and stretched out. Her hair spilled off the side and onto the floor. She rummaged through a hidden pocket of her cloak and produced a flask.

Shea let out a startled laugh. “You had that the whole time?”

Ciara uncapped it. “I was prepared for either celebration or consolation.”

“Clever,” Shea said dryly.

Ciara’s eyes sparkled as she took a swig, then passed it to Shea. Shea poured its contents into her mouth. Wine, she thought. It was pleasantly tart and rich, like bilberries.

“We couldn’t have lost, honestly,” Shea said. “We’re just better at chess than the others.”

Ciara laughed at that, shocked and warm and genuine. Shea’s heart did something stupid at the sound of it, and it made her mouth form an even stupider smile in return.

Beautiful, she thought. Ciara was so beautiful.

And Shea was such a fool.

On some level, she’d always known she was a lesbian. It had felt almost abstract, when she never had room in her life for anything but chess. But she’d never experienced anything like this before. It made her want to do something reckless. It made her want to find out if Ciara’s lips would taste like wine.

“Don’t let Tsoi hear you say that,” Ciara said. She didn’t deny it, either.

“I’ve been thinking,” Shea murmured. “What do you plan to do once you’re in the mortal world?”

Ciara looked surprised but pleased. Shea recognized the feeling: Finally, someone had brought up a favorite topic she rarely got to discuss. “I have a list. Do you want to see it?”

“Yeah. Let’s hear it.”

Ciara reached into her improbable cloak again. It took only a few moments of muttering and shifting for her to find what she was looking for. With a flourish, as though pulling a sword from its scabbard, she held up a scroll. Ciara unfastened the ribbon binding it shut, and the parchment unfurled like a war banner and went sprawling across the flagstones.

“You really have put some thought into this,” Shea said wryly.

Ciara ignored her. “The first item is to attend a Renaissance Faire. Use a stapler. Watch the washing machines in a self-serve laundromat. Consume the bright blue drinks from the Seven Minus Eleven store. Go to an aquarium. Put on those shoes with the wheels on them. Buy—”

Shea laughed. “Wait. Are you serious? This is your list?”

“What? Is there something wrong with it?” Ciara demanded. A little color rose in her cheeks. Shea got the sense that she’d genuinely embarrassed her. It was oddly endearing.

“There’s nothing wrong with it. It’s just that most people’s bucket lists are like … Traveling to new places. Climbing Mount Everest. Skydiving. Things like that.”

“Why would I want to climb a mountain?” Ciara asked, horrified. “What is skydiving?”

“Never mind,” Shea muttered. “I just mean you could do half of those things in an hour.”

“That is why the list is so long.” Ciara began rolling the scroll up with an air of profound self-consciousness. “Think me ridiculous if you must. I rarely get to see anything beyond my hotel room when I travel for tournaments.”

“No,” said Shea. “I mean, I do kind of think that you’re ridiculous, but…”

Ciara huffed.

“I guess I’m just wondering where you’d go, if you left the Otherworld.” Shea frowned. “You don’t have anywhere to live. I’m sure you could get something for yourself with your tournament winnings.”

Ciara lowered her gaze. “I do not get to keep my tournament winnings.”

She really did have nothing, then.

Shea hadn’t meant to confront Ciara with logistics, but she did need to think this through. The Chess Federation might help her some, but they couldn’t exactly bankroll a faerie princess’s lavish lifestyle. A private donor might support her—maybe one of the billionaires who funded those fancy, offbeat tournaments; the type who barely knew how the pieces moved but respected the game for its general aura of prestige. But what kind of life would that be, beholden to a patron like it was the Middle Ages? No, it wouldn’t do.

“I guess you could stay with me,” Shea said. “At least until you figure things out.”

She didn’t know what possessed her to say it. She should have regretted it—or better yet, withdrawn it—because it was an objectively terrible idea. They didn’t hate each other anymore, but they still bickered. If they lived together, one of them would be dead within a month. And yet, all she could really concentrate on was the way it had felt during the last game they’d played—and the way Ciara was looking at her now.

“Really?” Ciara’s voice was both hopeful and suspicious.

“Yeah. Really.”

“That’s good of you.”

“It’s no bother,” Shea replied, too quickly to be casual. Worse, she found she couldn’t stop herself from babbling. “You wouldn’t like living with me, though. I’ve been alone for too long.”

“I’ll be the judge of that.” Ciara canted her chin. “Would you like living with me?”

Would she? Over the past week, her animosity had melted into something like respect. When Ciara played to her full ability, how could Shea not admire her? Ciara’s creativity, her restlessness, her eye for tactics, her raw skill … They set Shea ablaze.

When they were grinding out the theory of some obscure line, she felt as though they were birds: flashing through the air, soaring and diving and coasting, surveying the expansive domain of all chess knowledge from a great height. Maybe it should have terrified her to brush up against a skill that might exceed her own. But it didn’t. Who else but Ciara could keep up with her? Who else could challenge her like this? Ciara made Shea remember, distantly, what it was like to love this stupid game that she’d once loved and that had betrayed her.

Ciara made her want to play.

She wanted to play chess. Shea could hardly believe it—could hardly contain her excitement. She wanted to face Ciara again. She wanted to tear apart her defenses. She wanted to launch an unstoppable attack. She wanted to experience the full force of her ability, with nothing held back between them. She wanted … She wanted Ciara.

Chess opens a door between two souls.

The gazebo was suddenly airless. Sunlight played in the fiery red of Ciara’s hair and lit her black eyes. They stared at each other across the painfully little space between them. Slowly, Shea cradled Ciara’s face in her hand. She slid her thumb along Ciara’s full lower lip. She felt the hitch of Ciara’s breath, the flutter of her pulse. “Yeah. I think I would.”

Melancholy stole across Ciara’s expression. Her smile was so soft and uncertain. “Of course, all of this assumes that I win.”

Those words sank into Shea’s heart like a dagger. Her hand dropped back into her lap. “Right. Assuming you win.”

They fell silent. What else could they say? This world they’d envisioned could never exist. Somehow, she’d forgotten the painful truth. They couldn’t both win.






PART 
III





On a warm spring afternoon, Shea was set to give a simultaneous exhibition for Wayfolk’s local chess club. When she and Aideen entered the library, everything was ready for her. Someone had written Welcome, Shea Fury on a whiteboard in green dry-erase marker. Ten tables were arranged in a U in the center of the room. Ten people sat on the outer curve of the U, each with a chessboard in front of them. No one spared Shea a glance. They all stared at Aideen with a mixture of reverence and horror, desire and loathing. Aideen kept her gaze fixed on the floor.

Shea hated it, but she understood it. She was eleven years old, slight and severe, with dull blond hair and eyes like glass marbles. And Aideen was … well, Aideen. Fae-touched. Beautiful. Dangerous. Half the town still believed she’d killed Ryan on purpose. It made Shea’s blood boil.

As she approached the tables, she thought, Soon, I will be the one you can’t look away from. Then, Aideen wouldn’t be gawked at like a zoo animal. She wouldn’t need to be afraid to leave the house anymore.

A middle-aged man with a kind face and a purple sweater materialized from the back of the room. “Thank you so much for joining us today, Shea. It’s an honor to have a chess master play with our club members. Everyone, this is International Master Shea Fury. Can you believe she’s only eleven years old? No doubt she’ll be a grandmaster soon.”

At last, the attention in the room shifted begrudgingly to Shea. She gazed back at them and their unimpressed, doubtful faces, her own expression carefully blank. Dislike roiled within her. In real life, she couldn’t punish any of them in a meaningful way for the way they made her sister feel. But in chess, she could make them hurt.

“Can I start?” she asked.

If her brusqueness bothered the club leader, it did not show. He gestured to the first board and said, “By all means. And, Aideen, is it? You can take a seat back here.”

Shea had played several simultaneous exhibitions at this point in her career. She would play ten games at once, moving down the line from board to board to play each move. She gathered her nerve and approached the first board. She played d4 instantaneously before moving on to the second.

As the games wore on, she settled into an easy rhythm. It took no more than a second to analyze each position and make her next move. There was little but the sound of her sneakers scuffing against the wooden floor, the shift of bodies in seats, soft sighs and yawns and the occasional cough. Spectators clustered against the walls, craning their necks to watch her play. Shea hardly noticed their presence. Through the window, the sun illuminated the red leaves of a Japanese maple. It seemed to her like an outward reflection of her mind: clear and languorous and bathed in a dreamy, bloody light. None of these players posed her any sort of challenge. It felt like she could run and run for miles.

By the end of two hours, she had defeated them all. Some sat slumped in their chairs with sweat on their brows. Others looked quietly furious. Others gazed up at her with awe shining in their eyes. All of them were broken. Good, she thought. Little by little, applause broke out across the room. Shea glowed with a quiet, cold satisfaction.

When they all filed out of the library, everyone avoided brushing shoulders with either Shea or Aideen. It was as though there was something profoundly demonic about them both, this little girl and her otherworldly sister.

“Good job,” Aideen told her in the car. Her hands rested gently on the steering wheel. She’d painted her nails a deep forest green. It relieved Shea a little to see it. Aideen hadn’t completely abandoned her vanity. “You made it look so easy.”

“It was.” Then, remembering her manners, she added, “Thank you.”

“Of course.” Aideen smiled indulgently. “I wouldn’t expect anything different from the future World Champ.”

Shea was pleased that Aideen remembered her dream. If she kept winning her tournaments, if she kept studying, maybe she could do it by the time she turned eighteen. A copy of Bronstein’s The Sorcerer’s Apprentice lay beside her in the back seat. She picked it up and ran her fingers along the spine. “It helps me play better when you’re there. You’re good luck.”

“No, I’m not,” Aideen replied, with surprising vehemence. “I’m really not.”

It troubled Shea to hear her say that. It really did make a difference when Aideen watched, or when she offered Shea such unwavering encouragement. Her sister never saw herself clearly. It was the town that made her feel like this—like she was some kind of monster. A dark, bilious cloud rose up within Shea. “I’m glad I crushed them.”

“Well, that’s not very sportsmanlike,” Aideen chided, but Shea could tell she wasn’t really mad.

Shea shrugged. “They deserved it.”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t like the way they look at you.”

In the rearview, Aideen’s eyes looked so sad. “I appreciate it, but that’s not for you to worry about. Beating them in a game won’t make them stop.”

“Maybe it will, once I’m successful enough. Pretty soon, I’ll take care of us.”

Aideen laughed. It both heartened Shea and annoyed her. Aideen so rarely laughed anymore, but Shea didn’t like when it was at her expense. She was being serious. Heat rose in her cheeks. “What’s so funny?”

“Sorry, sorry. Nothing.” Aideen bit down on her smile. “Sometimes you just talk like you’re so tough and grown up. But you’re just a kid.”

Shea glared. “You are, too.”

“I’m sixteen,” Aideen said, with deep exasperation. “I’m practically an adult.”

By the time they arrived back home, night had blanketed the neighborhood like snow. Their little house stood at the very top of the hill, with two cherry blossom trees framing the front door. Travis’s car was parked in the driveway. Shea’s stomach twisted into a knot.

Aideen killed the ignition. “Wait here.”

“No.” She’d let Aideen handle all their problems alone for long enough. She hadn’t been able to protect Aideen from Ryan. But that was three years ago. “I’m coming.”

“Shea,” Aideen said impatiently.

Shea unbuckled her seat belt. Aideen, clearly annoyed, said nothing. She got out of the car and slammed the door shut. No sooner had they stepped onto the porch than Shea heard the shouting.

When Mom and her boyfriend fought, it was usually cold and simmering, all hushed voices and late nights. She never saw anything. But sometimes, if Shea walked up behind her mother too quietly, she would flinch. Shea hated to watch the terror in her eyes harden into anger.

But now, if they were yelling …

Fear slithered through her. She was frozen, her pulse hammering in her throat.

Do something, she urged herself.

Shea cracked open the door. She could see Travis and her mother in the dim kitchen light. He wasn’t a big man, but in that moment, he seemed enormous. He loomed over Mom, jabbing his finger hard into her sternum as if punctuating his sentences.

Do something.

Shea couldn’t make out what he was saying. Her ears were ringing too loud, and her hands were still trembling. She despised herself for it. She had a killer instinct on the board, but when it really mattered, she was useless. All the power she felt earlier slipped away like water through her fingers. If only she could be like one of her knights: someone gallant and brave, someone capable of driving back the people who would hurt them. Without a board in front of her, she was just a little girl, unremarkable and powerless.

Aideen took Shea by the shoulder. “Stay here.”

I’m practically an adult, Aideen had said. It had seemed ridiculous at the time. Now, with the exhaustion and resignation on her face, it felt painfully true. Shea had been there the first time Aideen used her power; it had been an accident. Every time she’d used it since had been on purpose. Shea knew how much it weighed on her.

Aideen didn’t need Shea to protect her. Of course she didn’t. But one day, she wouldn’t need to do this. One day, she wouldn’t have to be the thing she was afraid of: the monster everyone believed she was.

Shea grabbed her hand. “It’s not fair.”

Somehow, Aideen seemed to know what she meant. She tucked a strand of hair behind Shea’s ear. “I know. It’s okay.”

“I don’t want him to hurt you.”

“He’s not going to hurt me. I promise.”

Tears slipped down Shea’s cheeks. Humiliated, she swiped them away. “Okay.”

At last, Mom’s voice reached Shea: “You need to go home. You need to leave now.”

“I’ll be back in a minute,” Aideen said.

With that, she burst through the door. There was a startled silence before Travis thundered, “What the hell are you doing here?”

“Aideen!” Mom cried.

“Stop talking,” Aideen said, her voice pitched low and shimmering with magic. Power radiated from her. It skittered along Shea’s spine and raised all the hairs on her arms. Travis stared at her, slack-jawed, horrified, and captivated. “You heard her. Walk out that door and keep going. Just keep going.”

Shea pressed herself flat against the siding of the house. Travis didn’t notice her at all. He shambled past her, his eyes vacant. He walked out the door, then past his own car. He kept going down the street, illuminated here and there by the streetlights, until he vanished into the darkness.






CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Shea sat in her bedroom’s bow window with her forehead pressed against the cool glass. Through the gray-gauze mist, the sky blushed pink with dawn. She should’ve been asleep long ago, but her thoughts refused to quiet. Not when her body still buzzed with the joy of that last game.

Joy. It should have been impossible, when Midir had killed that part of her. And yet, here she was. Somehow, Ciara had stanched that psychic wound and breathed new life into her. She’d made Shea start thinking about the future.

And then, Shea had almost kissed her.

She groaned. She’d trodden too far into dangerous territory. Her feelings had gotten too confused. Sorcerers on the loose or not, she needed to clear her head. She emerged from her room just as another door down the hall opened. Lily stepped out, then stopped short when she noticed Shea.

Lily, wrapped in a loose black sweater, stood there with a heavy book tucked under her arm and a glare that could corrode steel. Shea considered continuing on her way, or maybe just turning around and crawling into bed, but something made her hesitate. Their last conversation flashed through her mind.

I did earn my way here, even if I wasn’t invited.

Shea hated being wrong. What she hated even more were players who underestimated and devalued their peers for no good reason. It seemed pointless to delude yourself when confronted with new facts.

She cleared her throat. “You always awake this early?”

“It’s the only time it’s quiet. At least, it used to be.”

“Right.” Shea could take a hint. She ran her hand through her hair and sighed. “Look. I think I owe you an apology.” Lily’s mouth twisted, either displeased or surprised, but Shea went on determinedly. “You’re right. You do deserve to be here.”

“Even if I am just a depressed international master?” she asked wryly.

“I did say I was trying to apologize,” Shea muttered. “So, I apologize.”

Lily’s expression softened some, but her tone remained guarded. “Where is this coming from?”

“I don’t know. I’ve just been thinking about how chess can be kind of lonely if you alienate everyone around you…” Shea felt herself beginning to babble—and saw the wariness reenter Lily’s eyes. “Whatever. I don’t know. You played well yesterday, and I thought I should tell you. I wanted to know how you played. Now I do.”

“And how is that?”

“Like a storm.”

A genuine smile broke over Lily’s face. It made her look much younger—so much less world-weary and jaded. “That’s a new one.”

“It’s just the truth. Whoever that guy is you’re trying to get back at … I don’t know what he did to you, but he should be afraid.”

“Men like him never are.” Like a cloud passing over sunlight, Lily’s smile faded. “I was a fool for not seeing his true nature, but I never thought I could be so easily deceived.”

Lily clasped her wrist absently. Her sleeve had ridden up, revealing a mottled band of scar tissue that crept out from beneath the fabric and stretched over the back of her palm. It shone faintly in the early-morning light. Shea didn’t know the particulars of Lily’s situation, but she could guess at it. She’d seen enough of her mother’s terrible boyfriends over the years to know. It always started slow. You could always find ways to justify it. You never wanted to believe that love wasn’t enough to overcome it.

“That doesn’t make you a fool,” she said.

Lily shook her head. “Maybe not.”

“He’s the one to blame.”

“He is…” She withdrew into herself, seemingly lost in thought. “I survived him. I should let it go. But I can’t.”

Shea remembered the exact moves of almost every game she played—and certainly all of the ones she’d lost. “You’re a chess player. That drive for perfection, the obsessiveness, the spite … It runs in our blood.”

“Not all of us. My father taught me to play. He was like Smyslov and Tal and Spassky: an artist. He never wanted to see his opponents suffer. He wanted to be their friend, I think. He wanted to work with them to make something beautiful.”

Truly artistic games arose through that fine, balletic dance of collaboration and competition. Shea had played some pretty games, but it hadn’t been her goal since she was a child. Now …

Shea strangled that thought. “Were you like that, once?”

“I don’t know anymore. I don’t remember a time when I didn’t see chess as a means to an end.” It hurt, to hear her own feelings reflected back at her in such plain terms. Lily studied her, her expression unreadable. “I forgive you, by the way. But this doesn’t mean we’re friends.”

“Of course not.”

The dull thunk of axes sinking into wood echoed across the lake. Then: the groan of trees as they broke, the crash as they fell. Shea and Lily exchanged a look, then hurried to a window. Outside, fae hurried here and there carrying baskets full of golden flowers and bundles of wood.

“You know about this stuff, right?” Shea asked. “What’s happening, exactly?”

Lily placed her book on the windowsill. Dappled shadows played across her pale face. “It’s the festival of An Ionradth today. It marks the day of the fae’s arrival in the mortal world.”

Another holiday, so soon after the other. “Right.”

“Good. You’re both here.” Shea turned around to see a faerie servant approaching them. He wore a garland of golden flowers around his brow. He stopped a few paces away and said, “His Royal Majesty requests your presence at the festivities tonight, after sunset. He will give you more information about the next round there.”

Judging by his tone, requests meant expects. An uneasy feeling came over Shea. “Great. We’ll be there.”

When he retreated down the hall again, Lily muttered, “I hate festivities.”

Shea felt similarly. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”

“Likewise. Stay on your guard.”



In the fields outside Midir’s castle, bonfires rose from the darkness. Against the deep blues and purples of the heather, they were the only bright things for miles. Bonfire smoke billowed into the sky, drawing a veil over the pale face of the moon. Even the stars seemed far away tonight.

All the fae of Ireland, it seemed, had come to celebrate. Groups of them drove herds of cattle out of their pastures and around the bonfires. They danced to the wild beat of drums and the cry of pipes. They leapt over the flames and painted their faces with ash. They drank and sang and clapped, with fire illuminating the sharp planes of their inhuman faces and refracted in their wide, black eyes. This was a far wilder world than the one Shea knew, made of stark shadows, deep hollows, and flickering gold.

When Shea arrived, a fae with ashes smeared across his cheeks greeted her. “Shea Fury. Come with me.”

He led her toward the largest bonfire Shea had ever seen and left her. The flames leapt high and wavering against the night, spitting out embers. Gold and silver motes whirled through the air, and the smell of woodsmoke and wine hung in the air like incense.

One by one, the other competitors arrived. She nodded in greeting at Daniil (who scowled at her as though she’d offended him) and Lily (who, mercifully, returned it). She did her best to avoid looking at anyone else, lest she inadvertently make eye contact with Ciara. She had to maintain some distance between them if she hoped to get through the rest of this tournament unscathed.

“Enjoying the festival?”

Shea nearly toppled into the fire. She hadn’t heard Ciara approach.

Ciara. Stupidly, Shea could only think about how the light suited her complexion. The flames gilded her skin and gathered in her hair. They transformed her into something unknowable and too dangerous to draw near. Her heart fluttered. Viciously, Shea smothered the feeling. This was exactly what she’d been hoping to avoid. How was she supposed to look her in the eye after last night? How was she supposed to pretend nothing had changed? Then again, nothing had changed. Ciara was the same annoying, pompous, dramatic, vain, inspiring …

Enough, Shea thought. It would be far easier to ignore one another. So why had Ciara sought her out? And why was Shea opening her mouth to reply? “It’s kind of creepy, honestly.”

Ciara offered her a tentative smile. “Well, the Festival of An Ionradth commemorates the anniversary of our arrival on this earth.”

Never had Shea been so relieved to hear one of Ciara’s little faerie fun facts. Skeptically, she asked, “What, you mean you came from another dimension?”

“Something like that.” Ciara shrugged. “It is said that on this day, thousands of years ago, my ancestors sailed their ships onto the shores of Ireland to conquer it. Some mortals claimed we were angels, cast out by our god and doomed to wander the earth. Others said we crawled from the depths of hell.” It was clear which version of the story she preferred. In the bonfire’s light, her eyes shone with a sulfuric glow. “During one of their summer festivals, we cast the world into darkness for three days and three nights with a thick black smoke: a powerful spell from one of our sorcerers.”

“That’s kind of fucked up. You ruined their holiday.”

“I suppose we did.” Ciara smiled almost dreamily, as if imagining it: the shock and awe, the theatrics, the darkness and hellfire. “But who’s to say it really happened? We live long lives, but our memories still fade. All that remain are stories, embellished and corrupted with every telling.”

The bonfire wavered like a mirage, and Midir stepped through the flames. They parted around him and danced at the hem of his cloak. His silver eye glowed like a banked coal. Clearly, Ciara was not the only faerie royal who enjoyed theatrics.

“Welcome, challengers. Tonight, you will compete for the advantage of playing with the white pieces in the third round. On this night, we light special fires to protect ourselves—and what belongs to us.” His smile was cold. “There are eight unlit stacks of firewood, each approximately half a league from here. Each of you will light one of them with a flame drawn from this bonfire.”

Midir plunged his hand into the fire. Shea’s stomach dropped reflexively. But the flames did not touch him. They curved around him and wove through his fingers like a cat. When he withdrew his hand, a small tongue of fire rested in the center of his palm as though flickering on a candle’s wick.

One of the faerie grandmasters asked, “Forgive me for the interruption, Your Majesty. How will we know where to go?”

“The flame will guide your way.” He extended his arm, and the flame burned brighter. “It will burn steadily as you approach your goal and wane as you stray farther from it. And if you set it down…”

He let it fall from his open hand, and it sputtered out on the grass. “It will extinguish. The first four players to light their fire will play white. Those who finish later—or those who allow their flames to go out—will play black. You will play tomorrow at ten.”

Shea frowned. That hardly seemed like much of a challenge. Half a league wasn’t far. Then again, Bri Leith was pitted with bogs and crawling with all sorts of threats: sorcerers and dog-men and who knew what other monsters Ciara hadn’t seen fit to warn her about.

“Take your flames,” said Midir.

The eight remaining competitors encircled the bonfire. Shea hesitated as she stared into the flames. The heat radiating off them singed her face. Everything rational within her resisted, but she dipped her hands into the fire and scooped out a tiny flame. It didn’t blister her skin but rather blazed just above it.

Shea drank in her competition: Ciara, Daniil, Lily, and four other faerie grandmasters. She could hardly make out their faces—only the animal gleam of their eyes in the dark. It occurred to her that as soon as they stepped outside the castle grounds, they were no longer under Midir’s protection. If someone wanted to sabotage the others, they could. Shea glanced at Ciara, whose attention remained fixed on the flame cupped in her hands. It stung, even though it was for the best. This time, Shea was on her own.

“You may begin,” Midir said.

With her heart in her throat, Shea set out into the night.






CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Nights were cold in the Otherworld—and unforgivingly dark. Away from the haze of bonfire smoke, a wash of moonlight fell over the earth. It cast the heath in an underwater glow, made hazy and ethereal by the ever-present mist. In the distance, she could see red and gold dotting the hills as people carried lit torches to and from the bonfire. The stench of peat hung heavy in the air.

Shea’s route took her on a steady incline up a hill, beneath the cover of hazel and holly trees. As she walked, she listened to the night-songs of insects. Here and there, the snap of a twig or the beating of birds’ wings set her on edge. But nothing happened. Was this really all this trial would be? A little jaunt through Midir’s land?

Wind cut through the trees. Shea cradled the flame closer to her chest, and its steady warmth bathed her face. When the leaves ceased their rustling, the world held its breath. The festival’s music did not reach her. Not even the crickets dared to sing. The only sound was the soft trickling of water.

Shea passed into a clearing—and froze. In front of her was a pool, surrounded by bricks of rough-cut stone and fed by the waters of a stream. A woman sat on a moss-covered boulder. Her feet were bare. Her golden hair spilled off her shoulders and pooled in her lap. A sharp pain went through Shea at the sight of her.

“Aideen,” Shea said breathlessly.

Her entire body went slack. Her flame dropped to the earth and sizzled against a puddle. Shea hardly paid it any mind because Aideen was here. It took all her strength not to rush forward and cling to her like they were children again.

Before this tournament, Shea had rehearsed what she’d say when she finally saw Aideen again. She’d come up with a thousand questions and prepared a thousand stories of all the things Aideen missed. She’d done her best to blot out the dread that rose up within her, because what if things weren’t the same? What if Aideen still hadn’t forgiven her? What if their reunion was soured by all the things they never got to say to each other?

When Aideen looked up at her, all of Shea’s doubts fell away. Aideen’s eyes glittered with unshed tears. “Shea.”

Shea took a step closer. Then another, like a sleepwalker stumbling forward. She all but collapsed against Aideen and threw her arms around her. “Is it really you?”

“Yes.” Aideen laughed. “Of course it’s me.”

“I missed you so much,” Shea whispered. She breathed in and caught the familiar stench of saltwater and rot. Shea stiffened in her arms and jerked away from her.

Aideen blinked up at her, pressing a hand to her heart. “What’s the matter?”

Guardedly, Shea asked, “What are you doing out here?”

Aideen looked almost amused. “What do you think I’m doing out here?”

A terrible coldness unfurled through her. “You’re not Aideen.”

This close, Shea could see the flaws in the glamour. The eyes were just a shade of blue too dark, the hair too pale a gold. But the most glaring imperfection was that it was too perfect. This was Aideen’s face, painted by the hand of someone who saw only the surface—or maybe someone who envied her.

“It was you,” Shea said, sounding more shaken than she would’ve liked. “You left that message in my room. You tried to drown Daniil.”

The stranger did not deny it.

Anger tore through her. How stupid and desperate was she to fall for this ruse? Her anger dimmed quickly to fear. All of the competitors had gone in a different direction. No one would hear if she screamed. And even if they did, it wasn’t like a mortal screaming would be anything terribly out of the ordinary.

No one was coming to save her.

Not-Aideen must have seen the understanding dawn on Shea’s face. Her fingers tensed on the back of Shea’s neck, and the sharp points of her nails scraped against Shea’s skin. “I did try to warn you. You should have dropped out while you had the chance.”

Before Shea could blink, not-Aideen rose to her feet. With a flick of her hand, Shea was lifted bodily into the air and thrown against a tree. Her skull cracked against the trunk. White spots exploded over her vision, and the taste of blood filled her mouth. An unseen force pinned her in place; her feet hovered nearly a foot off the ground.

Slowly, predatorily, not-Aideen glided toward her, flexing her fingers at her side. Her nails had blackened and sharpened into talons, which she wrapped around Shea’s throat. This time, they dug in hard enough that pinpricks of blood welled beneath them.

“Humans are so tiresome. I have waited more than a thousand years for this moment. I will not have you ruin it with your shortsighted, foolhardy whims.”

The words washed meaninglessly over her. Blackness creeped in from the corners of her vision. Pain drove into her, deeper and deeper. She couldn’t draw a single breath.

This is it, she thought distantly. This was how she died.

Something solid struck not-Aideen in the temple. She staggered backward and hissed, clutching at the side of her face.

The invisible rope suspending Shea snapped, and she hit the ground. She grunted at the impact, but she was too stunned to feel it. Shea scrabbled backward as quickly as she could, gasping for air. It burned to breathe again. Reflexive tears sprang to her eyes. A hand closed around her upper arm and all but dragged her to her feet.

“Get up,” Daniil snapped.

“Daniil?” she choked out.

Not-Aideen let her hand fall from her face. It revealed her expression: stunned, affronted, enraged. Blood matted her hair and ran down the sharp line of her jaw. Her features shifted and rippled like disturbed water. Her once-gold hair was shot through with strands of deep blue-black, and one blue eye had changed to the bright yellow of a wolf’s. Her lips peeled back in a vicious snarl.

“I will make you regret that,” she hissed.

Daniil grabbed Shea by the collar of her jacket. “Let’s go.”

He didn’t need to tell her twice. They ran.

As they stumbled into the darkness, the low-lying thorns of the bilberry bushes tore at them. She didn’t know where they were running except down—down toward the castle. A root caught her foot. She windmilled her arms, but it wasn’t enough to maintain her balance. She stumbled forward into Daniil, and they both went down hard. The force of their momentum and the slope of the hill sent them tumbling through the thickets. Her vision was nothing but a blur of motion: dark sky and dark earth and the dark shapes of branches. No, this was how she died. Not at the hands of a murderous fae—but from breaking her neck during their escape.

Finally, they landed in a heap at the bottom. Shea lay perfectly still. Adrenaline had numbed the pain, but she took stock of herself. Her ankle throbbed. Her head ached. Her palms burned. Fresh cuts stung on her face and shins. At least nothing seemed broken. Both of them were breathing heavily.

Shea raised herself onto one elbow and glanced over at Daniil. She couldn’t make out much but the wild shine of his eyes. His glasses were gone, either because he’d forgone them tonight or because they were lying broken somewhere farther up the hill. Leaves and stray twigs tangled in his hair. A thin line of blood trickled from his nose. In the darkness, it looked almost black.

“Are you okay?” she rasped.

“What the hell is going on?” he demanded. “Who was that?”

All of her goodwill evaporated in an instant. “I have no fucking idea! What are you doing here?”

Primly, he dabbed at the blood with the corner of his sleeve. She felt vindicated that he’d only succeeded in smearing it. “I followed you.”

“What? Why?”

“Because I saw someone else following you first. I lost sight of them, until you stopped to talk to them.” He sounded equal parts incredulous and impatient, as if such a thing required no explanation. She supposed it didn’t. It had been stupid to fall into such an obvious trap, but maybe she hadn’t made a good decision in years. Maybe she never would when it came to the few people she loved.

“Yeah,” she said skeptically, “and you care so much about my wellbeing.”

“I repay my debts.” He looked offended. “Besides, it’s a matter of principle. It’s not personal.”

Before she could muster a retort, a branch snapped.

Then, there came the gentle hunter’s tread of footsteps. They fell abruptly silent and stared at each other in wide-eyed horror.

The forest held its breath. The insects and night birds went quiet. The breeze ceased to stir. Shea had to clench her jaw to keep her teeth from chattering. Her mouth still tasted like copper, and she was painfully aware of the blood trickling down the back of her neck. Her heartbeat pounded in her ears. A feeling of complete and utter unreality descended on her because she couldn’t help the absurd turn of her thoughts. What was worse: being saved by Daniil Tsoi and owing him for the rest of her life, or dying at his side because he’d failed to do so?

Maybe Not-Aideen couldn’t see them. They lay at the bottom of a small ravine, shielded by scrubby bushes and brambles. Shea shifted to get a better look at the faerie woman. Through the thickets, she could see the faint radiance of her skin. It silhouetted the deadly tips of her nails, which were blacker than the night itself. Just when Shea thought she might move on, she turned. Her one yellow eye fixed on them, aglow with hunger.

“Shit,” Shea whispered. Of course she knew they were here. Surely, she’d been capable of outrunning them, too. She’d just been toying with them.

The faerie woman stepped off the embankment and made her way toward them. She scraped her talons against the trunk of a tree. Sap rose from the thin scratches she left behind.

“We need to go,” Daniil said lowly.

There was nowhere left to run.

A flurry of low barks shattered the silence. Shea turned just in time to see a dog streaking past them like a bolt of white lightning. Beann. He launched himself at the faerie woman, and she shrieked as his jaws closed around her arm. She struck him with her free hand, but he hardly flinched. If anything, he only locked on tighter and thrashed her, clearly intent on dragging her down onto the forest floor.

“Out, Beann.”

Shea knew that voice. Ciara.

At Ciara’s command, Beann released his grip and immediately trotted back toward her. Shea shuddered at the sight of his muzzle stained black with gore. Ciara stood on a deer trail, one hand resting on her hip in the very picture of nonchalance. A few moths clung to the billowing sleeves of her cloak; Shea could see the elegant, striated pattern of their wings reflected in the fanciful designs around the cuffs. In a tone of neutral curiosity, Ciara asked, “Who are you who wears the queen’s face?”

The faerie woman cradled her mangled wrist. Blood dripped steadily from the ends of her taloned fingers and pattered sickeningly against the dirt. “I am no one to you.”

Ciara’s expression softened with surprise. “I do know you.”

Not-Aideen grimaced. “It seems the fae’s memory is longer than I’d expected. I’d hoped to dispose of these two first.”

Ciara slid her gaze toward Shea and Daniil. “Are you hurt?”

“Yes,” Daniil replied, before Shea had a chance. “We are.”

Shea shot him a glare.

“I see.” A flicker of anger kindled in Ciara’s eyes. Quickly enough, her expression smoothed over and grew haughty, almost bored. “What a shame you’re not mortal. The things I could make you do. Fortunately, I do not need compulsion to destroy you.”

She extended her right hand. One of the many rings she wore—this one on her thumb—began to glow. It intensified until the brilliance of it seared Shea’s eyes, then took shape into a blade of light. When Ciara closed her fingers around it, it dimmed and solidified into a spear far taller than she was. The head was all delicate, filigreed metal, the handle a dark wood inlaid with gold. A long length of glittering, white fabric was knotted close to the point, drifting behind her as if carried on an invisible current. Ciara hefted it, then lifted her foot so that she balanced on only one leg like a crane. A strange battle stance, Shea thought, but it seemed to cow her opponent.

“That is a weapon I haven’t seen in a long time,” not-Aideen said guardedly.

“Ah, good. You know it,” Ciara said pleasantly. “Then I do not need to warn you that it never misses its mark.”

Not-Aideen drew something from the folds of her cloak: a gnarled switch of rowan wood. It looked unassuming, but Ciara took a wary step backward. She stared at it as though it were a gun. The faerie woman smiled. “It seems you need no warning of what I am capable of, either.”

What happened next, Shea could not exactly describe. Perhaps it was the black curtain of night, broken only by flashes of Ciara’s spear and the faint auras both women emitted. Perhaps it was her feeble mortal mind refusing to accept such a display of magic. Whatever it was, she absorbed the battle only in impressions. The ring of metal and the tearing of fabric. Swirls of glittering, violet darkness and the heady smell of seawater. Weapons locked together and flung apart. The snap of the switch slicing through air. Every time not-Aideen swung it, things turned into other things: stones into serpents, serpents into shards of ice.

Ciara moved in a way Shea hadn’t thought her capable of. She pivoted and dodged like a practiced fighter, swinging the massive spear with such grace and ease, it seemed like an extension of her arm. Her loose hair and cloak trailed her like a comet’s tail, and her eyes were aglow with murderous intent. Shea could see it on her face. If she could tear this woman in two with her bare hands, she gladly would. For perhaps the first time, Ciara frightened Shea as much as she captivated her.

Mercifully, it ended quickly enough. Ciara threw the spear. It sailed through the air like a bird of prey and skewered the woman to a yew by the meat of her shoulder. She screamed, both pained and furious. Something dark and bilious burbled up from the back of her throat. It took Shea a moment to realize that it was a crow. It emerged, struggling and wet, from her flung-wide mouth. First the beak, then the sleek head with its ruby-red eyes, then its wings, until it wrenched itself free and took flight. Another followed soon after. Then another and another from each of her eye sockets. It was horrible to watch her body become an empty husk—piece by piece, it tore itself apart; each scrap of her became another bird. The murder took to the sky, cawing their thwarted outrage.

Beann ran after them, barking in frustration. Ciara did not call him off, but she pressed her mouth into a thin, dissatisfied line. She approached the spear, still embedded deep in the trunk of the yew. She pulled it out and inspected the bloodied spearhead. She wiped it off with the hem of her cloak, then gave an exaggerated shudder. Once she finished, the spear transformed itself back into a ring and wrapped itself securely around her right thumb.

“She shall not elude me forever, now that she owes me a debt,” she said with feeling. “This is my favorite cloak, and now, it is ruined.”

As Shea stared at it, the blood dried and flaked away, leaving the hem unblemished. A new stain, however, was blossoming over Ciara’s left shoulder at a more alarming rate. Shea pointed at it. Wanly, she said, “Uh … You’re bleeding.”

When Ciara touched where Shea had indicated, her fingers came away red. She gasped. Her face went deathly pale. “So this is mortality.”

Shea just barely resisted the urge to roll her eyes. The fae were not invulnerable to wounds, and a little cut like this was hardly enough to take someone like Ciara down. “You’re not—”

Before Shea could finish her sentence, Ciara’s eyes rolled to the whites. With shockingly little fanfare, she swooned. Shea barely caught her in time. For a few moments, she and Daniil stared down at her crumpled form.

“Well,” he said, in a tone of vague disgust, “I guess I’ll help you carry her to her room.”






CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Although it took them the better part of an hour, the two of them managed to drag Ciara back to her room. Ciara, being unconscious, was no help at all. By the time they arrived, Shea’s entire body ached with exhaustion. They dumped Ciara onto her oversized bed. She hardly stirred. She flopped back onto the mattress, her red hair splaying around her like a corona. It looked as wild as the bonfire—and smelled like it, too.

Daniil crossed his arms as he cataloged the room. With supreme condescension, he said, “She really lives like this?”

“Somehow. I’ll wake her up and make sure she’s all right.”

He reached up to adjust his glasses and scowled when he realized they were gone. Instead, he raked his disheveled hair out of his face. “We should talk.”

“That’s ominous,” said Shea. “About what?”

He fixed her with an impatient look. “I’ll wait for you outside.”

He whisked out of Ciara’s room, pursued by the black sweep of his coattails. Shea sighed. Whatever he wanted, it couldn’t be anything good.

For now, she had to focus on the task of rousing Ciara from her dead faint. She’d never been much use at playing nurse. Aideen had never gotten sick, and the most Shea had ever done for Kara was throwing canned soup on the stovetop and a blister pack of DayQuil on her nightstand. Something told her they had no similar conveniences here in the Otherworld.

Rummaging through Ciara’s bathroom turned up a carafe of water, an empty cup, a jar helpfully labeled SALVE, and strips of clean linen. She took them all and returned to Ciara’s bedside. Her hands were still trembling, from exertion or fear or some combination of the two. As much as she hated to admit it, Ciara had frightened her. She’d never seen that side of her—ruthless, almost delighting in her own capacity for violence.

The things I could make you do.

Now, she looked toothless enough. Ciara still lay atop her rumpled sheets. Her chest rose and fell with shallow breaths, which was good, but the deathly pallor of her skin made all her freckles stand out in sharp contrast.

Shea had no idea what to do, so she only stood there, feeling increasingly inept. She probably needed to clean the wound, but she sure as hell wasn’t going to undress her. Really, this entire situation was above her pay grade. She filled the glass in her hand with a small amount of water, then unceremoniously poured it over Ciara’s head. Ciara shot up, spluttering and hissing like a doused cat.

Well, that was one thing taken care of.

Ciara’s furious eyes locked onto Shea. “Making sure the job is done, are you? You nearly drowned me!”

Wordlessly, Shea filled the glass of water again and held it out to her.

Ciara accepted it warily, still glaring at Shea over the rim, and took a sip. When she’d drained the glass, she set it on her cluttered nightstand and flopped back onto the mattress with a piteous moan. “It hurts terribly, Shea. I do not know how you bear it, the suffering that is humanity’s lot. How do you cope with your own fragility?”

Shea sighed with deep exasperation. Her fear seemed very far away now. “Do you want me to look at your shoulder?”

“Yes, I would like that, actually. You might as well see what battle scar I’ve incurred on your behalf, for which I expect no gratitude at all.”

“Thank you,” Shea gritted out. “Really. But I didn’t ask you to save me. I don’t even know how you found us.”

“I may not be the most powerful of my family,” Ciara said crossly, “but I am a faerie princess. Do you doubt I have my tricks?”

“Why?” Shea asked, with a half-strangled frustration she hardly understood. Her voice grew harsher as she picked up momentum. She’d been thinking about how strange it was for a while now, and now that she was finally venting it, finally confronting Ciara, she found she couldn’t stop. “You’ve been at it for weeks. First, you told me to decline my invitation because it was too dangerous to come here. You pulled me out of a bog. You asked me to work with you when we still hated each other. And you keep following me around and worrying about things that aren’t your business.”

“Oh, but it is my business! I never would have agreed to this bargain if I had known how determined you were to die here. It is absolutely exhausting to keep up with you, and—”

“What bargain?”

Ciara went pale but said nothing.

“What bargain?” Shea repeated, enunciating each word.

Ciara closed her eyes as if searching for an inner source of strength. She sighed heavily. “I suppose there is no use hiding it from you any longer. Your sister asked me to watch out for you. She asked me to discourage you from coming, which I really did try to do. And when I failed, she asked me to ensure you stayed out of danger. It seems she had a prophetic gift, because you have done nothing but gravitate toward dangerous situations. I would love to know how you manage it.”

“But … why?”

“Because she knows you,” Ciara replied wearily, “and that you have some sort of death-wish.”

A horrible feeling swelled within her. Shea felt she would burst from it. It was anger and exasperation and—of all things—love. Even now, Aideen was trying to save her. “She is such a fucking martyr. What did she do to get you to agree to this?”

“Ah. Well, I suppose it was more of an oath than a bargain. We do not see each other often, but she has been a friend to me.” Ciara smiled ruefully. “Do not say it. I know it’s pathetic. Princess Ciara of Bri Leith, undone by scraps of kindness. On death’s door for a mortal who can hardly stand her.”

Shea sank onto the bed, suddenly exhausted. Aideen hadn’t wanted her to come, because she knew Shea would throw herself into danger. But it was the last thing Ciara had said that Shea latched on to.

“That’s not true,” Shea murmured.

“What isn’t?” Her voice was breathy, almost hopeful.

“I don’t dislike you. Not anymore.” Shea kept her gaze fixed on the floor. “I thought maybe … I don’t know. Forget it.”

“No,” Ciara pressed. “What is it?”

Chess had been her silent companion in melancholy for so many years. She’d hardly realized just how deep the ache of loneliness went, until Ciara chased it away. Over the past few days, she’d believed that Ciara got her—and that maybe this horrible, unwanted yearning wasn’t entirely one-sided. But now, she understood that Ciara had been around out of obligation. Her sympathy was pure politeness, something to make their temporary alliance more bearable. And that almost-kiss …

Ciara had been the one to pull away. Ciara had been the one to remind Shea about the competition. God, how humiliating. Shea must’ve taken her completely off guard.

It was better this way. Better to make the cut clean.

“Nothing.” Shea forced herself to focus. “Let me see your wound before you bleed out.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. It probably won’t bleed out.” Ciara did not look convinced. Her gaze lingered on Shea’s neck. Her expression darkened, and the dangerous glitter in her eyes sent a little thrill through Shea. “She wounded you.”

“It’s not a big deal,” Shea muttered.

“It is,” Ciara hissed. “I must demand satisfaction for—”

“For your cloak, I know. And you will, I’m sure, when you see her next.” Shea pinned her with an irritable look. “Let me take care of you first.”

She hadn’t meant it to sound so intimate, but she couldn’t take the words back now. Shea’s face warmed at the astonishment in Ciara’s eyes. “Very well.”

Carefully, Ciara shrugged out of her cloak. She held it out with a look of great concern, drinking in the jagged tears and bloodstains. She shook it out like a sandy beach towel, and when she finished, it looked pristine once more. Next, she unfastened the opalescent buttons of her blouse until she could free her wounded arm from its sleeve. For a moment, Shea could do nothing but admire the expanse of bare skin over her collarbones, dusted silver in the moonlight and pearled delicately with water.

Her gaze landed on the gash on her shoulder. “That looks horrible.”

Ciara huffed. “It feels horrible, too.”

Shea busied herself with soaking a cloth in water and soap. “Will it heal quickly?”

“Perhaps in an hour or so.” When Shea dabbed at the cut, Ciara sucked in a breath through her teeth. “That stings. Be careful, or this really will kill me.”

“Sorry. I couldn’t exactly fit first aid into my tournament prep schedule.” As she worked, she thought of the sorceress who’d attacked them—and the way Ciara had spoken to her. “You recognized that woman, didn’t you?”

Ciara closed her eyes. “Yes. Her name is Fuamnach.”

“Fuamnach? Like, the same Fuamnach in that story you told me? Midir’s first wife?” Shea’s temples pounded. That name … That was right. She knew that name. The memory of Midir’s first appearance in her life came hurtling back.

“Tell me,” Aideen had asked Midir, “what was it that parted us?”

“No hard matter,” Midir had replied. “The sorcery of Fuamnach and the spells of Bressel Etarlam.”

“The very same,” said Ciara.

“But that’s impossible. You said she was executed.”

“She was supposed to be,” Ciara said gravely.

“Then what is she doing here?”

“She must have escaped—or someone spared her.”

Shea’s head was spinning. “But why interfere with a chess tournament—and why this one, when she’s been gone for a thousand years?”

“I don’t know.” Ciara frowned. “We theorized a sorcerer was aiding a competitor. But perhaps she is a competitor.”

Shea poured water over Ciara’s wound to rinse it, then began to wrap her shoulder in linen. “You think she’s impersonating someone.”

Ciara winced. “It’s possible, yes. Since she’s trying to sabotage mortal competitors, I suspect she wants to win Midir’s boon. It’s the only way she would be able to get to Aideen, since he keeps her hidden. Fuamnach swore that in whatsoever part of the world Aideen might be, in whatsoever shape she might be, as long as they both lived, she would do nothing but harm to Aideen.”

Shea tightened the bandage’s knot with more force than she’d intended. Ciara’s soft gasp of pain was masked by the shush of fabric as it tightened. “Then we have to tell Midir.”

“No. He’ll cancel the tournament.”

They couldn’t allow that to happen. “Then what do we do? We can’t just—”

“It is my fault we are in this position.” Ciara’s face twisted with regret. “I should have stopped her tonight. Without her switch, she cannot cast spells. Had I disarmed her…”

“Wait,” Shea interjected. “Ciara, what are you talking about? None of this is your fault.”

“I wasn’t strong enough.” She smacked the bed frame. It was a familiar gesture of frustrated self-reproach—the same as when she slammed her fist onto a chessboard after a tough loss. “I have never been strong enough to make a difference.”

I ran away like a coward, without even stopping to think.

The things we do in desperation … It is impossible not to regret them.

Is that really what Ciara thought of herself? “But you saved me—and Daniil. And Beann, too, last year. Doesn’t that mean anything?”

Ciara’s lower lip trembled. Shea recognized that look in her eyes all too well: a longing for redemption. She bowed her head and spoke almost too quietly to hear. “I swear to you, I will come up with some solution to keep your sister safe. I only need some time to think.”

“That’s…” Shea hardly knew what to say or think. She found it hard to draw breath. “I think that’s probably outside the scope of your oath.”

“My oath?” Ciara laughed softly, almost disbelievingly. It made her cheek dimple. “Is that what you think this is?”

Shea felt nearly dizzy. “I…”

Abruptly, Ciara broke out into the fakest coughing fit Shea had ever heard. “It appears my strength is fading. We will have to finish this conversation after our games tomorrow.”

Shea was not sure if it was relief or disappointment she felt. But she had no strength left to argue, either. Besides, she needed to see what business Daniil Tsoi had with her. “All right. Tomorrow.”






CHAPTER NINETEEN


Outside Ciara’s room, the hallway yawned open into darkness. Somewhere beneath the scent of woodsmoke clinging to her hair, the briny stench of sorcery lingered. If Fuamnach came back, there really was no one to protect her this time. This thought occurred to her only a moment before she watched a shadow detach itself from the surrounding gloom and approach her. She nearly screamed, until she realized it was only Daniil.

“Finally,” he said impatiently. “Come with me.”

He did not wait for her reply, nor did he look back to see if she was following. He moved with the brisk, easy purpose of someone who had never once considered the possibility his orders might be disobeyed.

He led her down the corridor and up the narrow spiraling staircase. He ascended only halfway up the first flight before sprawling onto one of the shallow steps like a king on his throne. Shea pointedly stepped over him, then took her own seat at a higher vantage point. Petty, maybe. But it was undeniably satisfying to see his face upturned toward her for once.

The arrow-slit window between them let in a pale slab of moonlight. It cut slantwise across his face, and in its half-light, he was little more than the dark gleam of his eyes and the glint of his cracked wristwatch.

“And you’ve led me into a creepy stairwell because…?”

Offhandedly, he replied, “Every day, you astound me with the depths of your stupidity. I never took you for the type to throw an entire tournament over a girl.”

A girl. The words rang like shattering glass through her mind. For one thing, she couldn’t believe Daniil Tsoi was talking to her about her love life. Beyond that, calling Ciara a girl felt somehow insufficient. She was a faerie princess, for God’s sake: the sort of being they used to write poetry about and wage wars over.

“No idea what you’re talking about,” she replied gruffly.

He gave her a pitying look. “Sure you don’t. You’re done booking the U-Haul?”

“Shut up.” Humiliation gave way to annoyance. “And when did I throw a game? I advanced to the third round, too.”

“You cost all three of us the advantage in the next round.”

“How is that my fault—”

“And you choked during the game we played,” he said, with surprising vehemence. “You crumbled to dust the moment the pressure got to be too much, exactly like I said you would. What’s going to happen if you face her? Sentimentality is foolish enough. But mooning over your competition? A fae, no less? That’s a whole new level of pathetic.”

Clearly, he had a sixth sense for finding the exact wound she least wanted to be prodded. “Is this really what you wanted to talk about?”

“No,” he conceded. “Who was that woman?”

“Ciara has a theory. It’s going to sound ridiculous.” She explained Fuamnach and her quest for vengeance to him with as little detail as possible.

By the time she finished, Daniil looked murderously incredulous. “I see.”

“I told you it was ridiculous.”

“You didn’t mention it was immaterial. I don’t care about faerie machinations and grudges—”

“You asked,” she muttered.

“I care about chess.” He steepled his fingers. “And something about this tournament reeks.”

Shea huffed out a sardonic laugh. “What tipped you off?”

He ignored her. “What do you know about the previous finalists?”

“Not much. I’ve studied their games, though.”

“And have you noticed anything strange about those games?” he asked, with the air of a teacher nudging his students toward the correct answer.

Shea chafed at his condescension. “Not really.”

“Then you’re not paying close enough attention. You’ve likely only been able to find the games they played before they entered the tournament—and their final games against Midir. None of them ever play again after they lose.”

“And?” Considering her own experience playing Midir, it didn’t strike her as terribly odd. If she had nothing keeping her in chess, Shea might have quit, too. “You wouldn’t understand unless you’d played him yourself. He’s a killer.”

“Be serious. Anyone who quits over a single loss doesn’t deserve to play. You assume it’s because they didn’t want to. What if it’s because they can’t?”

The thought chilled her. “But I played Midir. I didn’t have to give up chess.”

“You told me it was a draw.”

“It was, technically…” Her chest felt tight. The deeper she tried to inhale, the thinner the air seemed. God, she hated thinking about that night. “Where are you going with this?”

“Don’t you think it’s strange that he’s never lost a game?”

“I guess. But he’s had centuries to practice.”

“That’s exactly the problem. If he was that good at chess, wouldn’t he have gotten bored of it by now? He can’t innovate and keep himself sharp with no one of equal skill to play against.” Daniil leaned forward, the same way he did over the board when he’d begun calculating a winning line. “He never travels to the mortal realm. He never brings chess players here outside of this tournament, and as far as I know, he doesn’t have a second or a coach.”

Everything he said was true. By modern standards, Midir’s success was improbable, maybe even impossible. Still, she couldn’t shake her skepticism. “What, you think he’s cheating?”

He smiled mirthlessly. “Now you’re catching on.”

Shea lifted her wrist and pulled back her sleeve. Even in the scant moonlight, the silvery whorls on her wooden fetter glowed. “You remember how well cheating went for my first opponent. How could he survive his own tournament without getting skewered?”

“It’s a simple loophole. He didn’t bind himself to the same rules.”

The High King of the Irish Otherworld, cheating. Shea couldn’t wrap her head around it. She couldn’t accept it. “But we have some records of his games. He doesn’t play the best move all the time.”

According to the few games they had on record—sometime after chess notation was developed, shortly before the fae had withdrawn behind the Iron Veil—he was an extremely versatile player. Chameleonic, even. His style evolved with the times, often mirroring the most talented players of the era.

“Right.” Daniil lifted one shoulder. “Just most of the time.”

“So do all of us,” Shea countered. “Unless he’s got an internet connection rigged in this castle, he’s not using an engine.”

“Try to keep up, Fury. I’m saying everything is connected. When he defeats an opponent, he must be able to steal that opponent’s skill and use it for himself. I just don’t know how. If I did…” He made a frustrated sound. “Think. You must remember something unusual about that game.”

“I am.” She cradled her head in her hands. “There was a lot unusual about that game. But I…”

A memory winked up at her from the bottom of her mind, like a coin glittering just beneath the dark waters of a well. Just before they played, he’d demanded something of her: If I win, I shall place you under bonds of heavy enchantment. You will carve out and surrender your left eye to me. Quietly, Shea said, “His eye.”

Confusion softened his expression. “What about it?”

“His left eye is a prosthetic. The day we got here, Lily told me that some fae have these magical objects, like the spear Ciara used tonight. They give their wielder some kind of power. I think you’re right. His eye is how he does it.”

Daniil’s eyes shone with triumph. “Well done. That’s the first intelligent thing you’ve said in weeks.”

“If I’m right, this is bad. For centuries, he’s been stealing the best ideas from the best players.” She threw her hands up. Of course he wasn’t consulting an engine; he practically was an engine, one fed with the games of every player she’d ever admired, every game she’d ever studied in a book. “What the hell are we supposed to do? We’re not up against one freak player’s skill—but hundreds. Maybe thousands. I’m sure he was doing this long before he started this stupid tournament.”

Daniil looked infuriatingly undaunted. “There has to be some way around it. Ciara might know something about this faerie hocus-pocus. Somehow, we’ll find out how it works before the final round. Beyond that, we keep winning.”

It cast the final round into a horrible new light: win, or never play again. Shea had considered quitting before, of course. But the prospect of being forced to quit—of losing both her sister and the game she’d devoted her entire life to …

It would be like walking to the edge of a cliff and seeing only empty darkness beyond: the very edge of the world.

Fate had gifted her a mind suited for this elegant, maddening game. It made her one of the best in the world at this one specific thing—and ill suited for nearly everything else. If she couldn’t play, what would she do? Who would she be? She was nineteen and already among the walking dead: no degree, no job, no dreams, no prospects. She wouldn’t survive it. No, it wasn’t an option to lose.

Midir is a fraud. Shea couldn’t handle this right now. She couldn’t allow herself to believe it. It felt too much like coping—too much like forgiveness, when she only had herself to blame for what had happened. But if it was true …

“Fury.” Daniil’s voice was half annoyance, half alarm. “Get a grip.”

Distantly, Shea registered that she’d slumped back against the stairs. Her head was spinning. Her breathing was shallow. Her face prickled with cold sweat. At first, there was no substance to her panic.

And then, a burst of clarity: Maybe she hadn’t truly lost that game. Maybe she hadn’t failed. No matter what she’d done, no matter how many variations she had found, she never could have changed the outcome. Her throat constricted painfully, but she swallowed down the too-close burn of tears. She would sooner die than show weakness in front of Daniil.

He stared at her incredulously. “What is wrong with you?”

“My sister,” she choked out. “He has my sister.”

Daniil’s face went entirely, unsettlingly blank. “What?”

“Midir took her.” The first teardrops dashed against her cheekbones. Damn it. She was crying after all. She dragged her sleeve over her damp eyes and fought to steady her voice. “That’s why I’m playing.”

After what felt like an eternity, he said, “My sister is here, too.”

Shea looked up at him through the loose strands of her hair. His face regained some of its color, some of its composure. His confession sat there in the silence between them, like a piece brought out to deliver a devastating check.

“She was a principal dancer at the Bolshoi Theater,” he added.

“The ballerina who went missing.” That was right. Hadn’t she seen that on the news a few years back? A Russian ballerina had been invited to perform in the Otherworld and never returned. Shea hadn’t paid much attention to the news cycle at the time. It had been too painful to be confronted with another instance of a young mortal girl stolen away by the fae.

“What happened to your sister?” The lack of pity in his tone, the lack of his own vulnerability, somehow grounded her.

It didn’t surprise her that Daniil didn’t know. Aideen had been nothing but a small-town curiosity, a local legend. Her abduction had never even made it to national news networks. “It’s kind of a long story.”

“Then start talking.”

Where to even begin? Under the cold assessment of his stare, Shea went back to the start. The strange circumstances of Aideen’s birth. The way she’d been claimed at sixteen, hailed as the Queen of the Otherworld. Shea faltered only when she got to the night she had challenged Midir to that fateful game. The bargain, the battle, the despair, and—at last—the way Aideen had intervened to save her. Aideen was always saving her. No one had saved Aideen in the end.

Daniil listened with surprising attentiveness. By the time she finished, his expression had hardened into utter contempt. “Our situations aren’t remotely the same. That was entirely your fault. You had a chance to stop him, and you lost it.”

At first, Shea had no reply. It was genuinely shocking—so beyond cruel and out of line, it circled around to being funny. She laughed, until she almost began crying again. “Thanks, Danya. I’ve only been telling myself that for six fucking years.”

He did not apologize, but the twist of his mouth suggested he almost regretted it. Almost. “I wouldn’t have made the same mistake. Cheating or not, I would have destroyed him. But at least now I understand why you choked in the second round. He was standing over the board and got in your head.”

“Yeah,” Shea said quietly. “He’s always in my head.”

“You shouldn’t have lost to me. You wouldn’t have, if you were more resilient.” He sounded very bitter about it. It almost touched her.

“What happened to your sister?” Shea asked.

“I don’t know. That’s the worst part.” He tipped his head toward the window. “She was an incredible dancer. She worked so hard. Tried so desperately to meet her instructors’ standards. Tried so hard, she started disappearing right in front of me. Sometimes it felt like the only time you could really see her was when she was onstage. There, she was free. Happy, maybe.

“One of the faerie lords of Ireland—the Lord of Mag Mar—invited her to perform at his winter festival. I’d never seen her so excited. It was the opportunity of a lifetime. A career-defining performance. It never occurred to me that she might never come back.” His hands tightened into fists. “There was nothing anyone could do. Not even all the money and power in the world. None of it meant anything. None of it…”

Shea nudged his shoulder with the toe of her sneaker. He glanced up at her, and she was surprised to find that he looked almost grateful. His dignity had remained intact.

“I’m sorry,” Shea said quietly. “There’s nothing to say that feels good enough. What’s her name?”

He hesitated. Then: “Irina. Yours?”

“Aideen,” she replied. “Thanks, by the way. I don’t think I said that.”

He recoiled. “For what?”

“Saving my life.”

He scoffed. “Don’t thank me for that. Like I said, it’s just principle.”

And what principle is that? she wanted to ask. But never would he admit to anything resembling goodwill toward humanity. She tucked away the knowledge that maybe he wasn’t so bad and vowed—for both their sakes—to never look at it again.

The quiet settled heavily over them again, filled only by the distant beat of the festival drums. Between them, understanding had bloomed. And worse, more guilt she didn’t need. Already, she felt heartsick. Why try to understand Daniil? Why offer Ciara things she couldn’t promise? Why sympathize with Lily?

Stupid, stupid, stupid.

They were all competing with one another, and there was no way around it. No overcoming what would happen when they denied one another their dreams. She understood now that this tournament was the same kind of game her mother had liked to play when they were children. Cruel, inescapable, and unwinnable.






CHAPTER TWENTY


Daniil’s theory had presented Shea with an impossible puzzle. She spent the night thinking, rearranging the pieces in her mind. But there was no sense fighting faerie hocus-pocus—as Daniil had so generously called it—with logic. He was right. They needed someone with expertise. They needed Ciara.

At this point, Shea didn’t know if dread outweighed her anticipation. They had a lot to discuss after they won their games.

In the tournament hall, her opponent waited for her at the board. Her name was Eri, and Shea had never seen her on the other side of the Veil before. She looked to be about ten, with hair as fine as corn silk and the same violet-black color as a calla lily. Her eyes were a shade of brown just shy of red. She sat on a stack of books, and when they shook hands, she dug her nails into Shea’s wrist.

Eri’s eyes twinkled with malice. In a sickly-sweet singsong, she said, “Good luck.”

Shea hated playing against children. They found tactics effortlessly, played their moves instantaneously, and were often some of the best players while managing to be the most annoying creatures on the planet. It seemed faerie children were no different.

She considered flagging down the arbiter. But what would the point be in giving Eri the satisfaction? It didn’t matter. Whatever she said, whatever she did, Shea could handle it. It didn’t matter that she was playing with the black pieces. If this child was the only thing standing between her and the semifinal round, she would crush her remorselessly.

All she had to do was hold her nerve.

There were four boards today, set up in a neat square in the center of the room. The organizers had allowed more spectators onto the floor, but they remained a respectful distance away behind a cordon of flowering vines. Photographers drifted among them, snapping more shots of the guests than the players. Shea sat on the black side of the board, her hands folded at her lips, her eyes closed. She stirred only when the murmuring of the crowd went silent and Midir’s clear voice announced the beginning of the game.

Eri opened with the Scotch. The first few moves of the game unfolded predictably enough, but it became immediately clear that Eri had devised a cunning strategy: She would ensure every passing second took a sledgehammer to Shea’s focus. She kicked her legs absently, striking Shea’s shin every so often. She shifted in her seat, sighed, stacked the captured pieces in precarious towers that collapsed in the middle of Shea’s train of thought. She slurped noisily from a cup she’d brought to the board. She moved the pieces so quickly, they sat misaligned in their squares. And if Shea took longer than a few minutes on a move, she drummed her fingers with a flippant sort of impatience that implied Shea was missing something painfully obvious. The distraction was maddening. But Shea remembered then what Ciara had told her.

I like knowing what someone wants and denying them.

And so, she played the most mind-numbing, rote lines she could think of. She took her time with each move and neutralized every tactical complication. She got up periodically to stretch and examine the other players’ boards. Shea took a perverse satisfaction in watching Eri’s frustration and boredom grow. It was only a matter of time before Shea provoked her into forcing the issue, before—

Yes, there it was: a mistake.

Eri had tried for a breakthrough with her dark-squared bishop, but it was too reckless, too ill considered. Shea saw it instantly. Eri must have, too, because she thrust out her hand. Panic lit her eyes. “Draw.”

The oldest trick in the book, to offer a draw in a losing position. But Shea was not playing for a draw. She was playing to win. When she shook her head, Eri’s face purpled.

Thwarted, Eri unleashed all of her aggression. In ten moves, her position crumbled completely. Still, she did not resign, which Shea almost respected. Shea drove Eri’s king into the corner and checkmated her with a mating net that was actually quite pretty. As soon as it was done, the wooden cuff fell from Eri’s wrist with a thud that seemed to echo throughout the hall.

Eri wilted. Her lower lip quivered.

Shea couldn’t help grinning. She’d made it to the final four. Exhilaration coursed through her. Everything she’d dreamt of was within reach now. And once they uncovered how Midir’s little magic trick worked, she would be able to face him again. Not as a scared child, but as an equal—no, a superior. And once she won …

She didn’t know anymore. Maybe she wouldn’t retire. Maybe she would play for the World Championship. Maybe she would finally sit across from Ciara and experience the joy of playing—

The sound of Eri’s voice sliced clean through her daydreaming. “No. No, no, no, no!”

In the past twenty seconds, Eri had worked herself into a frothing rage. Her eyes brightened into a bloody shade of scarlet. Tears streamed down her face, which she made no effort to wipe away or conceal. She stood up and swiped all the pieces from the board.

“How dare you?” Eri shrieked. “You’ve ruined me! You’ve ruined everything!”

Eri dropped to her knees, rending her hair and gnashing her teeth. Shea took a pointed step backward. In all the tournaments she’d attended over the years, Shea had never witnessed dramatics quite like this. Not even from Ciara. This was a tantrum of cataclysmic proportions. Shea did not want to imagine what kind of fines FIDE would slap Eri with had this happened in the mortal realm.

Shea dusted off her sleeve. “Good game.”

Eri’s attention snapped to Shea and pressed into her like a blade. She rose to her feet, swaying a little. Nothing remained in her expression but a terrible desperation. And then, faster than Shea could blink, Eri’s shadow elongated. It launched itself across the board, a flash of red eyes and gnarled claws.

In one fluid motion, a figure stepped in front of Shea.

Ciara. She moved so swiftly, her sleeve billowed out from her outstretched arm, revealing a flash of the embroidered-wing lining. She drew no weapon and said nothing. And yet, the shadow stopped a bare inch from her nose. She looked fearsome as a warrior queen, the same as she had only last night, with her spear and her hound and her hair like a ravening fire.

Shea had stumbled backward. She was humiliated to hear the sound of her own terrified panting, to see her arms half raised to protect herself. Cold sweat prickled at the back of her neck. Death loomed far too close for comfort. The audience had gone completely silent, either with horror or disappointment.

In the balcony above the board, Midir stood halfway out of his chair, a spear in hand, as though he’d been prepared to intervene. Right. She was under his protection. He stared down at the three of them with a strange look on his face, caught somewhere between perplexity and annoyance. When he realized someone had to break the silence, he settled back into his seat and began a slow clap. Scattered applause broke out through the hall, until it became thunderous. Shea heard little of it through the rush of blood in her ears.

“Thanks,” Shea said a little breathlessly.

“Kindly avoid dying for the next hour,” Ciara replied, with a lilt of fond exasperation. “I have a game to win.”

Shea could do nothing but nod. On her way out the door, a servant called her name. Shea paused and turned to face her. With her eyes downcast, the faerie girl handed Shea a letter, stamped in wax with the royal crest.

“Thanks,” she said warily.

As she stepped into the afternoon light, she opened the envelope. The parchment within shone with golden ink and smelled faintly of apple blossoms. The message was brief, and yet it struck Shea with foreboding. The Final Four are invited to dine with His Royal Majesty, King Midir of the Mighty Deeds, of the Silver Eye and Golden Hair, tomorrow evening at eight o’clock.



Shea sat on a swing hung from the branch of a rowan tree overlooking the lake. Afternoon sunlight set the water aglitter. Herons waded slowly in the shallows, and cormorants dove beneath the surface. The sound of footsteps pulled Shea from her reverie. Somehow, even without looking, she knew that light tread.

“Did you win?” Shea asked.

Ciara scoffed. “What do you take me for?”

Relief crashed over her. “Good.”

“Is that all you have to say? You do not want to hear of my exploits? It was a heroic battle, I will have you know.”

“I’m sure it was.”

Ciara rested her boot on the wooden seat of the swing. It listed a little, sending Shea twisting off course until Ciara steadied it with her hand on the rope. Finally, Shea looked up at her—and regretted it. She could focus only on her rosy complexion and, with the voluminous sleeve of her cloak gathered around her elbow, the flex of her forearm muscles. This close, comforting heat and the scent of orange blossom rolled off Ciara’s body.

My oath? Is that what you think this is?

“Is something troubling you?” Ciara asked suspiciously.

“No,” Shea replied hastily. “Why?”

“A few reasons come to mind.” She smiled in some attempt at bleak humor. “You were attacked by a sorceress and a child in the span of twenty-four hours, and now, you’ve made yourself into quite a forlorn picture. I somehow doubt you are birdwatching for its own sake.”

“I did want to talk to you.”

Ciara frowned. “Right. About the plan.”

“Actually, about something else. Daniil has an interesting theory,” Shea interjected. “He thinks your brother is cheating.”

Ciara’s eyes went wide. She clamped her hand over Shea’s mouth. Shea could only glare at her in mute outrage. In a harsh whisper, Ciara said, “Keep your voice down.”

They waited in silence as a group of faerie nobles strolled by, giggling and whispering. When they passed, Ciara released her. “Tell me what you think you know.”

Shea did. Ciara listened with a preoccupied expression, and when Shea finished, her shoulders slumped. “I have long suspected that his skills were unnatural. But I did not imagine it could be something like this.”

“Is there a way to disable its power?”

“Not that I know of.” Ciara twisted the ring on her thumb absentmindedly. “These objects go dormant only when their wielder dies, or when they’re broken.”

“Then what do we do? If it was something like a spear or a sword, we could steal it. But an eye…” Shea shook her head. “I’m sure he only takes it out to sleep.”

“Perhaps there is someone who can help us, then.”

There was only one person who had such intimate access to Midir. Shea’s mood darkened. “I haven’t seen even a glimpse of Aideen since I got here. Unless there’s a way to get a message to her, that’s no good.”

Ciara touched her fingers to her lips, her gaze clouding over in thought. Then, she gasped. She snatched up the slip of parchment that lay beside Shea.

“That’s it. This Final Four dinner will be held in Midir’s wing of the castle. Perhaps Aideen will be there, too. Even if she does not make an appearance at dinner, we would have easier access to her. She will be somewhere in that section of the castle.” She twirled around, then landed elegantly on the seat next to Shea. The swing swayed lazily back and forth. “It’s perfect. We could warn her about Fuamnach and see if she can get ahold of his silver eye. I really am a genius.”

Shea chose to let that assertion go unchallenged. Hope fluttered within her. “So, how would this work? You distract him, and I go looking for Aideen?”

“Distract him?” Ciara echoed. “What, you intend to just walk away from the dinner table? And then what?”

Shea bristled at the incredulity in her voice. “I don’t know. Barge through doors until I find her?”

Ciara looked horrified. She poked Shea in the center of her forehead. “I understand there is little room for anything but chess in your brain, but we have discussed this before. You will get yourself killed violating the rules of hospitality in such a flagrant manner.”

“He’s not exactly been hospitable,” Shea replied, swatting Ciara’s hand away. “How many times have I been attacked since I got here? Surely that gets me something.”

“You were not within the walls of his home when Fuamnach attacked you,” Ciara countered. “She would not endanger herself in that way, since she knows very well Midir would be obligated to kill her on your behalf. Of course, Midir does all he can to avoid these obligations. That is why he acquired the Cranes of Churlishness and Denial.”

“The what?”

Ciara stared at Shea as if she could not believe she had to explain something so obvious. “They are a trio of birds who have the power to sap the fighting spirit of any who disobey them. He often stations them outside the gates, where they turn away any who seek to enter the castle. During this tournament, they reside outside his private quarters.”

“So, how do we get past them?”

“You may actually be onto something.” Ciara rested her chin in her hands. “In faerie law, if someone of higher rank injures you in some way, you may fast against them. The wronged party camps on the wrongdoer’s property and refuses to eat. All fae are compelled to provide hospitality to anyone who visits their homes. So as you can imagine, a fasting guest brings great shame and ill fortune to the wrongdoer. They must either offer redress or suffer from a curse. You know now that Midir has injured you. You have ground to stand on.”

“Why didn’t you mention this before?”

“Forgive me, Shea, but I have gotten self-conscious about sharing my culture with you,” Ciara said primly. “You always are ready with some snide comment.”

Admittedly, Ciara did have a point. Self-conscious, though? Bullshit. Then again, Ciara couldn’t lie. Shea heaved a heavy sigh. “I’m sorry. I really am interested this time.”

“It would not have done you much good before now. Normally, it can take days or weeks for the wrongdoer to engage in bargaining. But tomorrow night’s dinner is one of the most important events of the century for him. If you fast against him there, it will wound him greatly. Honor will compel him to provide you recompense.”

Honor. Hospitality. Principle. It seemed absurd that the fae should be bound by such airy, fanciful things. “Are you sure this’ll work?”

“I’m certain. It is something of a nasty trick, and it will not endear you to him. But it will at least get you out of the dining room.” She frowned. “But you must be careful. I am bound to protect you, but I do not think either you or I would survive an altercation with Midir.”

“Right,” Shea muttered. “Easy enough.”

“Then it’s settled,” Ciara said pleasantly. “Now, you might as well tell me what is on your mind.”

“There’s nothing on my mind.”

“You are a terrible liar. Even I can see that.” Ciara’s lips quirked in a half smile. “Come now, Shea. I have spent many years learning what your facial expressions mean over the board.”

Shea suppressed a groan. “You saved me again.”

“You sound upset.” Ciara raised a brow. “Should I have let Eri skewer you?”

“You wouldn’t have been able to.”

“No,” Ciara conceded, a little begrudgingly. “What is this about, exactly?”

Shea threw up her hands. “This. Here. Right now.”

Ciara glanced over her shoulder, as though hoping to find the source of Shea’s irritation. “I’m afraid you will have to be more specific.”

“I get that you’re compelled to protect me, and I get that both of us benefit from finding out how Midir’s eye works. But the team round is over, and you’re here talking to me. That’s what I don’t get.”

Ciara’s face crumpled with confusion. “What is it that you don’t understand?”

Finally, it burst out of her. “What were you about to say last night before you kicked me out? I thought you’ve just been hanging around me because you had to, but I…”

Ciara’s lips parted. “I thought it was obvious. I am not a selfless creature by nature, Shea. But oath or not, I would not have let you die.”

Shea did not trust herself to reply. Ciara’s gaze felt like a solid thing, trailing along the side of her neck, the curve of her lips, and then, finally, her eyes. Shea was painfully aware of the narrow space between them.

“Would you like me to swear a new one?”

Shea’s breath caught. “What?”

“I will swear an oath to you,” Ciara said, “if that will satisfy you.”

“No, I…” Shea could hardly process what she was saying. “Why would you do that?”

Ciara’s expression morphed the longer Shea stared. At first, it seemed to suggest Shea was an idiot for asking such a ridiculous question—and a moment later, that Ciara herself was the bigger fool. I can’t believe this is happening, it said. I can’t believe I’ve walked into this. “About five years ago, a mortal girl defeated me in a game of chess.”

Shea huffed out a laugh. “Yeah. I recall.”

“I meant what I told you earlier. That loss consumed me. There was a part of me that could not fathom being bested by a mortal in anything. It was my duty, after all, to prove the superiority of Tír nAill. I intended to carry it out. I’d lost before, of course, but never to someone my age—and never in such an embarrassing fashion. I suppose I was afraid of losing, too, when I believed I could get my brother to pay attention to me if I played well enough.”

Ciara had told her all of this before, but she looked at Shea imploringly, as though beseeching her to let her finish. Shea could find no reason to object, and so, she held her silence.

“When I was clearheaded enough, I asked about her and got my hands on many of her games. I’d never seen anything quite like them. They were brutal—brilliant. Here was someone who came from nothing and fought her way to the top. Someone who changed her circumstances through sheer force of will. Someone who seemingly wasn’t afraid of anyone or anything. I admired that. Yes, it consumed me. First with humiliation, then with a kind of … obsession. It felt to me like one of the doomed, romantic stories I longed to experience myself. A faerie royal, taken with the talent of a mortal maiden.”

Ciara laughed self-deprecatingly. “When I finally got the opportunity to know her, she surprised me. Her success was not owed to any kind of ruthless ambition. It was because she was fighting for someone she loved. Her bravery was not because she wasn’t afraid of anything, but because fear seemed an inconsequential thing entirely. When it came to the people she loved, there was nothing she would not do. Beneath all that bluster and impulsivity, she had a remarkably kind heart. She made me want to believe I could be someone worthy of that kind of devotion.”

Shea could only stare at her. It was … mortifying, to hear this flattering account of herself. Even more mortifying to imagine herself a character in a faerie story. That was Aideen’s domain, not hers. And yet, heat crawled up her face. Her heart felt full to bursting.

“More than anything, I realized how lonely she was,” Ciara said quietly. “As lonely as I was. Once, I believed that chess would be the path to earning if not affection, then attention. But the more I played, the more I understood that talent isolates you. At these heights, it is so cold. Sometimes I wonder if that must be so.”

Shea thought of how Ciara had reacted when she threatened to quit. Well, then, what am I supposed to do? Shea’s voice wobbled when she asked, “What the hell are you saying?”

“If it is not abundantly clear by now, I am wretchedly fond of you. Worse, I fear there is no one in this realm or any other, mortal or fae, that is capable of understanding or challenging me as you do.”

“But the tournament…”

“Shea.” Ciara’s voice rooted her in place. “The tournament is the very last thing on my mind.”

Her hand rested atop Shea’s, where it clung desperately to the swing’s rope. Her gold-lidded eyes were molten and as black as deep water. The desire shining out of them was all-consuming, almost desperate. It made heat pool deep within Shea. It made her ache until she could think of little else but eliminating every inch of space between them.

Ciara leaned closer, until Shea she could feel Ciara’s breath against her lips with every word she spoke: “You feel it, too. I know you do. Tell me I am delusional, or give me what I want.”

Huskily, Shea replied, “You’re delusional.”

Ciara smiled, dark and inviting. Very delicately, she skimmed her fingers against Shea’s cheek until they cradled her jaw. Shea could feel the gentle rasp of her calluses where her weapon fit in her hand. The softness and strength of Ciara’s touch sent shivers through her. Ciara angled her chin up with reverence.

And then, Ciara kissed her.

It felt like taking a bite of faerie fruit, like following a song through the ghostly mist, like running full tilt through the windswept heath. Wild and sweet and dangerous. How had she ever lived without this? This was far better than arguing with her.

Ciara kissed her with a languid hunger that set Shea ablaze. Her lips tasted like honey, and her teeth grazed Shea’s lower lip, drawing a sound from low in Shea’s throat. She needed her closer. She needed to erase any space between them. She lifted Ciara by the waist and guided her into her lap. Her weight settled over her, deliciously heavy. Shea let her hands wander along Ciara’s ribs, her hips, the tops of her thighs. She savored every hitch of her breath, every soft sigh. If this was an enchantment, she never wanted to resurface.

When they at last pulled apart, Ciara leaned her forehead against Shea’s. The curtain of her hair fell around them, filtering the dying sunlight. Shea’s world burned a glorious, hazy red. She twisted one of Ciara’s curls through her fingers.

“You’re so beautiful,” Shea whispered.

Ciara smiled almost shyly. “I know.”

Clearly, Shea was delusional, too. There was no world in which this would work. But right now, with nothing but the sound of gulls and water lapping the shore, with Ciara’s weight settled so comfortably against her, Shea could not bring herself to care.






CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


The next night, a faerie footman led Shea to the Final Four dinner.

They turned corners Shea had never noticed before, then ascended a staircase for far longer than should’ve been possible given the height of the turrets. With every step, her limbs grew heavier and her head lighter. For good measure, she hadn’t eaten or drunk anything since her conversation with Ciara. She felt terrible, woozy, brittle—but somehow not hungry. It was as though the memory of Ciara’s kiss alone could sustain her.

The footman threw wide a set of doors that opened into the formal dining room. A limb of the silver apple tree sprouted from the floor and curled around the stone walls, its branches forked like a stag’s. Each point was draped with moss and shone with a pale faerie light. At the center of the room was a massive live-edge table: a long slab of silver applewood polished to a shine.

Daniil arrived next, dressed as he would be for any tournament: a deceptively simple jacket, no tie, and the first few buttons of his shirt undone. No pearl necklace rested against his collarbones; Shea felt only a little guilty she still hadn’t returned it. Lily followed him a minute later, wearing a black gown and the same scuffed pair of Doc Martens she’d worn every other day.

“Where’s the last of our quartet?” Lily asked.

Daniil crossed his arms. “Good question. Fury?”

“Don’t ask me,” Shea muttered, pointedly ignoring the look Daniil was giving her. On the inside, her heart fluttered at the very suggestion of her name. Ugh.

She was spared from further interrogation by Midir emerging from another set of doors.

“Welcome. It is my pleasure to celebrate the four…” He trailed off as he noted the conspicuous absence of his own sister. “… the three of you tonight. Please, sit.”

Midir took his place at the head of the table. Shea, Lily, and Daniil filled in each side. The sheer size of the table meant there was an awkward distance between each of them. Shea could hardly even see Lily on the other side of the centerpiece. Black and white tapered candles burned in silver dishes, nestled in an arrangement of stones and apple branches. How could anyone have a conversation like this?

As if on cue, a battalion of servants emerged from the wings. Each of them carried a carafe of pale wine. When one circled around to Shea’s elbow, Shea placed her hand over her glass. “None for me.”

The fae looked stunned for a moment, then cradled the carafe almost protectively against her chest. “Something else for you?”

“No,” Shea replied. “Nothing.”

Distress flickered momentarily across her face. With a bow of her head, the servant said, “Very good.”

“My apologies!”

Everyone’s head swiveled toward Ciara as she swept into the room. She looked immaculate and decidedly unapologetic. Half of her hair was pulled back from her face in elaborate braids and woven through the silver circlet around her temples; the rest tumbled down her back in perfectly coiled ringlets. Tonight, she wore no cloak—only a white shirt, fastened at the center of her chest with a single mother-of-pearl button. Shea did her very best not to notice the bare skin underneath. Her black trousers were detailed with golden thread. Knowing her, she must’ve spent several hours getting ready. It was the equivalent of walking into a tournament five minutes late, cup of coffee in hand. Shea’s heart soared pitifully at the sight of her.

Midir looked faintly disapproving—but entirely unsurprised. He gestured to the empty chair across from Daniil. “Please, join us.”

Ciara sank into the seat, then leaned back until she was balanced on the chair’s back legs. A servant appeared at her side and filled her glass to the brim. She raised it to her lips, then surveyed them over the rim with an air of boredom. The silence stretched out, until there was no sound but the pop of sap in the fireplace. Here they were: the final four, all their dreams on the line and tension simmering between them. Midir smiled serenely, either oblivious or relishing their discomfort.

The servants sprang into action again. As coordinated as a pawn storm, they fanned out around the table carrying serving trays. One stopped at Shea’s side and lifted the lid from the tray, unveiling a bowl of green soup garnished with herbs. The rich scents of asparagus and dill filled the room.

As the fae prepared to set down the bowl, Shea said, “No.”

There was the faintest quiver in her hand. “Are you certain, my lady?”

“Yep.” Shea smiled thinly. “I’m sure.”

This time, Midir did glance her way. Curiosity flickered across his eerily inhuman face before his attention passed over her.

The courses came one by one. A salad with radishes, shaved fennel, and grapefruit. Roasted meats with a crust of spices and slivers of snap peas. A galette with goat cheese and arugula. Every dish was as beautiful as it was inviting. Her mouth watered. Her stomach growled. She refused all of it as it came.

The servants had begun to murmur among each other. When she turned away every dessert option—some kind of berry crumble, lavender shortbread, and a lemon chiffon pie—she felt Midir’s gaze on her. “Something is not to your liking.”

Somehow, she hadn’t expected him to address the issue so openly. “It isn’t that.”

The uncomfortable silence had grown impossibly loud. She could focus on little else but the clink of glasses, the scrape of silverware against plates.

“If you require something different,” he said, “you need only ask.”

Shea gathered her nerve. “It isn’t food I want, Midir. I want justice. I know what you did.”

His pleasant expression faltered as understanding dawned. “You dare to fast against me?”

Shea only stared back at him impassively. His green eye bored into her with disbelief. Then, it slid over to Ciara, who sank deeper into her chair as though she could disappear.

“Your treachery again,” he hissed. “I should have known.”

Across the table, Daniil and Lily had stopped eating. The faerie servants in the wings whispered among themselves. It was that which seemed to break through to him. His fair complexion darkened to a shade of scarlet. Was it judgment and shame that he feared? Or was it that she had figured out his tricks?

Midir set down his knife with a violent clack and let out a low, humorless laugh. “Very well, Shea Fury. What will you ask of me?”

“I want free passage throughout the castle,” she said. “All of it. For me and my allies.”

“I might have guessed.” Almost sulkily, he speared a slice of lamb with his fork. “You are welcome anywhere in my home. Now, will you please have something to drink?”

“Thank you.” She took the carafe of wine at her elbow and poured herself a glass. “If you’ll excuse me for a minute.”

She rose from her seat. Every eye in the room followed her as she strode toward the door, but no one stopped her. Through one set of doors, then another, and she found herself on the parapet walk. A narrow stretch of stone connected this tower to Midir and Aideen’s private quarters. She made her way down the path.

At this height, the wind gusted violently around her. Thick skeins of mist poured off the crenelated walls and collected in knee-high whorls around her. It was as though she waded through a sea of wraiths. Shea drew her jacket tighter around herself—and froze. At the far end of the walk, three figures loomed. They stood side by side, tall and uncannily slender. Although she could not see their eyes, she could feel their gazes locked onto her.

As she approached, they came more clearly into view: the stripe of bloody red cut across their eyes, the thick-jointed knees, the dappled gray feathers. These had to be the Cranes of Churlishness and Denial. There was something insubstantial about them, as though they had one foot on each side of the Veil. They were creepy as hell. Each of them stood completely still, balanced on one leg. Then, in unison, they flung their wings wide.

“Do not come, do not come,” said the first crane.

“Get away, away,” said the second.

“Turn around, around,” said the third.

Their voices reverberated violently through her skull. Her fighting instinct bled out of her like life from a mortal wound. It was very tempting to comply. With great effort, she gritted out, “Your master gave me permission to enter.”

This gave them pause. Their feathers ruffled, and their imposing wings drooped. They twisted their long necks and exchanged sidelong glances. Somehow, the truth of her words seemed absolute and unquestionable. Maybe they were accustomed to beings who couldn’t lie, or maybe Midir’s promise had wrapped around her like a mantle. Either way, they conferred and made their decision in an instant. With the air of a shrug, they stepped aside.

Shea passed beneath the vaulted door they guarded and into a circular antechamber. The sound of her footsteps bounced off the stone, growing louder and louder. As she drank in the doors surrounding her on all sides, the enormity of her task struck her. How was she supposed to find Aideen in this maze?

Shea tried the first door. The lock held fast against her for only a moment. Then, it yielded. She stepped through, into what looked to be a portrait hall. Paintings leered out at her from all sides. Some of them were of Midir, ageless and beautiful. Most of them were of Aideen.

Theoretically, it was possible these could’ve all been painted in the last six years. But the volume of them and the style of them—and the expression she wore, so different from her sister’s … No, these had existed for decades, maybe centuries.

Shea had always assumed Midir was mistaken—that maybe Aideen simply resembled the wife he claimed to have lost. Maybe they shared the same, admittedly uncommon name. Stranger coincidences existed. But the woman in these portraits and her sister were undeniably the same person, even if this Aideen was different from her Aideen. It seemed Ciara’s story was true, after all. Aideen really had been reborn.

At the end of the gallery, there was another door. Its frame seemed faded, as though it was hiding sheepishly from view. The longer she stared at it, the more solid it became. When Shea twisted the knob, it opened too eagerly, practically ushering her inside.

It was … a storage closet? Shea couldn’t tell, considering all of the furniture had been covered with tarps. She grabbed one and pulled it off. The chaise longue underneath coughed up a cloud of dust. Shea sneezed. Clearly, no one had been here in a long time. Shea pulled off the tarps one by one, revealing a writing desk, a wingback chair, a vanity, and shelves full of books. Only one covered piece remained, tucked into the far corner of the room. Something about it unsettled her. It radiated an air of forlorn malice. Slowly, she approached it and eased off its cover.

It was a portrait of a woman. The oil paints gleamed in the moonlight, the colors faded with age. Cracks spread through the subject’s face and warped her features. She was fae, judging by the delicate points of her ears. She had black hair and a serious face, but her eyes …

They looked almost scheming, sparkling with cleverness and wry humor—and they were bright yellow, like a wolf’s. Shea staggered backward in alarm, half expecting it to smile or speak. This was the woman who had attacked her and Daniil.

Fuamnach.

She exhaled sharply, feeling foolish. It was just a painting. It wasn’t going to hurt her. She drew closer, running her fingers over the fissures and pressing the canvas flat. She was so absorbed that she did not notice when a shadow darkened the doorway.

“Shea.”






CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Lily stood like a ghost in the doorframe.

When Shea found her voice again, she demanded, “What are you doing here?”

At first, Lily did not reply. She moved silently into the room, tilting back her head to study the portrait. She wore a strange expression, one that shifted continually like moonlight over troubled waters. There was hurt and longing, confusion and betrayal, all of them flickering in and out of focus too quickly to track.

“Lily.” Dread built steadily within her, although Shea could not exactly place why. “How are you here?”

“You opened the door for me.” She traced a fingertip along a dusty writing desk. “Although, this room was once mine.”

Shea stared at her in silent horror—and a mounting self-hatred. How had she not seen it before? Lily’s familiarity with faerie culture. Her quest for vengeance. The scars on her hands. How she’d arrived, unknown and uninvited. The longer she looked, the more the girl standing beside her resembled the woman in the painting. Lily’s clever, bright eyes; her cunning smile …

They were unmistakably Fuamnach’s.

She felt nauseated. “It’s you.”

Belatedly, the full weight of that realization crashed down on her. Lily was Fuamnach: Midir’s ex-wife, the sorceress who had been targeting her, the woman who had sworn revenge on her sister. And she was here.

Shea stumbled backward to put some space between them—and caught her foot on the leg of a chair. She hit the ground with a terrible crash. Pain jolted up her elbows, but she hardly registered it. She only scrambled away until her back pressed against the opposite wall.

Fuamnach watched her impassively, clearly weighing what to do. When she blinked, the clear blue of her irises changed to striking, pure gold. Her hair shone more lustrously: black with the faintest blue sheen, like a crow’s feathers. It happened in the space of a heartbeat, along with more subtle transformations that changed the topography of her face. She understood how Fuamnach had gone undetected. It was as though Shea had been wearing sunglasses all this time—and now removed them to stare at the full, unyielding brilliance of a star. Fuamnach’s otherworldly beauty, dulled by her mortal façade, was now on full display.

“It’s been a long time since someone looked at me like that,” she said flatly. “It’s flattering. But there’s no need to cower. I can’t harm you here.”

“Then why the fuck did you follow me?”

Fuamnach approached her. Her boots tapped out a steady rhythm on the floorboards, and with every step, the shadows stirred around her ankles like water. She offered her hand to Shea. “I wanted to talk to you.”

Shea only stared at her hand until she retracted it. “I have nothing to say to you. You’re here to kill Aideen, aren’t you?”

“No.” Fuamnach’s mouth twisted as though she’d tasted something sour. “I would not escape alive. Besides, there’s no pleasure in it this way. If I were to kill her, I’d want him to know it was me. I would want him to see it. I would want for him to know that, this time, there will never be any hope that he will find her again.”

“You’re a monster,” Shea hissed, not bothering to hide her revulsion.

“You’ve drawn your conclusions about me. But there’s nothing you can do about it.”

“I could tell Midir.”

Fuamnach tilted her head, and the shadows slid back from her face. The mottled band of scar tissue across her cheek caught the light. “You won’t. You and I both need this tournament to continue.”

They did. But if never seeing Aideen again meant she would live …

Shea opened her mouth. To do what, she still did not know. Maybe she would have screamed. She never got the chance, because Fuamnach said, “Silence. Do not move.”

Her voice glittered with the familiar, horrible magic of faerie compulsion. The command snagged like a hook in Shea’s mind—and she hurried to obey. Her jaw snapped shut. She could not think of a single thing she’d rather do, or why it’d ever occurred to her to do anything but remain perfectly still and silent.

“I lay you under a bond of heavy enchantment. You will not speak of this encounter to anyone.” As she spoke, the spell traveled through Shea, wrapping itself in chains around her heart. “You will not betray my true identity, until the day you draw your last breath.”

Shea’s thoughts fizzled and plodded, as though she’d just woken from the thick haze of sleep. She hadn’t fallen asleep, had she? No, she remembered the command—remembered, distantly, her body acting of its own accord. Horror accompanied the terrible realization of what Fuamnach had demanded of her. She rested a hand over her collarbone. Humming beneath her skin was that cold knot of faerie magic.

“So, what did you want to talk about?” Shea gritted out.

“I’d hoped to convince you to surrender, since threats are lost on you.” Her voice held some degree of amusement. “There is no hope for you to defeat Midir. Even if you make it to the final round, nothing but ruin awaits you.”

“So you know about his eye.”

“Of course I do.” Fuamnach’s lip curled. “That eye is responsible for all of our misfortunes.”

Guardedly, Shea asked, “What do you mean?”

“You know who I am, so you must know some of what came to pass. When Midir lost his eye, our foster son summoned none other than the god of healers, who crafted for him a prosthetic of incredible power.”

“It allows him to steal talents.”

“Indeed.” Fuamnach crossed her arms. “Shortly after he did away with me, he became known as Midir of the Thousand Talents. He surrounded himself with mortals and fae alike who were the most gifted in the world at their craft. It was as though those in his orbit began to fade, until they vanished altogether. And Midir himself flourished. I hear he was something to behold. Whatever you can imagine—swordplay, painting, dancing—he excelled at. But eventually, his interest in chess became quite singular.”

“You’re good,” Shea said begrudgingly. “But you’re not better than the rest of us—or any of the previous finalists whose skill he stole. How do you plan to beat him?”

“I am a sorceress,” she replied cryptically. “And you?”

“I’d hoped to find Aideen. But something tells me you’re not going to let me do that.”

“No. I’m not.”

Rage sparked hot within her. Her every word tasted like blood, as though she were tearing open every old and aching wound. “You said his eye was responsible for our misfortunes. But no, it’s you. You’re the reason my mother’s life was ruined. You’re the reason my family was torn apart. You’re—”

“I was the daughter of a king! I was among the cleverest and most powerful of our women, a master of our oldest form of magic. I was a good wife to him—a good mother to our children.” Cold fury exploded across Fuamnach’s face. Shadows snaked along her wrist and wove between her fingers. Every word was almost a snarl, and her yellow eyes burned in her bloodless face. “One day, my beloved husband went to visit our favorite of our foster children. For a year and a day, he was gone. I received no word from him. I received no news of him from any of our friends or family. I did not know if he was alive or dead. And when he finally deigned to return to our home, he’d brought a girl with him: a golden-haired, doe-eyed thing to replace me.”

Shea gawped at her. In Ciara’s version of the story, Fuamnach had seemed an unreasonable, jealous woman. But this was …

Fuamnach exhaled a long sigh, recomposing herself. “She was beautiful—as beautiful as everyone claimed. But she was so very young. She had none of our jadedness, but also none of the cunning or skill or knowledge or depth of feeling I had nurtured over centuries. I despised her, who would take everything from me and acted like I was the interloper.”

“But it wasn’t her fault!” Shea protested. “You’re going to punish her for Midir’s terrible decisions?”

Fuamnach did not acknowledge her. When she spoke, her voice sparkled with compulsion. “There’s nothing more to say. You will return to the dining room with me now.”

Shea had no choice but to comply.



When Shea reentered the dining room, she was shocked to see Lily—no, Fuamnach—still seated at the table. She glanced behind her. No one was there. And judging by the unchanged atmosphere at the table, no one had noticed her absence. Fuamnach met her gaze, but her expression remained perfectly neutral. Hatred boiled within Shea. She’d officially had enough of faerie magic.

“There you are,” Midir said, as if nothing strange or unexpected had happened all evening. “We’ve been waiting for you.”

Shea slumped into her chair. Immediately, Ciara’s eyes found her. Within them was a question: Did you find her?

Shea shook her head.

“Let us move on to the matter of the remaining rounds. I have reigned as Tír nAill’s chess champion for more than a millennium. This year, I will allow the challenger to select the format of our final game. It has been too long since defending my title has presented a real challenge—and clearly, too long since I’ve shown the depths of my generosity.”

Shea could hardly believe his arrogance.

“It has been a long journey—one that will end in failure for two of you tomorrow,” Midir said. “I imagine each of you is eager to know who you will face.”

“Get on with it already,” Daniil groused. “You’ve kept us here long enough.”

“With pleasure.”

There came the sound of splintering wood. Something scraped against Shea’s wrist. Startled, she pushed her sleeve back. The branch fetter tightened—and then began to expand. Terror, briefly, lanced through the numbness that had settled over her. Her mind conjured images she’d tried so hard to avoid. Roots pushing through flesh like tilled soil. Blood spreading over the board. Branches emerging from her opponent’s chest like a second rib cage.

Shea clawed at the cuff, but there was no stopping it. Bark crawled up her skin until it encased the entirety of her forearm. This was it. All of this had been some twisted game. She braced for the worst. The pain of being pierced and torn apart from the inside out. Abruptly, the growth stopped at her shoulder. Delicately, it put out a little branch.

The table had gone deathly quiet. The only sound was their ragged breathing. At the head of the table, Midir absently swirled the wine in his glass.

From the new branch, a delicate bud sprouted. Then, it unfurled into a flower. It gave the impression of a cartoon gun spitting out a flag emblazoned with BANG.

She dared to look at the others. Half of Fuamnach’s face was scaled with bark. In front of her flung-wide eye was a deep violet blossom—a match to Daniil’s, which had sprouted from the tip of his bramble-wrapped finger. Ciara had plucked the flower from the joint of her elbow and studied it with a mixture of fascination and irritation. It was pure, radiant white, the same as Shea’s.

Daniil slammed his palm against the table. The glasses rattled menacingly. A carafe of water tipped over. “Cut the theatrics,” Daniil hissed. “What the hell is this?”

Unfazed, Midir rose from his seat. In the firelight, his shadow jumped and thrashed like a snared animal. The golden strands of his hair shifted, until Shea caught a glimpse of his prosthetic eye underneath. It glinted almost mischievously in the half-light. “The pairings are set. Tomorrow, Daniil Tsoi will play against Lily Keenan.”

Shea could hardly hear him through the blood rushing in her ears. She could only stare numbly at her arm as the bark retreated back into the fetter. There was no sense in being surprised. Even less in being disappointed. One way or another, it was always destined to come down to this.

“And Ciara of Bri Leith,” he continued, “will play against Shea Fury.”






CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


The night welcomed Shea eagerly; the cold and mist closed ranks around her. A light drizzle had begun to fall. She shoved her hands in her pockets as she strode down the parapet walk, not knowing and not caring where she was going. She’d walk the entire stretch of the castle walls, if only she could outpace all of this.

“Wait!”

Shea paused. That was Ciara’s voice. At least, she thought so; it sounded far away, like the wind meant to carry it off. When she turned, she saw Ciara there, coming through the haze like a torch. The sight of her smarted. Tomorrow, they’d play against one another. Tomorrow, one of them would have their dreams crushed—and the other would be responsible. She wanted to turn away and keep walking, but she felt rooted to the spot.

Ciara trotted up to her. Her breath came in soft bursts, pluming in the chilled air. Her curls had begun to wilt in the rain. She drew a wide circle in the air over her head. The rain sparkled against the invisible umbrella she’d conjured and slid off in a wide arc around her. For a few horrible moments, they only stared at one another. Then, a little helplessly, Ciara said, “Come out of the rain, Shea.”

“All right.”

Ciara shifted to make space for her, and Shea stepped beneath the awning of her magic. It was warmer inside than out; if she were in a better mood, she might’ve smiled. Still, neither of them spoke. Ciara was staring out over the battlement. The sky beyond was so densely gray, they might as well have been standing at the edge of the world.

“What happened?” Ciara asked.

“Nothing,” Shea said quietly. “I didn’t find her. This was our one shot, and I blew it.”

“There must still be a way.”

Shea couldn’t bear to look at her. She couldn’t bear to pretend they could overcome this anymore. “I doubt it.”

Ciara seized hold of Shea’s wrist. Her jewelry was frigid against Shea’s skin. “You cannot give up now!”

“Why are you being so encouraging? Only one of us can win.” Saying it aloud hurt more than Shea expected. There would be no items checked off Ciara’s list. There would be no more collaboration. There would be no them. “Or have you forgotten that?”

Ciara’s expression slackened. “We may be playing against one another, but that does not make us enemies.”

“What do you want me to say, Ciara? What would make this situation tolerable?” Her temper flared, but her voice stayed icily even. “For years, you’ve driven me insane. Deep down, I think I loathed you because I wanted your respect. I wanted to know which of us was truly the better player. I wanted a real game between us—no tricks, nothing held back—because sometimes, I think that might be the only thing that would make me feel alive. And now that I finally might have it, it’s poisoned.”

Something lit Ciara’s night-dark eyes from within. It made Shea’s mouth go dry. The air buzzed with anticipation—the kind of adrenaline-laced thrill that came when you calculated victory just five moves away. Rain beaded on Ciara’s eyelashes. Her cheeks were flushed. With a furious, almost disgusted sound, Ciara grabbed two demanding handfuls of her jacket.

“What are you—”

Shea never got a chance to finish her sentence. Ciara yanked her forward and kissed her. It left no space for thought or doubt. Ciara’s mouth—ravenous, almost desperate against hers—shattered any confusion, any resistance. It unleashed something within her, long held dormant. The first time they’d kissed had been almost sweet. This time, there was nothing gentle about it.

Shea moved on instinct, meeting her with equal fervor. She snared Ciara around the waist as one of Ciara’s hands wound tight into her hair, sending a delicious frisson of pain through her. They stumbled forward, and Shea relished the soft, throaty sound Ciara made as her back hit the parapet wall. Ciara’s lips parted hungrily for her. In her kiss, Shea tasted all her resentment, all her anger, all her desire—and deep, red wine.

It wasn’t nearly enough; she wanted—no, needed—to hear her make that sound again. She dragged a kiss along her jaw, and Ciara let her head fall back with a sigh. Obligingly, Shea’s lips found where her pulse leapt at her throat. Her fingers tangled in Ciara’s hair, and she inhaled the scent of her perfume: hyacinth and honey. Ciara’s skin was damp with rainwater. With teeth and tongue, Shea followed the path of a droplet down the long line of her neck, to her collarbones, to where the fabric of her shirt parted. Even in the darkness, she could see the flush rising in her skin, stained a lovely red beneath a scattering of freckles and gold dust.

“Shea,” Ciara breathed.

Shea had never felt this way. Until now, her life had been contained in the sixty-four squares of a chessboard: a fortress and she, the king, safe within it, in control of every possible outcome. But Ciara made her feel wild and too eager to please.

Come away with me, Ciara’s night-black eyes seemed to say, like a faerie maiden in a poem. Yes, Shea wanted to reply. Yes, to the promise in her eyes. To the promise of tonight—and every night thereafter.

Ciara drew back sharply. Rain pattered softly against stone. Their breathing came in labored gasps. Ciara looked ruined: her eyes dark, her hair mussed, her lips reddened.

“Shea,” she repeated, almost too quietly to hear. “I’m afraid.”

Shea took Ciara’s face in her hands as carefully as she could. “Why?”

“Everything you said … I want that, too. I want to play a real game against you, but at the same time, I don’t.” Her mouth wobbled. “I’m afraid to know how I will measure up against you. Because I will die if I stay here.”

“Ciara…”

Ciara grabbed hold of Shea’s sleeve and clung to it. Her eyes shone. “If you win, you will kill me. Do you understand that?”

“I…”

“This life is unbearable to me,” Ciara pressed. “Do you not care?”

“Of course I care,” Shea snapped. “But what am I supposed to do? You’re asking me to give up my sister for you. I can’t do that. I’d never be able to live with myself.”

At that, the invisible awning over Shea’s head gave way. All the rain that had collected there crashed onto her head with force. She gasped at the shocking cold of it—then promptly spit out a mouthful of water. She glared at Ciara through the wet hair plastered to her face. “Real mature.”

Ciara wrapped her arms around herself. Standing there in the rain, she looked so fragile. It took all of Shea’s strength to remain where she was. She wanted to rage against her. She longed to pull her closer, to promise her that they could find some way to make this work. But their situation was a hopelessly lost position. There were no more resources. No more tricks.

“Well, then,” Ciara said. “I suppose that’s it.”

“Yeah. I guess it is.”

Although it tore her heart in two, Shea turned and walked away.



A knock sounded on her bedroom door. It was either Fuamnach, here to plunge a knife in her chest—or Ciara, to twist the one she’d already sunk into Shea’s heart. In all honesty, Shea was not sure which she preferred at this point. Death might be a welcome respite from this feeling. It’d been so long since someone truly hurt her. She’d almost forgotten loss felt like this.

The knock sounded again, more insistently this time. Shea grabbed the iron poker from the fireplace and approached the door. The knob jiggled menacingly. Shea took hold of it, raising her makeshift weapon.

“Open the door,” Daniil said impatiently. “I know you’re in there.”

“Jesus,” Shea muttered. “Hold on a second.”

She twisted the lock, then opened the door. Daniil stood in the hallway with a lantern dangling from the crook of his elbow. The light cast his features in an eerie half glow. His gaze flitted from the poker in her hand to her bloodshot eyes. He looked deeply unimpressed. “Crying again?”

“No,” she said defensively. “What do you want?”

“Have you reviewed Ciara’s games recently?”

Never had chess sounded less appealing. “You know, Danya, I’m not really in the mood.”

“What, did you break up with your girlfriend?” His voice oozed with mock sympathy.

Something in her snapped. Hadn’t she been beaten down enough tonight? She didn’t need Daniil Tsoi and his bad attitude. The poker clattered to the floor between them. She seized him by the collar of his shirt. His lantern swung between them, casting them both in stark shadow.

“You’re a real asshole,” she hissed. “You know that?”

His pupils dilated in anticipation, but he didn’t so much as flinch. He looked as smug as ever. “Go on,” he goaded. “See what happens.”

Her fist flexed at her side. She really might do it. He was bluffing, anyway. There was no way in hell a waifish rich boy knew how to throw a punch. But slugging him wouldn’t make her feel any better. None of this was his fault, as much as she wanted it to be. With a scoff, she let go.

“That’s what I thought.” He straightened his collar primly. “The semifinals are tomorrow. You don’t have time to sulk.”

“Just go away.”

He put his foot in the doorway before she could shut him out. He pushed past her, shoving a serving dish into her hands. She hadn’t noticed him carrying it before.

“What’s this?”

“Table scraps. They’re cold. Sorry.”

Shea lifted the lid from the dish. As he said, it was a portion of dinner. Cold, maybe, but it still smelled divine. Her empty stomach twisted around itself violently. Very warily, she said, “Thanks.”

While she ate this strange peace offering at her desk, Daniil took a seat at her chessboard. His signet ring glinted in the near-darkness of the room as he rearranged the pieces. After a few minutes, he asked, “Feeling more reasonable now?”

Admittedly, she was. “It’s been kind of a rough night.”

His voice had the air of an eye roll. “It’s not over yet. Come here.”

Reluctantly, Shea dragged herself to the board, where he was playing through some game by memory. His expression was less hostile than usual like this. If anything, he looked troubled, with the little frown notched between his brows. He’d lost his glasses, after all. He was probably straining his eyes.

Shea studied the position. It took her only a few seconds to realize it wasn’t so historical, after all. This was a game Ciara had played in Casablanca a few years ago, against Ibrohim Nabiyev, an Uzbek grandmaster. It was a devastating game—for Nabiyev, anyway. He’d been one move away from checkmate, but Ciara claimed it was a draw. She was right, in the end. Once fifty moves pass with no captures, the game’s over.

“How well do you know Ciara’s games?”

“Well.” Too well, really.

“Is that so?” he pressed. “I want to know her opening repertoire. I want to know what kinds of positions make her uncomfortable. I want to know what lines she’s lost against and what lines she hasn’t seen in three years.”

“Believe me, I know. Don’t you want to do your own prep?”

“It’s possible I’ll play Ciara eventually,” he said offhandedly. Shea tried not to feel insulted by his implicit vote of no confidence. “Lily is hardly worth worrying about.”

Shea longed to confide in him, yet she could feel Fuamnach’s magic cold around her heart and pinning down her tongue. “You think so?”

“It’s a fluke she’s here at all. She’s a fine player, but…”

“Not like us,” Shea supplied.

“No,” he said reluctantly. “Not like us.”

It shocked her—both his agreement and how much she appreciated it. Maybe she was getting soft, but Daniil had grown on her. She stood abruptly from her seat. “Hold on. I meant to give something to you.”

She went to her vanity. There wasn’t much on it, much less in it. But tucked away in the velvet-lined drawer was the necklace he’d dropped on the heath. The string of pearls lay cool against her palm, each of them alight with an iridescent sheen. She returned to the board and offered it to him.

He stared at it, his lips parted silently. Emotion shone in his eyes before he blinked it away. Very carefully, he took it from her. “Where did you get this?”

“You dropped it, sometime before I stopped you from walking into the bog. I was thinking about holding it for ransom, but, uh … I changed my mind.”

His mouth pressed into a thin line. Clearly, he was debating whether to say something acerbic or not. In the end, he did not, which was as good as a “thank you” in Shea’s book. He clasped the string of pearls around his neck, then tucked it safely inside his collar.

“It’s not really your style,” Shea said. “It was Irina’s, wasn’t it?”

“It was. The pearls were passed down to her from our great-grandmother. She fled Korea during the Japanese occupation. This is all that remains of the jewelry she managed to escape with.” He turned his faraway gaze back to Shea. “You’re right that they suited Irina more than me. She wore them almost every day, but she didn’t want to risk losing them to some faerie bargain in the Otherworld. It seemed like a waste to keep them locked away.”

She smiled faintly. “Wow. Who knew you had a sensitive side?”

He scowled, but there was a self-consciousness about him that was rather endearing. He rearranged the pieces into a new configuration, then gestured at the board between them. “Don’t distract me. What’s the best continuation of this line?”

“Seriously?”

“Black to play,” he said, uncompromising.

Shea studied the board. There was such a visceral, displeasing ugliness to black’s position, she could hardly stand to look at it. With a curl of her lip, she said, “This is disgusting.”

“Exactly.” There was a touch of irritation in his voice. “There’s no hope of winning, unless you count on your opponent blundering. But you can salvage a draw here.”

“I don’t want to—”

“I don’t care what you want to do,” he snapped. “You fight to the end, no matter what. There is no other option.”

Her chest constricted. “It’s not that I’m unwilling. It’s that I can’t!”

It burst out of her, louder than she intended. Daniil, clearly baffled, leaned backward. “What do you mean you can’t?”

“I meant what I told you.” Shea rested her head in her hands. “Midir is a killer. Literally. Ever since we played, I haven’t been the same. It’s like some piece of my soul died. When I’m about to lose, my brain doesn’t work right. I crumble, just like you said.”

“That’s complete nonsense. Do you really believe that?” When Shea didn’t reply, he went on. “There is nothing supernatural going on here. It’s in your head.”

“No, you don’t—”

“No. I do get it.” He slammed his fist against the board. “Listen to me. He didn’t need to cast a spell on you, because you’re doing it for him. He got in your head. He made you feel like nothing. But you’re not. Your nerves are the only thing holding you back from being one of the greatest players of our generation. Can’t you see that?”

Shea’s breath caught. “What did you say?”

“Nice try. You only get that from me once.” He crossed his arms. “It’s true, as much as it pains me to say it. I can’t teach you much, but I can teach you this. I’ve been training to draw against Russian GMs since I was five years old. Ever tried to hold a rook and three versus rook and four, knowing you’ll be ridiculed if you fail to do it? Let me tell you, that will teach you resilience faster than anything.”

Resilience. Yangmei had talked about it a thousand times before. Shea had never been able to consider any other possibility than her own brokenness. More than anything, she wanted to believe Daniil. Could she? Could she really accept that the only thing standing in her way was herself? Quietly, she said, “I’m tired, Danya.”

“Me, too.” He pushed out the chair across from him with the toe of his shoe. “Sit down.”

She did. The two of them played in silence for a few minutes. The discomfort of the position mounted as he dogged her king with his rook. She moved her king into the corner. A horrible overwhelm descended on her as she stared down at it, cowering and unprotected. It looked so hopeless, abandoned by its entire army. Surely, it would be better to resign than endure this. “Why are you doing this?”

“Because one of us deserves to win.”

“All right.”

It might have been minutes or hours that they shuffled their pieces, circling, probing. It was mind-numbing and horrible. Daniil was not a particularly expressive player, but he was decisive. It was only when he made one impulsive pawn move—one that she immediately seized upon—that emotion showed on his face: annoyance. And maybe grudging respect.

He didn’t glance up as he offered a trade of pieces: a temporary measure to stave off the collapse of his crumbling position. Shea accepted it.

He leaned back in his seat, drinking in the ravaged battlefield. “I’ve been thinking. It doesn’t have to be a zero-sum game between us. If one of us wins, we can ask for the release of all people stolen from the mortal realm.”

Shea shook her head, uncertain she’d heard him correctly. “You would do that?”

At last, he glanced up at her. “Maybe. We’d have to consider the wording carefully.”

“Right,” Shea said quietly. “We would.”

He captured her knight, damaging his kingside pawn structure. There was no other option. The longer Shea stared at the position, the clearer her plan became. She could see it unfolding like a game of dominoes: one piece after another falling to her attack. She advanced. And so, it happened: the moves played out exactly as she’d envisioned them. At the end of the sequence, Daniil shook his head.

“If you manage to play like that again,” he said sourly, “you might have a shot. I should have let you self-sabotage forever.”

Shea grinned in spite of herself. “You better not lose. I’m counting on you.”

“I won’t,” he said simply. “I can’t let it end any other way.”






CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


The day of the semifinal round arrived like a ship through the haze. Last night’s rain dripped from the leaves, and all the world was agleam with water and veiled in mist. Shea hardly slept. Daniil left sometime around three in the morning, and long afterward, her mind swam with theory. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw flashes of Ciara’s games—and of her face, full of longing and full of devastation. She dozed only in fits and starts.

When she stepped out into the courtyard, she found it transformed. A crowd had gathered near the entrance of the tournament hall. As she passed, they clamored for her attention and touched the hem of her coat. Some had even struck up a chant of “Fury! Fury!” It was surreal—completely surreal. This must’ve been what it was like to play the World Championship.

The game would be shared with the mortal world in real time through couriers, who would feed commentators each move as it was played. Distantly, she wondered how many people would tune in to listen. Even here in the Otherworld, they’d set up a separate room, where a panel of mortal and faerie grandmasters would commentate the games to a live audience.

Inside the tournament hall itself, there had to be hundreds of spectators. The stands were more crowded than she’d ever seen them—more crowded than she thought possible. They all went silent when she entered. Their faces receded, swimming in and out of focus, as though she’d suddenly plunged beneath the surface of a lake.

Because Ciara was already waiting for her.

Beneath the crowd’s attention, Ciara was unmoving and unmoved. Gone was the easy warmth Shea had come to know. Here was a princess of the Otherworld: aloof, untouchable, and dangerous. It made Shea’s pulse quicken instinctually. Last night, it had felt so easy to defy her. In the cold light of day, she felt almost frightened.

When Shea met her in the center of the room, a smattering of applause broke out and rose to a dull roar in her ears. High above them, Midir stood in his opera box. Even from here, she could see a thin sliver of his metal eye gleaming like a bullet through the curtain of his golden hair.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Midir called over the noise, “it is my pleasure to introduce our first set of semifinalists: Ciara of Bri Leith and Shea Fury. Unfortunately, one of them will be eliminated today—and they will lose more than the game.”

Shea flinched. He couldn’t possibly know what they’d discussed last night.

He waited for the murmuring to die down before he continued. “For today’s games, we will honor the traditions from when travel between our realms was allowed. Each player will wager something of value. Whoever bets the highest value may play with the white pieces. The winner of this game will earn a place in the final round—and whatever your opponent has offered up.”

Once, mortals offered up anything they could think of—memories, their firstborns, the ability to see the color blue—in order to gain a taste of faerie magic. Some chess events still upheld the custom. The higher profile the event, the higher the stake was expected to be. No one went around gambling their daughter or their favorite horse anymore. But Shea had lost a few things dear to her over the years. She still thought about the locket she’d lost to Jeremy Liu.

A servant materialized to provide them each with a pen and a sheet of paper. Shea stared down at the blank expanse of it—as blank as her mind. She could feel hundreds of eyes on her. How badly did she want the white pieces? It would be a huge advantage, and yet, Shea could not think of a single thing more she had to lose that she hadn’t already lost. But time was ticking. She scribbled something down.

“Let us hear it,” Midir said.

Shea held up her piece of paper. “My favorite jacket.”

The crowd tittered and hissed. The cold amusement on Midir’s face faded. Their disappointment did not last long. Ciara flashed what she’d written, her expression all indolence. “And I will stake my life.”

The room erupted. The spectators stamped their feet and shrieked their delight. It was a wall of sound, crashing down on them.

“No,” Shea said, numb with incomprehension, but her voice was drowned out in the uproar. What was this? What the fuck was she thinking? Surely, Midir had to intervene. Ciara was his only heir.

He only said, “Very well. You may play with the white pieces.”

So this was it. This was happening.

Behind them, the chessboard waited. Ciara stepped toward it, but Shea seized hold of Ciara’s arm. “What the hell are you doing?”

Ciara jerked away. She held her hand stiffly between them and stared askance at Shea, as if contemplating slapping her for her insolence. Eventually, she let it drop. “I am playing the game. Playing seriously for once, you might be heartened to know.”

“No, you’re not.” Shea studied her face searchingly. “Ciara. Don’t do this.”

Ciara had been backed into a corner and saw no other way out. Surely, they could figure this out. The things we do in desperation, Ciara had said to her once. It is impossible not to regret them.

“You had no scruples about this last night,” she said coldly.

“But this isn’t exactly the same thing, is it?” Shea asked. “You’re asking me to kill you.”

The words touched the oil of a feeling already there and set it ablaze. It burned up any tender feeling, torched anything that might have been. Ciara’s mysterious, cruel eyes glittered. There was a quiver in her lip. “I have asked nothing of you. You could always surrender, if the idea bothers you so much.”

Shea’s horror gave way to simmering anger. So that really was Ciara’s plan. “That’s dirty.”

“Don’t be so prudish, Shea.” Ciara’s fear dropped off her face. What remained was a cold disinterest—like Shea had bored her. “If you wanted it badly enough, you would’ve done the same thing.”

“And you wouldn’t hesitate to play for a win?”

“Will you?” she countered.

Shea laughed humorlessly. “Don’t push me.”

“It’s late for that, don’t you think?” Ciara turned sharply away from her. When her cloak fanned out behind her, Shea caught a glimpse of the lining: mottled bands of brown and black and yellow, like a death’s-head moth.

They took their places at the board. Ciara sat on the white side, still and poised, studying the untouched pieces and their infinite potential. Shea couldn’t bring herself to look at her face anymore. She looked only at her delicate white hands, folded neatly in front of her. The scattering of freckles on the backs of them. The long, tapered fingers that had touched her so reverently only hours before. The ornate rings, catching the light like blades. One of the hands extended toward her. Shea took it in the most limp and perfunctory of handshakes.

Shea flipped over Ciara’s hourglass, and with that, the first game of the semifinals began.

Ciara played the Réti: the same opening Shea had faced on her first night here. Clearly, she was looking to dig her fingers into a fresh wound. As much as Shea hated thinking about that game, she had reviewed it with Daniil. She knew precisely where she’d gone astray. They’d prepared an offbeat line—one Ciara had almost certainly never seen before. It would bring them to a novel position, theoretically still equal, but she’d deny Ciara what she surely wanted: a comfortable game on her own terms.

Or, she could play pawn to g6 and aim for a draw.

Her hand hovered over the g-pawn. With a disgusted shake of her head, she grabbed the c-pawn and advanced it two squares. Ciara sat farther back in her chair, clearly taken aback by the move. Little by little, they rallied and coordinated their armies. They moved into the middlegame, circling, testing, prodding. Nothing else mattered. Not the audience. Not the prize. Not the risk. Just the heat of battle—and the thrill of playing her equal.

On the twentieth move, Shea looked up at Ciara for the first time in nearly an hour. Ciara showed no signs of exhaustion or stress. Her cloak was unrumpled, her hair unruffled, her features perfectly composed. Her play was calm, methodical, squeezing and squeezing until Shea felt her prospects diminishing.

She’d delayed her own queenside development. She’d given Ciara a beautiful Catalan bishop and the other stared down the board like a sniper, unobstructed by its own center pawns. This position was like a wild horse. If she handled it too slowly or uncertainly, it would run away with her. And she was playing Ciara, one of the most precise players in the world.

Shea had too many problems to solve. The one bothering her the most was that this game was too quiet for her liking. When she’d imagined this confrontation, she’d pictured a ruthless, exciting game. She wanted fire on the board. She wanted her foot on Ciara’s throat.

Shea studied the position carefully. There were many logical options here, but one in particular called out to her: pawn to b5. It was not a safe move. But it was the move Ciara would have played, were they side by side.

With her heart in her throat, Shea played her pawn to b5.

And Ciara looked … perplexed. She stared down at the pawn as though it had suddenly appeared from the void. The sand in her hourglass slipped away. She did not move for twenty minutes. Then, with a shake of her head, she took the offending pawn with her own.

Just like that, Shea saw the board opening up before her.

By taking that pawn, Ciara had destabilized her center and opened the a-file for Shea’s rook. Shea coordinated her pieces to ruthlessly apply pressure—to dog her queen, crowd her king, beat back her knights. Move by move, she chipped away at Ciara’s unshakable composure. Ciara slumped lower in her seat, pressing her fists into her cheeks—and then she marched her pawn forward to its death on an underdefended square.

Shea’s gaze slid from that doomed pawn up to Ciara’s face. Still, she wore no expression. If she’d blundered it on purpose, she’d be gleeful—mocking, even. If she really thought that was her best move, had Shea missed something? She studied the board for five minutes, ten, and nothing revealed itself to her.

No, Ciara had simply made a mistake.

Shea took the free pawn. For the first time since the game began, Ciara reacted viscerally. She flinched as though she’d truly been struck, then raked her hair out of her face. Shea delighted at that glimpse of weakness, like a hound sighting an injured hare. It had knocked her off-balance, but it was not yet a winning blow.

The game wore on. Pieces fell off the board, one after the other, until they were stripped to the bare bones: a pair of rooks, a single bishop, and the most stalwart of their pawns. Their bishops danced around one another. Their rooks confronted each other on the open files. Their pawns crawled forward. The haze of bloodlust had long since faded, replaced instead with a miserable frustration. Shea should’ve known better than to believe she could best Ciara so easily. At this rate, the game would fizzle out into a draw, and all of this effort would be for nothing.

Ciara played rook f2: a trade offer. It was all but a request to officially draw. Shea considered it. It’d be a mercy to get them out of this miserable game. But then, something about the move struck her as odd. She sat up straighter, then leaned closer, because … no, she couldn’t be seeing this right.

This wasn’t possible.

Just to make sure, she closed her eyes and envisioned the position. They’d trade the rooks, which would then force a trade of bishops. Their kings would be stripped of everything but their pawns. In many positions, king-and-pawn endgames were draws. But in this one … Shea could escort one of her pawns to the other side of the board and make a new queen. It was a red carpet, rolled out directly to her victory.

In chess, it was often not the first mistake that killed you—but the second.

And Ciara’s second mistake would quite literally kill her.

Shea realized, dimly, that her hands had begun to tremble. Across the board, Ciara looked too pale. She dragged a hand down her chin fretfully. She’d realized what she’d done. How had this happened? How many times had Ciara collapsed completely under pressure? Shea did not think she’d ever seen it before. She could practically hear the commentators now: a heartbreaking loss for Ciara. But it wasn’t just heartbreaking. It would be a fucking tragedy, because she’d gambled away her life like an idiot.

Ciara laid her cheek on her forearm. In one hand, she twirled one of Shea’s captured knights around and around her fingers. She watched Shea expectantly through her eyelashes.

Shea couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. She’d won, and it felt more terrible than anything she’d ever known. If she accepted a draw, neither of their stakes would be claimed. They’d adjourn for today and play a tiebreaker tomorrow. In the interim, Shea could talk some sense into her.

Shea thrust her hand into the space between them. “Draw.”

Ciara jolted, as though the very suggestion shocked her. Some in the audience gasped. Ciara’s eyes flickered down to the board and drank in her ravaged defenses, the sheer hopelessness of her situation. Shea could see she was tired. There was a bone-deep exhaustion written on her face, in the slump of her shoulders. Still, Ciara said nothing.

“You’d be a fool not to take it,” Shea pressed.

“No draw,” said Ciara.

Shea could not compose herself. She slammed her palm flat onto the board. The pieces quaked. “It’s over, Ciara. You’re lost.”

“Am I?”

Understanding slowly dawned on Shea. Ciara was pressing the one advantage she had: Shea’s flimsy mortal conscience. Worse, her affection.

“Fuck you,” Shea whispered. They weren’t supposed to talk, and they really weren’t supposed to swear. But it wasn’t like FIDE was here to nail her with a fine. “You’re bluffing.”

“I’m willing to risk everything to get what I want.” Ciara held her gaze. Her black eyes were a dark mirror, reflecting nothing but Shea’s own agonized expression.

She had to be bluffing. Surely, she wouldn’t let Shea play it out.

Shea’s hand wouldn’t stop shaking. She knocked over her rook in her haste to pick it up. They traded rooks, then bishops. It would be almost painfully easy to win at this point. “Draw. I won’t offer again.”

“No draw.”

“Was this really your plan?” Her voice trembled. “All the oaths, all your help, all the things you said to me … Were all those just half-truths and misdirection?”

Shame flashed in Ciara’s eyes, but she did not reply.

“You knew it would come down to this. You were just manipulating me the whole time.”

“It’s your move, Shea.”

A hollow feeling opened within Shea, dragging her down and down, into turbulent seas. Sweat slid down her temple. She was teetering on the brink of collapse. Everything she’d worked for over the last six years had come to this moment. In a matter of moves, it would be checkmate.

All she had to do was claim it.

The air was thin. Ciara stared at her, her wide eyes shining with raw, terrible fear—and worst of all, resignation. Shea picked up her king by his crown. She could feel the heady power of it against her fingertips. Rather than push it forward, she let it go. It wobbled on its base, then toppled over with a clatter that resounded through Shea’s entire body.

“I resign.”






CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


Shea returned to the mortal realm the way she’d left it: staggering blind through the Féth Fíada. When the mist gave way to the clear half-light of dawn, she found herself in her own front yard. Dew soaked into the hem of her jeans, and damp grass clung to her ankles. Inexplicably, she was barefoot. Her heels stung with blisters. She had no idea how long she’d been walking, what day it was, or how long she’d been gone. It still felt like the deep cold of late autumn, the same as it’d been when she left, but who was to say a hundred years hadn’t passed?

For now, Shea decided it didn’t matter. She staggered to her porch and took the house key from her pocket. It slid into the lock and admitted her. She made it no farther than her couch before collapsing into a dead sleep.

Late-afternoon sun woke her, but Shea couldn’t move. Really, she had no desire to move, until hunger threatened to pickle her insides. She managed to plug in her phone and stand under the hot water of her shower. After forty-five minutes, the desolate numbness within her had not thawed. This was as good as it was going to get. In the steam-filled bathroom, she scrolled through the notification tiles, endlessly stacked one on top of the other. Missed calls, texts, and of course, social media notifications: clips from the commentary on her game posts speculating on why she’d resigned; comments calling her an idiot and a half-rate player and an embarrassment and emotional. She closed the app and ordered takeout, which she ate standing over her kitchen sink.

It gave her the fortitude to watch the entirety of the semifinal round’s official coverage. On her phone, Grandmaster Jorge Rodriguez’s and Grandmaster Divya D’Silva’s talking heads analyzed Shea’s game. The digital board updated as the moves were relayed to them, and while they waited, they explored alternative lines, ideas, and picked apart every decision.

Over and over, Shea replayed that one fateful moment: rook to f2. The evaluation bar tanking from equal to an overwhelming advantage for black. Divya’s gasp of shock and horror as she watched it happen. Jorge’s stunned silence. She stared at the screen until her eyes burned, as if it could unveil some truth to her, or the commentators could explain what the hell Ciara had been thinking.

But there was no answer.

What Shea had not expected was news of Daniil’s loss. The game he played was, frankly, disturbing. It looked nothing like his usual play style: shaky and uncertain, every move whittling down his clock. He fought hard, but in the end, he’d resigned. She listened to the commentators attempt to make sense of it.

“International Master Lily Keenan takes the second spot in the finals, triumphing over Daniil Tsoi,” Jorge said. “This is sensational. This is … I mean, frankly, Divya, it’s unheard of. I honestly can’t believe it.”

“Me neither, Jorge. It’s rare to see complete and total collapse from a player like Tsoi. But a tournament like this will fry your nervous system, and not even he has nerves of steel.”

Shea could hardly process it. He’d been so calm, so … cocky, really, but that was Daniil. It didn’t seem possible that someone like him would be taken down from pressure of all things. If anything, he’d be undone by tilt—but he hadn’t made any stupid mistakes. Maybe Fuamnach was the better player after all.

Fuamnach. Ciara had to defeat her, or else …

No, she couldn’t think about it. She refused to think about Ciara.

Shea frowned down at the video. She considered reaching out to Daniil somehow, but in truth, she didn’t want to talk to him. She didn’t want to pick open her own wounds, and it wasn’t like she had anything comforting to tell him.

Looks like your best effort wasn’t enough.

It sucks that neither of us will ever see our sisters again.

Maybe you’ll live another hundred years and get another chance.

No, it was pointless. Everything felt pointless, when the world was a pale shadow of what it used to be. She’d lost everything that ever mattered to her—even Ciara. Shea told herself not to care. Ciara had betrayed her. Shea couldn’t bring herself to hate her.

That was the worst part.

There was nothing left to do but go through the motions. Sleep through the morning. Wake up to the afternoon light. Let everything accumulate: the takeout containers on the counter, the dishes in the sink, the dust on all her trophies, the texts and missed calls. Daniil had been wrong, after all. One way or another, when mortals collided with the fae, they never came back whole.



Three days after her return to the mortal world, her phone alerted her of an incoming call from a number she did not recognize. Shea silenced the call. Immediately, her phone rang again. She repeated this process once more before—on the caller’s third attempt—she picked it up with an irritated “What?”

“Fury,” said Daniil. “You sound awful.”

She hadn’t spoken since she got back home. It was also very late, and he’d startled her out of a dream. “Do you have any idea what time it is here?”

“Three in the morning.”

Blearily, Shea pulled the phone away from her face and squinted at the clock. Yes, he was right. Whatever he wanted couldn’t possibly be this urgent. “Call back in twelve hours.”

“I looked into the player who calls herself Lily Keenan.”

Shea sat up in bed. The blanket fell off her shoulders and cold air settled heavily over her. She couldn’t remember if she’d forgotten to turn on the heat, or if she’d forgotten to pay her electric bill. “I don’t want to talk about your conspiracy theories.”

“It’s not a conspiracy theory.”

“Still don’t want to talk about it.”

“Why not?” he replied impatiently.

“Why…?” She trailed off. At this hour, everything seemed fake. Was this actually happening, or was this some lucid nightmare? How did he get her number, anyway? “Because, I don’t know, it’s three in the fucking morning, and the whole situation is a little painful?”

“Oh, are you still wallowing?” Mock sympathy bled into his voice. It made her want to reach through the phone and strangle him, which was admittedly preferable to the numbness she hadn’t been able to shake for days. “You were too soft and got manipulated. Get over it.”

“Soft?” she echoed in disbelief. “What, you would’ve checkmated her?”

“I wouldn’t feel bad about it, either. It was her choice to make a bad deal. It was her choice to put you in that position.” He paused. “But I’m not in love with her.”

“I am not in love with her.” Shea bristled. She didn’t know what she felt about Ciara of Bri Leith and the desperate choices she’d made, but Shea wasn’t going to discuss it with Daniil of all people. “Jesus. I don’t need to put up with you right now. My sister is gone.”

“So is mine,” he retorted hotly. “You’re not the only one who lost something. You’re just the only one moping around like a pathetic loser.”

Loser. His insult hit its mark, and it smarted far worse than she expected. She sucked in a breath through her teeth.

“You don’t have to talk,” he said, more gently this time, which for Daniil was still gruff and vaguely irritated. “Just listen.”

“Okay,” she said quietly. “Fine.”

Silence crackled on the line.

“Get up.” Something like concern had crept into his tone. “Drink some coffee or something.”

Shea couldn’t even find it in herself to argue. Like she was being piloted by an outside force, she dragged herself through the shapeless dark of her hallways and into the kitchen. She flipped the switch and squinted into the flood of light. From somewhere above herself, she watched as her hands picked through the wreckage, shoving aside dishes and trash until she found a mug that was passably clean. When she turned on the coffee machine, it sighed and hissed into the quiet.

“It’s brewing,” she said. “I’m listening.”

“When’s the last time you ate?”

“What are you, my mom?”

“I need you baseline functioning.”

“I am.”

He did not dignify that with a response. He only said, “Lily doesn’t exist. She does, in that she is really an international master with an apartment in London. But it’s a fake identity. Her government identification. Her birth certificate. Her school records. All of it is forged.”

Shea absently pressed her fingers to the warm glass of the coffeepot. The heat, right on the edge of pain, was almost a comfort. So he’d begun to put things together. She wished she could’ve spared him the trouble and told him what she knew, but even the thought of it made her tongue burn and the knot of faerie magic in her chest pull taut. She dreaded to think of what would happen if she actually tried to speak. “Oh, yeah?”

“I see I’m boring you,” he said flatly. “Maybe you’ll find this more stimulating. After some digging, my team unearthed a few photos of her. The most recent one is from 1953. The earliest is from the 1840s. She’s left a long trail of fake identities in her wake. Lily is the most recent. She’s a fae who’s been living in the mortal realm for centuries.”

The machine whirred. Coffee trickled almost musically into the pot.

“I’m sending them to you now,” he said, clearly frustrated at her lack of response. “Look at them. I think you might find them interesting.”

Within a second, her phone buzzed against her cheek: a new email notification. Through the haze that clouded her mind, she once again wondered how he’d gotten ahold of her contact information. “What are you getting at?”

“Did you see my game?”

“Yeah. It was really bad. Like, probably the worst I’ve ever seen you play. Just awful chess.”

“I know,” he said frostily. “The point is, I woke up that morning feeling perfectly fine. Just before I played the first move, she said something to me. I can’t remember exactly what it was now. But I started feeling sick. I couldn’t focus.”

“You think she put some kind of enchantment on you?”

“I suspected as much,” he said. “But these photos prove—”

“Why does this matter anymore, Danya?” It burst out of her. None of this information was new to her. None of it would change anything. “You never have to think about the fae ever again. We lost. It’s over.”

“You know that’s not true.”

Of course, both of them would be thinking about the fae for the rest of their lives.

“And,” he added, “I didn’t lose. You didn’t, either. Both of our opponents were underhanded. I refuse to accept those results.”

“Maybe you should,” she snapped. “Life has to go on.”

For a moment, he said nothing—like she’d well and truly stunned him. “Is that what’s happening for you right now? Life?”

No, she thought. I think I’ve kind of given up on that.

“What do you care?” she demanded.

“Because I hate wasting my breath. Have you forgotten everything I tried to drill into your thick skull? You’re so…” He made a sound of pure derision. “You’re pathetic. Worse, you’re a coward. Go ahead and keep giving in at the very first setback you encounter. See how that turns out for you.”

“Okay,” she said, with a bitter laugh. “Fuck you, too.”

She hung up. This time, he did not call back.

Good, she thought. Good riddance. If she made it through the week, maybe she really would quit chess. Then she’d never have to hear his voice or see his face ever again.

The coffee machine beeped, as sudden and loud as a gunshot. Swearing in surprise, she poured herself a cup and slumped onto the kitchen floor. The mug trembled in her hands. Conflict always got her going, either over the board or in an argument. She definitely wasn’t going to sleep anytime soon, so she might as well drink it.

She took a sip. It was bitter—and a little burnt. She didn’t have any unspoiled milk, and it was too much effort now to get sugar from the cabinet. If nothing else, terrible black coffee was a fitting accompaniment to her self-pity.

Shea turned her phone over. The blue light illuminated her face, its glow harsh in the darkness. Absently, she opened the email from Daniil. No subject line, no body, but he’d attached an entire folder of photos. Shea flipped through them. The ones toward the beginning were grainy black and white. They didn’t look like Lily at all. Seeing her without facial piercings—and in all this historical garb …

No, these weren’t photos of Lily. They were Fuamnach, unglamoured and undisguised. Her mind swam. Thanks to the bond of enchantment, she couldn’t disclose what she knew about Lily to anyone—not that her word would mean a thing. But Daniil had figured it out himself, and with these photos, they could prove it to Midir. They could get Fuamnach expelled from the tournament. Even if Aideen wouldn’t be free, she’d be safe. For now, that would have to be enough.

She called Daniil back. He answered on the first ring. “Well?”

“I get it now. I think we can get her disqualified.”

He huffed. “Glad you came to your senses.”

“Hardly.” Shea set down her coffee. “How did you even find these pictures?”

“I’m rich,” he replied simply.

“Right.” It was a little disappointing. She’d imagined him in a dark room, standing before a corkboard tacked up with photos and maps and printouts of forum posts, all of them connected by a length of red string. Realistically, he probably had some contact at the FIS—or had paid one of those content creators who could identify an exact city block by looking at a Google Maps image.

“So,” he said. “What now?”

Shea drew a knee into her chest. From here, she could see out the windows that overlooked her front lawn—and the moonlit mist drifting over it that seemed to whisper, Come away, come away. “We have to get a message to the Otherworld.”

“Obviously.” She could feel his glare through the phone. “But we have no way to contact anyone and no way to get back to the Otherworld. Even I don’t have the resources to get around that.”

“I think I do.” If Ciara had taught her one thing, it was how seriously the fae took honor and duty. “When’s the soonest you can get a flight to Dublin?”






PART 
IV





It had been two years since Midir’s first appearance, and today was Aideen’s eighteenth birthday. In the early afternoon, Aideen called Shea up into her room.

Shea hadn’t been here in a while and was surprised at the transformation. Aideen had painted over the floral mural she’d done and removed the mirrors from the walls. The vision boards—collages of photos and magazine clippings—had been stripped from the corkboard above her desk. At least the fairy lights remained, a glowing tangle of wires above her headboard. Aideen sat nestled among the monogrammed pillows on her bed, dressed all in black like a mourner. Over the years, she’d never lost her penchant for theater.

“Come here,” she said. “Let me braid your hair.”

Shea made a face, but she didn’t complain. It wasn’t often that Aideen actually wanted company. They sprawled on her bed, talking about nothing, as Aideen braided their hair together. When she finished, she tied the ends together.

“There,” Aideen said. “What do you think?”

The one mirror that Aideen had left alone was the full-length one mounted on her bedroom door. Shea peered at their reflection. They sat shoulder to shoulder, bound together by a neat, elegant plait. Aideen’s golden hair twined into Shea’s pale blond.

“I don’t know. It’s a little impractical.”

Aideen shoved her shoulder playfully, which only sent them toppling over together. Both of them laughed.

“Do you want to do anything today?” Shea dared to ask.

Aideen’s expression grew somber. “No.”

“Nothing?” Shea pressed. It wasn’t unusual. Aideen didn’t like going out anymore, but in years past, there had been some acknowledgment of the occasion. Making a new recipe she’d dug up in a book. A night swim. A movie.

“There’s nothing to celebrate.”

“It is your birthday.”

Aideen groaned. “More like a death day. Eighteen is the end of the road for me.”

“Okay,” Shea said skeptically. “I feel like it’s just the start for most people.”

“Yeah, for most people. For normal people. But I’m not normal.”

Shea supposed she wasn’t. Still, she didn’t like the self-loathing she’d thrown behind that word. “You’re normal to me.”

Aideen clenched her fists in her lap. “Yeah, well, normal people don’t look like me. They can’t do what I can do. And it’s not even that. You’re my only friend, and you’re…”

Shea arched a brow. “Not normal, either?”

My sister, the chess whiz. Aideen had always said it with affection, but maybe there was some ridicule there, too. Shea knew very well she wasn’t what most people called normal, either. Normal kids didn’t spend hours reading dense tomes on pawn structure. They didn’t travel internationally to play board games at a professional level. They didn’t make their older sisters quiz them on the move order of a game Korchnoi and Karpov played in 1978. Shea had never been bothered by others’ judgment or her own difference. It stung a little when her own sister said it.

“I didn’t mean it like that. You know I didn’t.”

“It’s fine,” Shea mumbled.

“I’m just…” Aideen sighed fretfully. “I’m just so afraid I’m making the wrong decisions—or like I’m not making a decision at all. Sometimes it feels like I don’t belong to myself. Like I’m in a story someone else has written.”

The wrong decision. Shea frowned. “What do you mean?”

Just then, the door swung open. They both jolted, and the braid linking them together tugged painfully against Shea’s scalp.

Their mother stood in the doorway. “Hey, gals. Am I interrupting something?”

“No,” Shea said flatly.

“Good.” With that, Kara marched toward Aideen’s closet and flung open the doors. “I have a date tonight. Will you help me pick something out?”

Aideen hastily began unfastening the braid. “Mom, stop rummaging.”

“Relax. It’s not like you wear any of this stuff. Honestly, you look so drab these days, Aideen.” There was an edge of vindication in her voice as she riffled through the hangers, each of which held one of Aideen’s old dresses. She brought one out—a sundress patterned in soft blues—and held it up to herself. “This might fit me better than you, actually.”

Shea’s entire body coiled tight. Another fight was brewing. She could feel it like a shift in the atmosphere before a storm.

“Mom,” Aideen said. “Seriously. Stop.”

Kara smiled, and her eyes glinted like knifepoints. “Oh, I get it. You’re hiding something, aren’t you?”

“No.” At last, Aideen tugged herself free from the braid. “I just don’t want you going through my things.”

“I can go through your things if I want. This is my house.”

Kara flung open one of the dresser drawers. The malevolent glee drained from her, replaced by genuine shock. Shea half expected her to pull out some contraband, like vodka or a box of condoms. Instead, Kara lifted out a chain of delicate gold.

Shea was surprised, too. The last time she checked, there wasn’t any money missing from her account. And as far as she knew, Aideen didn’t have a job. Even if she did, no part-time gig could earn her something as nice as that. She glanced at Aideen from the corner of her eye. Her sister had gone deathly pale.

“What,” Kara asked quietly, “is this?”

“Nothing,” Aideen blurted out. “Put it back.”

Kara laughed incredulously. She opened another drawer as Aideen made a strangled noise of protest. In seething silence, Kara unearthed a veritable dragon’s hoard of jewelry. A silver comb inlaid with gems. A necklace of beaten gold. Brooches and hairpins, rings and bracelets. It had to be Aideen’s weight in gold and in silver.

Kara deposited it all onto the bed. “And where did you get all this?”

Aideen glared at her. “Nowhere.”

“Who gave it to you?”

Aideen’s voice trembled now. “No one.”

Unlike the fae, Aideen could lie. But she’d always been terrible at it. Shea stiffened to hear it in her voice now.

“You will not end up like me,” Kara said lowly. “I had no choice in the matter. But if you’re making stupid decisions—”

“Oh, believe me, I will not end up like you.”

Kara’s face twisted as the insult hit its mark. She planted a hand on her hip. “So you stole it.”

“No!” Aideen choked out. “No. I don’t know. I don’t know where it came from.”

“Well.” Kara fished a ring out of the pile of gold. “Then you won’t miss it.”

“You can’t let me have one thing for myself, can you? Just take it, then. Take it all. I don’t care anymore. Just go, okay?”

Kara slipped the ring over her finger. Coolly, she replied, “You’ll be sorry for treating me like this when I’m dead.”

“And you’ll be sorry when I’m gone!”

Kara snatched the sundress, then stormed out. The entire room shook when she slammed the door behind her. Shea let out a shaky breath, relieved, but Aideen’s eyes glittered with unshed tears. She buried her face in her hands.

Very softly, Shea said, “You got all this from him. Didn’t you?”

She didn’t need to specify who she meant. Midir.

Aideen lifted her eyes to Shea, and Aideen’s expression nearly gutted her. It was one of a girl completely beyond her depth. “Yes.”

Shea swallowed down her dread. “He’s been back here.”

Aideen only nodded.

“Why didn’t you tell me? I could have—”

“I don’t know, Shea.” Aideen’s shoulders hunched. “There’s nothing to tell. Nothing you’d have been interested in. He brings gifts. He writes poetry. He sings to me. He’ll ask me to leave with him soon enough. I know it. And when he does…”

When, not if. It was sensible to assume, of course. The fae were not known for giving up what they believed was theirs. He’d promised that he would return to woo her again, after all. Obviously, he’d been busy.

Shea was quiet for a time. All their lives, Aideen had protected Shea. It was almost time she returned the favor. Shea was thirteen now. Old enough to be an adult, practically. Old enough to have put some thought into things. She had money now—enough that they’d be able to run away together and start a new life. Better yet, she had knowledge of the High King of the Irish Otherworld and the kinds of games he liked to play. She’d been preparing for this for a long time.

Shea laid her hand on Aideen’s forearm. “It’ll be okay, Aideen. I promise.”






CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Shea met Daniil the next day, jet-lagged and sour, at the airport’s car rental. As the woman behind the counter—whose name tag read GRACE—handed over the keys, Shea decided not to question how Daniil had managed to circumvent the twenty-one-year-old age requirement. She supposed that when you had enough money, laws were more like suggestions.

“Be careful,” Grace said. “That’s wet rain out there. Are you going far?”

“To Bri Leith,” Shea replied.

A shadow passed over Grace’s expression. “And why would you be going there?”

Neither she nor Daniil replied immediately.

“It’s a very dangerous place to go,” Grace continued. “I know it’s not spoken of much anymore, but any who disturb the faerie forts will suffer a lifetime of bad luck—that is, if you don’t drop dead within a week.”

Shea had heard the stories herself. A man who chopped down a faerie tree and died of sepsis. An entire economic crash blamed on building a road through a network of faerie hills. Even though it had been more than a century since the fae walked among mortals, people didn’t forget.

Daniil scoffed. “I don’t believe in luck.”

“We’re not going to disturb them,” Shea interjected. She scrambled for some lie but came up short.

“We’re chess players,” Daniil supplied, shooting Shea an impatient look. “It’s like a pilgrimage for us. Bri Leith is where they play that tournament.”

“I know that much.” Grace looked suspicious still, but she procured a map from a drawer. For once, Shea was grateful that the average person could not name a single professional chess player. Grace might’ve felt differently if she’d known they’d already been kicked out of the Otherworld. She marked a few spots on the map: their current location and the fabled site of Bri Leith.

“Best to leave them be,” she said, “as they’ve let us be.”

“We will,” said Shea. “Thanks.”

With one last warning look, Grace relinquished the map.

They went out to the car and loaded their things into the trunk. Daniil slid into the driver’s seat with a bilious aura, a ball cap pulled low over his brow, and a pair of sunglasses screening him from the world. He deposited his black iced coffee in the cupholder. She wanted to tell him he looked ridiculous, because he really did. It was miserable and gray outside, for one thing. For the other, she was pretty sure that cap was cashmere. But she kind of owed him, so she kept it to herself.

“So,” he said as he started the engine. “Are you going to tell me why you had me buy two shovels? It’s among the stupider ways I’ve spent my money.”

“Stupider than digging up really old photos of some girl who beat you in a chess game?”

“No,” he replied, without a hint of irony. “That was brilliant.”

Shea kicked up one foot onto the dashboard and fiddled with the heat settings. “What do you know about elfmounds?”

“Nothing,” he replied in a tone that implied he found it a distasteful question to be asked.

She was inclined to agree. Everything she’d learned had been more or less against her will. But it seemed Ciara’s fun facts would come in handy again. “Ciara told me that the Otherworld is anchored to the mortal realm. If we do something to the elfmounds from this side, it has an impact in the Otherworld.”

“Okay,” he said, clearly impatient for her to arrive at the point.

“Bri Leith is anchored to a hill in County Longford. When we climb it, we won’t be able to slip into the Otherworld like people used to. But we can knock on the door until they let us in.”

Even through his sunglasses, she could tell he was fixing her with a deeply skeptical stare. “With shovels.”

“Knocking is a metaphor,” she said irritably. “We’re going to dig it up.”

“I’m sure that’s illegal.”

“So was renting this car underage.” She smiled a thin, unpleasant smile. “You got a better idea?”

Without any reply, he pulled the car onto the highway.

Their destination was no more than a two-hour drive along the M4. The two of them battled for control of the radio for a while, until Daniil emphatically turned it off. In the grim silence, Shea monitored chess media outlets for any updates on the final game. It was supposed to happen today. All of this would be for nothing if they didn’t make it in time.

It took some effort—and a lot of bickering—before they found the spot Grace had marked on the map. Shea had been puzzled by the phrase “wet rain” until she climbed out of the car and into what seemed to be a cloud. The rain was so fine, it was nearly invisible in the mist. Within seconds, her face was drenched and her jacket was quickly soaking through.

They stood in the middle of nowhere, with nothing but boglands and swathes of gray mist for miles. Some buried instinct warned her to turn around. Her unease wasn’t helped by the trio of cranes wading through the shallow pools of water, watching them with unseen eyes. Shovels in hand, Shea and Daniil trudged through up the hill. The trail looked eerily familiar. They’d walked this same path and foraged from these same bilberry bushes on the other side of the Veil.

At the summit, a single apple tree grew tall. Blushing fruit weighed down its boughs. No other vegetation dared touch it; it was as though the earth had been burned and salted around it. They approached it slowly. With every step, the air grew warmer and thinner. Her ears popped, and her skin prickled. Here, the Veil felt painfully thin.

“Let’s get on with it, then,” Daniil said.

Together, they began to dig. At first, it was horrible—and far more difficult than she’d expected, even with the earth damp with rainfall. The wooden handle scraped against her skin and rubbed blisters into her palms. Every strike of the spade reverberated through her bones. As the seconds wore into minutes, it became rhythmic, almost hypnotic.

Give me back my sister, she thought, with every shovelful she lifted. Give her back. Give her back to me.

Her mind glazed over. Maybe it was the lack of sleep or food—or how she still hadn’t recovered her sense of time since returning from the Otherworld. Or maybe it was something about this place. She could practically taste the honeyed air of the Otherworld. The wind rustling through the tree’s branches whispered to her: Come away, come away.

Daniil’s hand clamped down heavily on her shoulder. “Let’s take a break.”

He sounded winded, just barely—enough to remind her that she couldn’t plow onward with no regard for him. He studied her with his usual affected disinterest and scorn, but Shea could see the faintest glimmer of concern. Maybe he’d felt it, too. If they didn’t keep their senses, they could be lulled into working themselves to death. The thought sobered her.

“Right,” she said. “Good idea.”

They ate a picnic lunch—sandwiches and chips they’d bought on the trip down from the city. When they returned to their task, the hole they’d dug was gone. Shea stared at what should be there—but wasn’t—uncomprehendingly. There were two sets of footprints in the boggy soil. There were their shovels caked in drying mud. The earth beneath the apple tree was undisturbed, as though they’d never touched it at all.

“What the hell?” Shea muttered. “This is…”

There were no words to capture the depths of her confusion and frustration. They’d spent hours on nothing. Daniil remained silent.

“Well,” Shea concluded weakly. “They know we’re here.”

Daniil’s brittle patience apparently could withstand no more. “I cannot believe I let you talk me into this half-baked scheme of yours. We’re doing things my way now.”

With that ominous pronouncement, he pulled his phone from his pocket and stormed off a few paces. Shea massaged her temples. It was all she could do to beat back her own meltdown. This was a sick game the fae were playing. If they could undo their work in a matter of seconds, then they could’ve easily disposed of the shovels as well. It was like they wanted them to try again, just to see how long they’d keep at it.

She listened to Daniil swear and bluster over the terrible cell service. When he finally managed to make a call, he spoke lowly and gruffly in Russian. Then, after about ten minutes, he began yelling in Russian. She didn’t speak a word of any language but English, unless you counted chess terms borrowed from French or German, but she got the gist of his conversation. Someone had told him something he didn’t want to hear.

He returned to her, simmering with unspent outrage. “No one will bring an excavation crew here.”

Shea was unsurprised. Grace hadn’t even wanted to tell them where this place was. “No?” she asked, as casually as she could.

“Apparently,” he said, his voice oozing pure disdain, “it’s bad luck.”

Shea retrieved their shovels and held one out to him. He snatched it from her without a word. What else was there to do? They settled into a rhythm of quiet desperation: dig, take a break, return to find their work undone. On and on they went as the light drained from the sky. When sunset arrived in bands of purple and orange, Shea gritted out, “Let’s try one more time.”

“No thanks, Sisyphus.” Daniil sat on a log, glaring at her through the mop of his sweat-damp hair. “I know how this story goes.”

“Fine.”

She set to work herself, but it felt pointless. Her body was on the edge of total collapse, while the fae tormenting them could likely keep this up forever. There was no winning this game. She was so consumed with her thoughts, she let out a yelp of surprise when her shovel struck something solid. The dirt shifted beneath the blade, as if something was stirring from deep within the earth.

“Daniil?” she called.

“What?”

He dragged himself over—just in time for two figures to burst free of the depths. Both Shea and Daniil stumbled backward. What stood before them were two massive black hounds, shaking dirt off their coats. Mud spattered Shea’s shirt, but she hardly paid it any mind. As their red eyes bored directly into her soul, she experienced a vague and consuming dread.

“What have ye against us, O Shea Fury and Daniil Tsoi?” one asked.

“We have dealt ye no injury,” said the other.

The irritation was plain in their voices. Maybe pure stubbornness paid off from time to time. Shea recovered her senses first. Injecting as much confidence as she could into her voice, she said, “We’re looking for Midir. Let us in.”

“Crossing the Veil is forbidden by decree of Midir of the Mighty Deeds—”

“—and by the kings of the mortal realm,” finished the other.

Daniil crossed his arms. “So?”

Growls sounded deep within their chests. Their hackles rose. In unison, they thundered, “Tell us why we should not devour ye where ye stand.”

“Because,” Shea blurted out, “he’s one of the kings of the mortal realm.”

Daniil did not contradict her, nor did he look terribly surprised. In a way, maybe he was. What couldn’t you do with infinite wealth and resources? He shrugged. “I’ve been wronged. Midir owes me a debt I intend to collect.”

The dogs exchanged wary looks. After silently conferring with one another, one said, “Take blind whelps with you and blind cats and leave them here.”

“That is the work ye must do every day,” said the other.

“For how long?” Daniil asked.

“Until the work is done,” they replied in unison.

Daniil laughed humorlessly. “No, I don’t think so. I will bring in artillery the likes of which your kind have never seen. You do not understand the lengths I will go to or the armies I have at my disposal. Nothing and no one will stand in the way of what I want. No one denies Daniil Tsoi his due.”

Although their expressionless dog-faces remained unchanged, Shea could sense the concern radiating from them. This—debts and warfare—was a language they understood. “What would you have us do?”

“Bring him to me,” he said, enunciating every word with venom. In his voice, Shea felt exactly what made him so fearsome over the board now and, probably, one day in a boardroom: cold and imposing and unwavering. “Now.”

A wind shivered through the heath, and they were gone.

“You scared them,” Shea said, marveling at how such a ridiculous speech could produce such a result. “Feel better?”

“Hardly.”

“Do you think it worked?”

“It had better,” he said darkly. “Or he’s a coward.”

The fog billowed and thickened around them. Out of the gloom, the smudgy outline of a figure emerged. Shea saw the snap of his cloak first, then the five prongs of his spear. The golden hair came next—and last, the soft, pleasant smile clashing with the cold fury burning in his one green eye. Midir of Bri Leith had come to greet them at his gates.






CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


“Well!” Midir said by way of greeting. He drove the points of his spear into the ground, an act of pure frustration. Shea jumped back in surprise. Daniil did not flinch. “What have you two against me? Each of you resigned your games of your own volition. You left my realm unharmed. And yet you return to terrorize my subjects and show me such blatant disrespect. You have not played me fair. This is the only chance I will give you. Go and injure me no more.”

Daniil crossed his arms. “That’s not going to happen without some demands being met.”

Midir stared at him in disbelief. He gestured around him: the shovels planted into the earth beside his spear, the dirt scattered in haphazard mounds, the exposed roots of the apple tree. “Do you consider your conscience clean? Is your mind at ease?”

“Yes,” Daniil replied matter-of-factly.

“What you have done here ripples across Bri Leith. The common fae have flocked to my stronghold.” His tone indicated this was very unwelcome indeed. Ciara had said he’d become reclusive over the years—or perhaps he didn’t care to have his tournament interrupted by the problems of fae he considered beneath his notice. “My duty to defend this site has not been invoked in centuries. This is a brazen violation of the agreements between our worlds. I am well within my rights to demand satisfaction for this trespass.”

Shea had no doubt he would kill them where they stood. She had to salvage this quickly. “We had no other way to get a warning to you.”

The anger bled out of his face. Changeful as quicksilver, his expression morphed into one of idle curiosity. “A warning?”

His interest was a relief beyond measure. He would listen to them. But she would have to hold his attention if they were to survive his annoyance.

“Does the name Fuamnach mean anything to you?” Shea asked.

Midir’s entire bearing changed at the sound of the name. Every muscle was drawn as tense as a bowstring. But his eyes … Shea had expected rage, maybe even amusement, depending on how credible he found Shea. He looked almost afraid. Beneath his fear, another emotion stirred—something more human than she believed him capable of. It was no more than a shadow passing over the serene waters of his preternaturally beautiful face, but Shea had seen it: regret.

Guardedly, he asked, “Where did you learn that name?”

“You gave it to me,” Shea said. “To Aideen, really. I was young, but I still remember every detail of the day you first showed up to ruin my life.”

He did not react, so Shea could only assume those kinds of declarations were commonplace to him. The only indication he’d even heard her was the beginnings of a frown. “It is not a name to be invoked lightly.”

“I don’t invoke it lightly. She’s returned.”

Now came a flash of the irritation Shea expected. “Do not jest.”

“I’m telling the truth,” Shea protested. “She’s been—”

The chains of Fuamnach’s enchantment pulled taut around her heart. Her breath lurched out of her. Her tongue felt as though it would tear in two. Midir regarded her with some surprise.

“She’s been interfering with your tournament,” Daniil interjected. He was, fortunately, always quick on the uptake. “We can tell you where she is.”

“The sorceress you speak of is dead.”

“Did you see her death yourself?”

The question clearly opened an old wound—a doubt he’d wrestled with many times before. “Our foster son hunted her down and burned her alive. So he told me.”

It chilled her: both the image and the casual disinterest with which he admitted it. Ciara had not mentioned that detail. Shaking her head, Shea pulled out her phone and held it up to Midir. “Does she look familiar?”

Midir squinted into the blue light of the screen. His eyes roved over an old black-and-white photo of Fuamnach in a feathered bonnet. She looked serious—and painfully beautiful without her glamour, even through the grain of the image. Immortal. At first, no recognition lit them. Then, with some astonishment, he said, “It is as you say. What sort of conjury is this?”

“It’s a phone. Just … Don’t worry about it.”

Midir’s troubled expression smoothed over. With his righteous fury forgotten, he now regarded the two of them as though they were unruly children he did not know what to do with. “Tell me where she is.”

Shea glanced at Daniil imploringly. He said, “The player calling herself Lily Keenan is Fuamnach. I assume she intends to harm your wife if she wins.”

Midir’s gaze flickered between them. “She’s bound you to silence on this matter.”

“Correct,” Shea gritted out.

“I can sense a spell on you,” he admitted begrudgingly. “You’ve done me a service. I should call us even for the defacement of my fort, but clearly, you have come here with some other purpose beyond generosity. What will you have of me, beyond your lives?”

Shea decided not to begrudge him the sarcasm. Letting them live probably was more than a fair trade. To offer something more … Aideen’s safety was valuable enough to him that he considered this warning a great boon. On some level, she’d always known he loved her. Why else spend a thousand years searching for her? Why else go to such lengths to keep her? It changed nothing. It didn’t make her hate him any less.

“You know what I want,” she said quietly.

His expression shuttered. “That is too high a price. Name something else.”

“I want a fair game between us.”

His visible eye bored into hers with a predatory gleam. “If that is what you want, I will give you a game here and now. But you may ask nothing more of me, even if you win.”

“Fury,” Daniil said warningly.

Emotion welled painfully close to the surface. It wouldn’t be enough to beat him. She had to fix the things she’d broken. “No. Let us stay in the Otherworld until the tournament ends. That’s what I want.”

“Then come with me.”

He turned on his heel. His cloak billowed behind him. And in its wake, the mist eddied and rose, like smoke rising from a fire, until her vision was consumed with gray. Shea and Daniil followed him, heading into the Otherworld once more.



Escorted by the lord of the realm, the journey through the Féth Fíada was kinder. They walked for only a minute before the fog lifted, unveiling the familiar vista of Bri Leith. The mirror-smooth lake dotted with swans. The milk-white cattle in their pastures. The hill they’d been standing on only moments before was now a distant smudge of lavender beyond the mist and the castle walls.

Midir brought them to the tournament hall. Inside, there were somehow even more spectators than had been at the semifinal round. They gathered in the risers and opera boxes. They stood behind cordons, craning their necks to get a glimpse of the board. Ciara and Fuamnach sat perfectly still in the midst of it all, like two pawns clashing at the center of the board.

Ciara.

For the past thirty-six hours, Shea had been animated by a simple plan, a single purpose: Get back to the Otherworld. Somehow, she’d managed to not think about Ciara at all. She hadn’t even considered that seeing her again would be an issue. Why would it be? She’d already endured the worst of Ciara’s betrayal. She’d mourned what they could’ve been already. Shea understood now that she should’ve shored up her defenses.

Ciara’s fingers were steepled at her lips as she leaned over the board. Her curls had gone limp, as if they’d been deflated by exertion. Even so, she was devastatingly beautiful. A physical pain exploded at the center of Shea’s chest. She felt like a king in check: stripped bare, devastated, cornered. Shea didn’t know what was worse. That she was still furious with Ciara, or that she still loved her.

Midir approached the board, his chin lifted imperiously. Little by little, the audience stood in recognition. A soft murmuring disturbed the tense silence of the hall. The players did not even glance in his direction, if they noticed his presence at all.

“This game,” he said, “is adjourned.”

At this, Fuamnach and Ciara did glance up. Both of them appeared dazed and irritated, as though he’d roused them from a dead sleep.

The arbiter—a fae in a crisp black tunic—made himself known with the clearing of his throat. “Your Majesty, shall I seal the next move?”

“There is no need,” Midir replied. “It would be more accurate to say that this game is over. Lily is disqualified.”

Shea could hear a horrified and bemused “disqualified?” rippling through the crowd. Fuamnach’s eyes burned with thwarted rage. She stood abruptly, her hands balled into bloodless fists at her sides. “On what grounds?”

Daniil laughed humorlessly. No doubt he was biting back a smart reply, but now was hardly the time. Shea drove an elbow into his side, which earned her a sharp glare.

“I do not know how you slipped beneath my notice this long,” Midir said. “You should have been turned away at the gates. You should have been dead twice over, Fuamnach, foster daughter of the sorcerer Bressel Etarlam.”

Fuamnach’s lips parted with surprise. Then, her face settled into cool impassivity. “But I was not, and I am not. It’s my right to challenge you.”

“You have not earned the right.”

Ciara’s gaze bounced back and forth between them. Her shoulders bunched with tension, but her voice was droll when she asked, “Are we going to finish the game after all?”

Neither of them paid her any mind. She huffed a little sigh and rested her chin heavily in her palms.

Fuamnach clearly sensed the noose tightening around her throat. Slowly, her attention drifted somewhere above them all—to the opera box where Midir watched the tournament. Shea followed her gaze up to Aideen.

Aideen. If the sight of Ciara was a blow, this was a knife to the heart. After all this time, they were finally in the same room. The rush of mingled terror and elation nearly bowled Shea over.

Aideen stood with one hand clamped to her mouth, the other curled around the balcony’s railing. Her face was drawn with horror, but she wasn’t looking at Fuamnach. She was looking right at Shea.

“One way or another,” Fuamnach said lowly, “I will keep the oath I gave you, Midir. Wheresoever she might be, in whatsoever shape she takes, I will do nothing but harm to Aideen Echraide so long as she lives.”

As she spoke, shadows danced around her and the smell of sorcery suffused the air. Little by little, her face changed. Her eyes turned a bright, wolfish yellow. The scars crept across her face like the bloom of frost over a windowpane. The sudden reappearance of Fuamnach’s otherworldly beauty nearly blinded Shea. She pulled the rowan switch from the pocket of her cardigan.

With cold, brutal authority, Midir said, “Seize the sorceress.”

Everything happened at once. Guards emerged from the wings. Fuamnach threw out her hand toward Aideen. The spectators screamed as they bolted for the doors. Her spell arced through the air like a bolt of black lightning. Aideen threw herself out of its path, just as a phalanx of guards descended on Fuamnach.

Although Fuamnach was outnumbered, she fought. She fought like she couldn’t afford to lose, and Shea felt that she couldn’t breathe, watching her. Fuamnach bared her teeth, her magic crackling through the air. Bursts of it struck the guards. Some staggered back, with singe marks smoking on their armor. One turned to a toad and croaked indignantly, another to a puddle of water. But she could not protect herself from all sides. One lunged at her from behind and struck her across the temple with the butt of his sword with a resounding crack. She swayed, disoriented, and two of them wrenched her arms behind her back.

Even still, she thrashed in their grip and screamed—not in terror but in rage. A thousand years of it, bottled up and unleashed. Her eyes were locked on Midir, flashing with a mixture of hatred and panic and grim, proud resignation. She’d been here before, after all.

“A fine charade you keep up here, Midir.” Her voice was raw and desperate—as wild as a dying animal lashing out. “Would that I could pluck that eye from your skull!”

Midir looked unfazed, save for the thinning of his lips, as Fuamnach was dragged away. He stood amid the wreckage of the tournament hall: the seats overturned in the spectators’ haste to escape, the smoking remnants of Fuamnach’s spells, the chess pieces scattered on the floor.

Shea wanted to rejoice in Fuamnach’s defeat, but there was no satisfaction to be found in such an unfair matchup. The sorceress never stood a chance against Midir. At least Aideen would be safe from her. This was everything Shea had set out to do. So why did she feel like she was about to cry? Why did it feel like it wasn’t enough—not even close? When she searched for her sister in the balcony, she could no longer find her.

The arbiter resurfaced from behind a beheaded statue. “Under these exceptional circumstances, I believe we may declare Ciara of Bri Leith the winner by default.”

Ciara, the winner. Shea hardly knew what to feel, buffeted as she was by the storm of her own emotions. There was bitterness, yes—and a hot core of anger. Somewhere underneath it all, she was glad. Shea might be shattered and discarded, but maybe she could find a reason to keep going. Without this chance, Ciara had nothing.

I hope it was worth it, she thought.

Ciara did not seem happy at all. Her voice remote, she asked Midir, “Was that a satisfactory performance?”

Midir begrudgingly turned to his sister. “You have improved much more than I expected you to.”

His words did not move her—or maybe didn’t reach her at all. “But was it enough?”

“It remains to be seen.”

A chilly silence followed his words. He’d drawn the line clearly: Defeat me or face punishment. Shea’s temper flared in response. How could Ciara be expected to play under that kind of pressure?

Ciara’s expression grew desolate. She stared at the sand in the hourglass, slipping away, and at the drawn position she’d failed to convert into a winning advantage. Her frown was one of pure dissatisfaction, almost disgust. She shook her head. “I am sorry. I cannot face you.”

Surprise skittered across his face. “Why not?”

She smiled ruefully. “I do not deserve to. Obviously, had you not interrupted, I would have won this game in short order. But I should not have had the opportunity to play it in the first place. We all know who should have won between me and Shea.”

Ciara glanced at Shea. She looked more apologetic than Shea had ever seen her. Shea’s face warmed, humiliated and grateful and outraged all at once. This couldn’t be happening. Ciara couldn’t be throwing away her only chance to escape the Otherworld for Shea’s sake. Not after everything she’d put them both through.

“Be that as it may, Shea Fury resigned,” Midir replied impatiently. “You are the only competitor who remains. Perhaps you would prefer to play against Daniil Tsoi first. It is clear he should have been your opponent today.”

Daniil looked astonished. This was an outcome Shea could accept. Midir was right, after all. Daniil deserved to be here.

Daniil only smiled resignedly. “Who’s to say, really? I know Fuamnach cheated against me, but what about her other opponents? Unless you plan to reinstate every single player she defeated during this tournament, I hardly see how that’s fair.”

The arbiter put his face in his hands and groaned.

“What are you doing?” Shea whispered, grabbing hold of Daniil’s sleeve. “Isn’t this exactly what you wanted?”

He shook her off, then primly dusted off his arm. “I only want the record to state that I didn’t lose. If Midir insists on running back this round, then you should be the one to play against Ciara.”

“What?” Shea cried.

Daniil’s glare said, You owe me.

“She resigned,” Midir repeated, his tone caught somewhere between outrage and desperation. “There will be no rematch.”

“Then I am afraid I will have to resign as well.” Ciara sounded bored, almost flippant. She inspected the rings shining on her fingers. “It seems it will be a very uneventful end to what has traditionally been the chess event of the century. What a shame.”

What was she doing? To drop out of a tournament like this … It was beyond insulting. It would tarnish the tournament’s reputation going forward. With no winner, what mortal would ever take the risk of coming here again? Who would speak of it beyond the way it’d so disappointingly fizzled out? Midir knew that as well as Ciara did.

His pale complexion reddened. Very quietly, he said, “Have it your way.”

He turned to Shea then. When he tipped his head to the side, his hair slid back to reveal his silver prosthetic. It gleamed in the shift of the light, with the same uncanny, hostile awareness she’d detected on the night she had first arrived. It rooted her in place, as though she’d stepped into the loop of a snare.

“Tomorrow, you will face me again.”






CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


Midir swept out of the room, leaving his servants to deal with the mess—and the arbiter to an impending nervous breakdown. Shea didn’t envy him. The last several days, she was certain, had been nothing short of a logistical nightmare. Shea could not think about the tournament right now. She had to talk to Ciara. As the last of the crowd dispersed, Shea searched for the princess. But it was not a familiar flash of balefire red she found approaching her.

It was her sister.

Aideen had stopped a few paces away in a column of golden sunlight. Her expression was soft and unguarded, her lips parted on something left unsaid. Looking at her felt like staring into a mirror; Shea’s own startled expression was reflected in the perfect blue of her sister’s eyes. Neither of them spoke.

Shea needed this to be real. She couldn’t handle another illusion, another thwarted effort to reconnect. Rushing headlong toward her had only ever landed Shea in danger. This time, she managed to hold her ground. Her hands curled into fists. Her ears rang. Humiliatingly, her lip quivered. “Is it really you?”

“Yes,” Aideen replied. “It’s me.”

Shea drank her in, still unable to process it. Aideen was older now. She was nothing like the girl in Shea’s memories, frightened and alone but smiling determinedly through it. Nothing like the girl in the portraits, coy and innocent and sure of her own beauty. This was another Aideen entirely—one with the eyes of an immortal. Shea wondered what Aideen saw when she looked back at her.

Shea staggered forward and threw her arms around Aideen. And Aideen, to her shock, enfolded her in an embrace. They were closer in height now. Aideen was less frail in her arms—and also less solid. Like she would slip away if Shea didn’t cling tight enough.

“You’re all right,” Shea whispered. “You’re safe.”

“I can’t believe she’s gone.” Aideen’s voice wobbled. “I can’t believe she was here.”

“She can’t hurt you ever again. I was so scared I wouldn’t make it in time. I thought I’d never see you again. I…” Tears threatened to spill, but Shea held them back. “I missed you so much.”

Six years. Somehow, she’d spent almost a third of her life without Aideen. A third of her life with the awful weight of this guilt. A third of her life devoted to this one moment. She had no idea what to do or what to say. Nothing felt sufficient. No words could possibly encapsulate what she wanted to express. Right now, it hardly mattered. They were together again, and Shea felt as though she’d finally come home.

“I know,” Aideen said gently. “It’s good to see you again, Shea. But you have to go home now.”

Her perfect relief and joy fractured. Shea jerked away from her. “What?”

“You’ve done enough already.” Aideen arranged her face into a mask of perfect, unassailable calm. “Don’t play tomorrow.”

“Don’t play…?” Shea couldn’t comprehend what Aideen was saying. “You don’t want me to play?”

“No,” Aideen replied emphatically. “I never wanted you to come here. I tried to stop you.”

“I know. Ciara told me that.” Shea raked a hand through her hair. “Look. I appreciate you looking out for me, but I’m not going to just sit back and let you martyr yourself again. I made it this far. I can’t just give up. If I win one more game, you’re free to leave.”

Guilt flickered across Aideen’s face. “Shea…”

Shea couldn’t shake the horrible, sinking dread closing around her like bog water. “No. I’m not going. This is all I’ve been working for, all I’ve thought about for six years—”

“I never asked you to do that.” Aideen’s voice wavered with barely leashed emotion. “I knew you would feel that way. That’s why I didn’t watch any of the tournament games. I didn’t want to give you any kind of encouragement.”

Encouragement? Shame and anger swirled within her. For years, Shea had believed Aideen was some sort of captive. But if Aideen had been avoiding her all this time …

No, she couldn’t accept that. She refused to believe that Aideen would’ve preferred they never spoke again. She refused to believe that her sister could be so cruel—or think so little of her. She didn’t have to ask. Shea would have done anything for her.

“What else was I supposed to do, Aideen?” Shea flung her arms open. She was only dimly aware of the servants in the room. Right now, she couldn’t bring herself to care about the stares they were attracting. “You were just gone. You left me alone with Mom and all this shit I was too young to figure out myself.”

Immediately, she wished she could take it back. Even if it was true, that wasn’t what she wanted to say. She reached desperately for what she’d meant.

After all the times you protected me …

I saw how afraid you were of him.

You really expected me to just forget you?

It was too late. Her words had hit their mark. Aideen looked stung. “I’m sorry you took it so hard, but what was there to figure out? I didn’t lie to you. I wanted to go. It was my decision, not yours—”

“Liar.” Shea gestured around the room. “You’re really happy with this dusty old castle? Your sadist of a husband?”

Aideen flushed. “What does it matter if I am or not? I tried to tell you how I felt so many times, Shea. You didn’t listen, and you still won’t. I don’t know why I expected any different. No one has ever listened to me.”

“Am I wrong?” It came out more uncertain than Shea intended. They were strangers to each other now, maybe, but … “Drop the act. You can’t want to stay here, spending every day surrounded by these monsters.”

“I’m one of those monsters.” Aideen’s quiet indignation rang in the air between them.

Ciara’s unwelcome words came flooding back: Have you considered that your sister wishes to remain in Tír nAill? Shea felt as though she’d been punched in the gut. She couldn’t draw in a full breath. When she cast her mind’s eye back to those memories, would she find that this truth had always been there?

“I don’t expect you to understand.” Aideen tucked a strand of hair behind her own ear. “It’s been more than half a decade since we saw each other. Life goes on.”

“Well, maybe it didn’t for me.”

She had meant for it to sound mature: like something a battle-hardened adult might say. But her throat was tight and her voice thin. It seemed she wasn’t an adult at all. Before she knew it, before she could stop it, tears burned in her eyes. It was mortifying. She swiped them away before they could spill. All she could think about was their mother saying, There’s more to life than playing chess all day. All she could think about was her own empty house and all the time spent alone, locked away like a prisoner in the highest point of a rook.

Aideen’s abduction had stopped the clock for her. It changed the rules of the world as she knew them. It broadened the scope of what she even thought was possible—the depths of suffering she could experience. How could life go on? It was the simple facts of life that Shea resented most in the months that followed Aideen’s abduction. She hated how people moved through the world. Walking to work, to cafés, to shops. The flow of cars on the highway, the press of a crowd on a train platform. All of these people, heading somewhere, when she was trapped forever in a moment.

“It has to.” For a moment, Shea thought Aideen would grab her by the shoulders. She only withdrew a step. “I’m already gone.”

“I’m trying to save you, Aideen. Just this once, let me!”

“How can I make it more clear? I don’t want to be saved!”

“Well, me neither. So I guess we’re stalemated.”

Aideen gave her a look—one she’d been on the receiving end of many times before. It was pitying, like she doubted Shea was a functioning person at all. “This isn’t like chess.”

She left her, then. Shea could do nothing but stand in the middle of the tournament hall, utterly adrift.




Do you remember?

This was the question Midir asked most, in that first year in Tír nAill. Sometimes, she did. Aideen remembered riding a white horse across white sand. She remembered swimming in the warm, shining rivers that ran through her father’s land. Sometimes, she even remembered her husband as he used to be a millennium ago, in that blissful year they spent together.

Do you remember?

The first time he asked, they had just arrived on the shores of Tír nAill. She’d been too disoriented to answer. They had flown all night in the form of cranes, and she was still adjusting to the weight of her human bones, the sudden loss of her wings. She’d cried the entire journey—inasmuch as birds are capable of tears. Shea was too young to understand why she’d chosen this, but she would forgive her someday. Aideen drank in her new home, as desolate as it was beautiful, wreathed in fog and aglow beneath the pale dawn sky. She had no answer for Midir. So she took his face in her hands and kissed him. That, she thought, felt almost familiar.

Do you remember?

He asked again on their wedding day. She did not, and yet, it hardly mattered when Tír nAill seemed to her a paradise. Her mother’s voice was so far away now. Here, no one yelled at her. No one feared her. No one hated her for what she couldn’t help. It was everything Midir promised when he wooed her. After the ceremony, Midir held a feast that all the Irish fae attended. They danced and sang and presented gifts. She wore a crown of gold upon her head, and her cup of mead never went empty. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been so carefree. It wasn’t until her third drink that her perfect bubble of happiness popped. She felt at home among the fae—and yet, still somehow apart. It wasn’t her rounded ears or her ability to lie. It was Midir’s arm around her. It was the way his gaze locked on each guest when they greeted her, heavy and dangerous.

Do you remember?

He asked next when they returned from their wedding tour and settled into Bri Leith. This time, he sounded almost apprehensive. As he led her through the halls of the castle, images resurfaced in flashes. Sharp golden eyes. A crystal bower. A howling wind. A plunge into dark waters. And then, there was no more.

Midir was good to her in those early days. He comforted her through the nightmares that plagued her. He took her riding in the heath, showing her which paths were safe. He swam with her in the lake. He draped her in jewels and recited poetry and played the lyre. He called her Aideen Echraide and Be Find. He called her Wanderer Careworn. He gave her everything she’d ever wanted: beautiful things, meaning, answers, belonging. But there was still some emptiness he could not reach.

It was easy to forget most of the time. She could content herself with her doting husband and the wild, beautiful world around her. Eventually, the cold stone of the castle and its silence closed in around her. Sometimes, she heard the servants whisper about her husband: Midir the Proud, Midir the Ungenerous. She would come to understand with time that ungenerous was among the worst things a king could be. But she did not know it then. All she knew was that no one came to visit Bri Leith.

“Where is everyone?” she asked him one day.

“It is only you and I here in Bri Leith now.”

“Why do we never have guests?”

“I will tell you, one day. But not today.”

This disappointed her. “When will there be guests?”

“When there must be,” he replied. Then, indulgently, he asked, “Can I not keep you to myself for a time?”

She asked him again on every holiday and every birthday. His answer never changed. For two years, she was satisfied. But with every passing day, her loneliness grew. Bri Leith was not her home. Aideen didn’t remember much, but she knew this. Home was the cold of the waves. Home was the cliffs jutting into the sea. Home was a girl with green eyes and a chessboard.

“You are pensive,” Midir told her one day.

“I don’t want to be alone anymore.”

“You have me.”

She did. She loved him. She knew him better than she’d ever known another soul. She hardly knew him at all. Sometimes, he watched her with such a mixture of expectation and disappointment, as though waiting for another version of her to reappear. He looked no older than thirty, but his eyes were so old. Aideen was twenty and so bored—so isolated.

“It’s not enough, Midir.”

He looked shocked, and she couldn’t stand the thought of arguing with him about this again. She stormed out of the castle and into the soft haze of the heath. Somehow, even miles away from where Midir had taken her, her feet guided her true. She knew where the treacherous paths were, in body if not in mind. It thrilled her as much as it terrified her, the places her old self pushed through the cracks of her awareness.

She walked until it began to rain. No matter how far she went, there was nothing and no one. She walked until exhaustion claimed her. Midir appeared to her when she collapsed in the mud, frustrated and humiliated beyond words. He did not scold her. He did not panic. He only extended his hand. Aideen knew, somehow, that he had been there all along, out of sight and waiting for her will to crumble.

She’d traded one prison for another.

She couldn’t regret it. Midir had never lied to her. She’d only deluded herself, thinking this would be the answer to her prayers. As he lifted her onto his horse, her mind spun round and round in its cage. If only he were gone. If only he listened. If only he loved her better. If only he loved her less. She was grateful. She resented him. She loved him. She hated him. She’d wanted this. She’d chosen this.

Was it ever a choice at all?

She was just a child when he came to her. How could she have denied Midir when he was thousands of years old with power she could not imagine? How could she have denied him when she weighed gold and silver and magic against the cruel mundanity of her old life?

No, she couldn’t go back to her old life. Not even for Shea. She couldn’t give up the way magic hung in the air or the quiet in her mind. This place could be home. She could make it so, if only she were queen in more than just name.






CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


“Shea.”

Somehow, Shea hadn’t heard Ciara approach. When she turned to look at her, she saw Ciara standing there with her arms crossed, framed by the light pouring in through the open door of the tournament hall. She wore a look of uncharacteristic uncertainty. Ciara, chastised. Now, that was something Shea hadn’t expected to see in her lifetime. But there was no vindication to be had here—only a deep, simmering resentment she hadn’t realized was still there. It was like grabbing the handle of a pan you’d forgotten was still hot. It seared her right to the bone.

Here was Ciara, who had pulled her from a bog. Ciara, who had pierced through all her defenses. Ciara, who had kissed her. Ciara, who had given her hope and then smashed it to pieces again. Seeing her here was like plunging a burnt hand into cold water: a relief and agony both.

“You,” Shea said quietly, “have a lot of fucking nerve.”

Ciara winced. “I freely admit I owe you an apology—a groveling one, if you like. But is that really the conversation you want to have right now?”

The pity in her eyes was too much to bear. In the face of it, all of Shea’s anger evaporated. What lay hidden beneath it was despair that threatened to swallow up everything in its path. It would pull her under, and she would never resurface again.

Aideen didn’t want to be saved. Aideen didn’t need her, and maybe she never had. Nothing was holding her up anymore. None of the laws of the universe that kept her world turning on its axis existed anymore. Shea sank to her knees, and before she was even conscious of what was happening, she began to sob.

Tears slid down her face, hot and unrestrained. There was no escaping what she’d done now. She’d devoted her life to something Aideen did not even want. She’d killed her own love of chess chasing this goal. She’d wasted years and years, denying any sort of closure—any sort of life—for herself. What was she even playing for now? What was the point of going through with it at all? But refusing to play was as good as an official forfeit.

If she did that, she’d never play chess again.

Chess had done nothing but hurt her. Maybe it would be a blessing now, to have it taken from her. It was so much a part of her, maybe it’d tear out her heart by the root along with it, so that she didn’t feel like this anymore. She didn’t want to be herself anymore. She didn’t want to be anything at all. Not if it meant she had to go back to her empty house. Not if it meant she had to be alone again.

“I don’t know what to do,” Shea gasped out. She tasted salt on her lips. “I don’t know how I’m supposed to go on anymore. I have nothing. No one—”

The scent of hyacinth and honey enfolded her. As Ciara encircled her in her arms, the warmth of her cheek pressed between Shea’s shoulder blades. It stunned her. Slowly, slowly, the racking sobs subsided.

“Better?” Ciara asked softly.

“I don’t know.” Shea slumped against her. The steady beat of Ciara’s heart tapped out a soothing rhythm against her back. “You must feel so vindicated. Aideen never wanted me to come here.”

“I don’t.” Ciara pressed her lips to the top of Shea’s spine. “It brings me no joy to see you suffering.”

Shea closed her swollen eyes. “I’ve been an idiot.”

“You were a child. You were afraid, and you loved her. That is no crime, Shea.”

Shea scrubbed at the tears drying on her face. “She told me to leave. It’s like we’re bishops of opposite colors now.”

“Hardly. You are both a little hotheaded—and a little prone to martyrdom, in the unlikely event you have not realized that.” Ciara rested her chin on Shea’s shoulder. “She will come around. You cannot punish yourself anymore. No one would ask you to, least of all your sister. Will you set this burden down?”

Shea let out a humorless laugh. “I don’t know what to do instead.”

“Anything.” Ciara pulled back enough so that Shea could see her face. “You are free to choose what you want, outside of desperate circumstances. If you really do choose to quit, it is your decision alone.”

“I…”

“But before you make that very ill-advised decision,” Ciara interjected, “you should know what a loss it would be. If you do not love chess anymore, that is one thing, but I believe you do, deep down. I have seen it, what happens when you let go of that fear that holds you back. When you set it aside, I do not know if there’s any limit to what you might achieve. So if you decide to face my brother, you’ll have to decide what it is you truly want.”

Shea’s throat burned. God, no. She could not cry again. “When did you get so wise?”

“Sometime over the last few days,” she replied unhappily. “I have done a lot of reflecting. I do not think I enjoy it.”

“Yeah. Me neither.” Shea studied her. How was it possible someone could show her so much tenderness and wound her so badly? “Still, I think we should talk about us.”

“Ah. I’d hoped the motivational speech might make you forget.” Ciara wrung her hands anxiously together. “Shall we go somewhere more private?”

A few servants still bustled about the hall, doing their best to look as though they hadn’t been listening in. Shea was too exhausted to be embarrassed about her outburst now. But perhaps this conversation was best had without an audience. She nodded.

Ciara helped her up and led her out of the tournament hall. They walked through the knee-deep mist until they reached the lakes. Boats rocked against their tethers, and surface waves lapped at the dark stones that made up the shoreline. Here, she could hear nothing but the churn of the water and the splash of the ducks as they landed in it. Ciara began unfastening the knot that anchored one of the little rowboats to the dock.

“Can you row?” she asked.

“In theory.”

With a put-out sigh, Ciara gestured for Shea to get in. Shea clambered in as the boat swayed violently beneath her. Ciara steadied her by the elbow until she settled onto the bench.

Ciara stepped in after her, as light and graceful as a leaf landing atop still water. The boat did not shift at all beneath her weight. A little mystified, Shea wondered if she could step out onto the surface like a pond skater. She took one of the oars from beneath her seat. When Ciara held out her hand expectantly, Shea passed it over.

Ciara pushed them out of the shallows, then let the paddle go. Shea choked back a noise of protest. She’d expected it to sink and leave them stranded—or at least to float uselessly beside them. It remained standing upright, held by an invisible hand, and paddled them out to the center of the lake. Ciara did not so much as lift a finger, but surely, this kind of magic must’ve taken some effort on her part.

They didn’t speak, but the world came alive with sound as the sun sank toward the horizon. Water trickled musically off the blade of the oar. Insects droned, and frogs sang. The lake was a perfect mirror of the sky above; it reflected rosy light onto Ciara’s face. The fading sun caught the golden sparkles dusted across her cheekbones and lengthened the feathered shadows of her eyelashes. Ciara made the sunset look pale. It was a torment to be confronted with her like this, perfect and inescapable. It made it impossible to speak—and impossible to forget just how badly it’d gone the last time she’d kissed her.

“Well?” Shea asked. “You’ve trapped yourself now.”

Ciara spoke in a rush. “I have. If I did not, I do not believe I’d have the courage to speak. I told you once that I am not a selfless creature, and it is true. It was a wretched trick I pulled. But I saw no other way out of this place, no other way to ensure my own survival. And I do not think I understood, until just now, how much it would hurt you. I was more honest with you than I have been with anyone else. To hear you accuse me of manipulating you … of it being made into something so cheap … I am sorry, Shea.”

“I get why you did it,” Shea said quietly. “It’s okay. I wish I’d realized sooner that…”

She didn’t know how to say it. She hardly knew what she wanted to say at all. That I was too stubborn and guilt ridden to see what was right in front of me. That maybe we could be happy together.

Ciara seemed to understand. “It isn’t too late.”

Yes, it was. Shea groaned. “God, Ciara. What were you thinking? You shouldn’t have given me your spot. You should—”

“Fine.” Ciara’s eyes glittered, depthless and mysterious. “Earn it back.”

“Be serious.”

“I am being serious.”

A quiet thrill went through Shea. “What, are you going to conjure a board?”

“Do you want me to keel over from exhaustion? No, we will play blindfold chess. Take white.”

“Fine. c4.”

“You never play the English,” Ciara said, almost accusatorily.

“Today, I do.” Shea rested her elbows on her knees and leaned toward her. “I’m experimenting.”

Ciara’s eyes lit up. “E5.”

They dragged each other through the middlegame. They hadn’t played like this since that tournament five years ago. It was artless, trading blows and pieces like kids brawling on the schoolyard. Her heart soared with the thrill of it, the simple joy of pitting her mind against another. For the first time in a long time, she did not think about losing or winning, but only playing. Shea did not look at Ciara. She kept her gaze fixed on her own mental chessboard, shimmering like a mirage out in the fog. The sun continued its slow descent, and all those soft pinks reflected on the water’s surface deepened to streaks of bloodred.

When Shea took Ciara’s queen, she let out a soft grunt as though she’d been struck. “Pawn to g5.”

Shea closed her eyes and focused, reconstructing and reconfiguring the position in her mind. When she saw it—a forced mate in three—she couldn’t help it. She grinned. “You’re in trouble.”

“Yes. I have been for a long time.”

Shea flushed at her reverent tone. “You’re not going to resign?”

Ciara smiled, almost indulgently. “It’s a very pretty checkmate. Play it out.”

And so they did. It was, as Ciara said, a beautiful mating pattern: a queen sacrifice, a rook sacrifice, before mating the king in the corner with her two bishops cutting down the diagonals of the board. Neither of them moved. The wind stirred the water and sent the loose strands of Ciara’s hair fluttering.

“Well done,” said Ciara. “You’ve earned it.”

It was so … genuine. She sounded pleased, proud. All these years, this was what Shea had wanted: to be recognized by Ciara. There was no vicious glee, no surge of ego. Just the quiet glow of mutual respect and a deep appreciation for a game well played. The simple, brutal elegance of that checkmate was as awesome as the dying sunlight lighting up the mist with gold. She felt like she was falling in love with chess all over again.

And Ciara, too.

“I think I know what I want.”

Surprise flickered across her face. “Is that so?”

“I want to keep playing,” Shea said, “if it can feel like that again. I want to keep playing with you.”

“I want that, too. It’s all I’ve wanted for a long time.”

The intensity in her face made Shea’s heart leap. “I’ll age, you know.”

“As will I, for a time.” Ciara leaned forward. “But it is the finiteness of mortal lives that make you so fascinating to me. I do not want unchanging beauty. I do not want immortal jadedness. I cannot become mortal, but I think you might make me human.”

Shea felt as though she were floating somewhere above herself. Never in her life had she imagined anyone saying such pretty words to her. “I’ll die.”

“Eventually, I’m sure.” Ciara’s eyes were aglow with amusement. “You are so concerned about the distant future. What exactly are you proposing, Shea Fury? I thought we were talking about chess.”

Shea felt oddly flustered. She didn’t know what to do with this mood Ciara was in. For once, she wasn’t being mocked but teased. She wasn’t sure she liked it. “We are. Partially.”

“You speak as though I will be free to go where I like.”

Shea could feel her pulse beating in her throat, her wrists, her temples. Somehow, they’d gotten closer. Their knees brushed together. “I don’t know. Maybe you will be. I haven’t made up my mind about my wish yet.”

Ciara’s lips curved into a smirk. Mischief danced in her eyes. “Shall I offer you a bargain, then?”

“Let’s hear it.”

Ciara underwent a transformation Shea could not describe. Only that at one moment, she was looking at her longtime rival—and the next, a faerie princess straight out of a ballad: wild eyes, lips like honey, both promising danger and delight in equal measure. “I make no vows of everlasting love or life. Only be with me right now, and for so long as we are happy.”

“All right,” Shea said, a little breathlessly. “And what do I get in return?”

Just like that, the illusion shattered. Ciara gave her a withering glare. “Must you always spoil my fun?”

Shea laughed, brighter and more truly than she had in years. She closed the gap between them and kissed her. The last time had been harsh, almost punishing. This time, Shea intended to savor her. With every brush of their lips, they poured forth all their feelings, their longing, their hopes.

For so long as we are happy. That could be a long, long time, or it could be nothing but a flash. Either way, it would never be enough time. Shea had to make it count. What she lacked in experience, she would make up for in dedication. After all, she’d already spent so much of her life studying how to make Ciara of Bri Leith unravel over the board. And as she drew a soft sigh of pleasure from Ciara’s lips, Shea thought that she could enjoy this sort of unraveling even more.






CHAPTER THIRTY


It could’ve been hours or days that passed. Time in the Otherworld passed strangely, after all. The sky had darkened, and the reflection of the moon scattered across the lake in a band of glittering white. The two of them lay across the benches, their heads side by side. Sweat cooled on their skin. Their breaths came slow and easy now. The boat rocked and swayed beneath them. Ciara turned so that her nose rested against Shea’s temple.

“When you win, what will you ask for?”

Shea absently traced her cheekbone. “I don’t know. You and Daniil are both counting on me.”

“No. What do you want?”

This, she wanted to say. You.

There was nothing Midir could give her that she wanted. She wanted lazy evenings at Ciara’s side. She wanted to play chess without fear. Maybe she wanted freedom, too. Freedom from all of the guilt and expectations she’d placed on herself. The freedom to find out who she was. She couldn’t have any of that unless she won. “It would be good enough to defeat him. But I don’t know if I can.”

Ciara took hold of her wrist. She held on until Shea met her eyes. “I do.”

Shea smiled. It was sweet, how easily she offered Shea her confidence. Shea couldn’t share in it. There wasn’t a player alive capable of matching him. Even Fuamnach’s only solution was sorcery. Shea sat upright as the memory came back to her. Fuamnach had suggested she had a way to counteract the magic of his eye.

“I think Fuamnach knows how to stop him.”

Ciara eyed her warily. “I can take you to her. But I am not sure that is a wise idea.”

“Why not?”

Ciara grimaced. “You did get her imprisoned.”

Shea supposed that would make things difficult. Fuamnach had an impressive ability to hold a grudge. “Then tell me you have a better idea.”

Ciara sighed but offered no further protest.

The underside of the boat scraped against the rocks as they pulled ashore. After they finished tethering the boat to the docks, Ciara led Shea back into the castle. The guards stationed at intervals saluted Ciara as they passed. No questions asked, no suspicions voiced.

They made their way to a spiral staircase, and Shea expected to be taken into some damp, cold chamber beneath the earth. She envisioned stone walls and oppressive darkness, the rattling of chains, and maybe some instruments of torture. Instead, Ciara guided them upward.

On the top floor of the tower, a chandelier swung from a chain overhead, casting eerie shadows across the walls. A silvery limb of the apple tree pierced the room from floor to ceiling. It was hollow, Shea realized; a narrow sliver in its trunk was sealed with bars of solid iron. If that wasn’t enough of a cruelty, someone had woven strings of rowan berries and other magical wards through them.

Ciara shuddered violently and stopped dead in the threshold. “This is where I leave you. Do be careful. She may be contained, but she is still dangerous.”

“I will be.”

Reluctantly, Ciara withdrew into the hall. Slowly, Shea approached the bars. In the swaying columns of light, she could make out a shape huddled within the prison. A pair of wolf-yellow eyes blinked open, as brilliant as full moons in the gloom. They locked onto Shea and burned with resentment.

“I have seen enough of you to last a thousand lifetimes,” Fuamnach said dispassionately. “I take it you’ve come to gloat.”

“No. I came to talk.”

“Wow.” Fuamnach’s voice oozed sarcasm; she sounded like Lily again. “It must be my lucky day.”

Shea lowered herself onto the floor and sat as close as she dared. The stone beneath them was bitter cold and bit into her very bones. She almost pitied Fuamnach. She’d drawn her knees into her chest to ward off the chill, making herself seem smaller. Her hair was snarled with mats of blood. Her dark makeup was smeared like war paint, her cheekbone stained plum with the beginnings of a bruise. Despite all that unshakable, battle-won pride, she looked wretchedly exhausted.

“Was it worth it?” Shea asked quietly.

Fuamnach’s eyes flashed defiantly. “Say what you’ve come to say or leave.”

She’d get no remorse out of her, then. Shea flashed her a smile. It was not a friendly one. “I want to bargain with you.”

Through the shadows, Shea detected a glimmer of interest in her expression. Still, Fuamnach scoffed. “There’s nothing I can do for you now.”

“You told me you knew a way to defeat Midir. What is it?”

“Did I?” she drawled. “And why should I part with that information?”

“Because.” Shea curled her fingers around the bars and lowered her voice. “You want him to lose as badly as I do.”

Fuamnach laughed, a sound as cold and dark as a new moon night. “You are in no position to make demands of me. You are the one who doomed me. I may enjoy Midir’s humiliation, but that alone will not set me free. How did you manage to get around my enchantment?”

“I didn’t,” Shea said cautiously. She hadn’t outright refused the bargain yet. Maybe there was still ground to break. “Daniil figured it out himself, actually. He took that game you played hard, you know. He might be as coldhearted and vindictive as you are.”

Fuamnach let out a long-suffering sigh. Shea couldn’t begrudge her. A thousand years of patience, a thousand years of bitterness, to be undone by a sore loser with a trust fund. “How?”

“You left a trail. There were photos of you—paintings, too, and letters. I don’t get it. You lived full lives in the mortal world. Better lives, I imagine.” Frustration edged into her voice. “Why give that up? Why do this?”

“Full lives,” Fuamnach echoed wonderingly. “No, you are mistaken. For centuries, I have lived half a life. All that remained of me was the desire to make Midir of Bri Leith suffer even a fraction of what I have suffered. I couldn’t let it go. I couldn’t rest. Knowing Aideen Echraide might return to him one day…”

“Then why didn’t you kill her when you had the chance?” Her voice was little more than a rasp. “Ciara told me what happened. You could’ve done it twice over. But you didn’t. You spared her.”

“I had to keep his hope alive. That is a far greater torment.”

Shea let her grip on the bars loosen. There really was no scrap of kindness in her. “You doomed yourself, then.”

“Judge me if you must, Shea Fury.” Fuamnach smiled ruefully. “We are always our own undoing.”

That, at least, Shea thought she could understand. “I can still help you. What if I find a way to punish him? If I could help you get your revenge before they do away with you?”

Fuamnach frowned. A wary, uneasy hope bloomed over her face. “Is that the bargain you wish to make? A spell to nullify the power of Midir’s eye in exchange for enacting my vengeance?”

She’d be an idiot to treat with a fae as old and powerful as Fuamnach. But what other choice did she have? “What happens if I lose?”

“I will place you under bonds of weighty enchantments,” Fuamnach replied serenely. “You will stand atop this tower and take no food, save for what the wind will blow through the eye of a needle fixed before you.”

“Absolutely not. You lose nothing if I fail. I’m not dying for this.”

“No sense of humor,” Fuamnach chided. “If you reject those terms, nothing will happen if you lose.”

“Fine,” Shea said warily. “It’s a deal.”

“Very well, then.” Fuamnach rose from the ground. Shea followed suit. Fuamnach approached the bars that divided them with steps so fluid, she seemed to glide. “Give me your hand.”

Reluctantly, Shea slipped her arm through the bars. Fuamnach took hold of her wrist in one hand. With the other, she pushed up the sleeve of Shea’s jacket, baring her pale forearm. Fuamnach whispered something under her breath, a sibilant flow of sound that resembled no language Shea had ever heard. The sorceress traced shapes on Shea’s skin, and the smell of saltwater rose in the cell—along with the scent of burning flesh. A bolt of terror gripped Shea. No pain followed. It was not her burning but Fuamnach.

The wards.

Fuamnach’s jaw clenched tight, but she finished writing. She collapsed in a heap at Shea’s feet. Black smoke curled through the gaps in Fuamnach’s fingers. In a wrecked voice, she gritted out, “It is done.”

Shea inspected her arm. At first, she saw nothing. Then, faintly, words in a strange alphabet flickered into view and glowed a lurid, banked-coal red. “What is this?”

“Instructions on how to cast my counter-spell. As you requested.” Fuamnach’s golden eyes bored into hers. They glowed through the thin veil of smoke. “I’m afraid they will be of little use to you, unless your princess is adept at sorcery.”

Shea had thought herself spiteful, hellbent on destroying Midir. Clearly, she did not know how deep the well of hatred could go. Her fingers curled into a fist, so tight her knuckles ached. “You tricked me.”

“Hardly.” Fuamnach’s eyes fluttered wearily closed. “I have given you only what you asked for.”

“Why?” Shea demanded. “Why bother to put yourself through this, if you weren’t going to help me?”

“I can’t do more for you than this. This is the only guarantee at satisfaction I have. Now, for both our sakes, I hope you can hold up your end of the bargain.”



Heavy and defeated, Shea trudged back to her old bedroom. She could think of little else but collapsing into a dead sleep. When she stood outside the door, warm light and the faint sound of familiar voices reached her from the other side. She shoved through the door to find Daniil and Ciara seated across from one another and a chessboard set up between them.

Their heads were bent together as they conferred in low tones. Daniil was emphatically gesturing, while Ciara leaned back in her chair with her eyes rolled upward in thought, visualizing whatever it was he was describing. Beann lay on his side at her feet, snoring peacefully.

“No,” she said dismissively. “No, king h2 is excessive.”

“Right,” Daniil said, with some disappointment. “It should be a draw either way.”

It was a familiar enough scene: Two players, in the aftermath of a game, discussing how it could’ve gone, had only they seen this move or that plan.

“What is this?” Shea demanded.

Both of them looked up at her, startled by her intrusion. They looked so casual, sitting there, as if Shea had invited them—as if there was nothing strange about the two of them breaking into her room and playing a game without her.

“Where have you been?” asked Daniil.

“We’re going over some ideas.” Ciara’s cheek dimpled as she smiled. “We are your seconds, after all.”

Your seconds. That struck her somewhere unguarded. In the lead-up to this tournament, she’d had her coach and a team of seconds. There was Yangmei, of course, and a few other grandmasters she met with a few times a week. It was pragmatic, impersonal by her own design. But this … It felt almost like family.

“Come look at this,” said Ciara.

Shea approached the board as if in a trance. Beann’s tail thumped against the floor, and she stooped to stroke his ears. She half listened as Ciara and Daniil explained some weird line they’d dug up in an old book. There was intricate theory behind it and a ton of novel ideas. All of it washed over her. They’d gone through so much trouble for her, and it was all pointless. She wanted to laugh. She wanted to sweep all the pieces from their squares, just to watch them clatter on the floor, as loud and shocking as a smashed vase. No amount of preparation or collaboration or grit would change the inevitable outcome of tomorrow’s game.

“Are you even listening?” Daniil demanded.

“I am,” Shea said blearily.

“This is your game we’re analyzing,” he said impatiently. “You don’t remember this?”

Shea stared down at the board. “Should I?”

He looked aghast. “You played it three years ago.”

Shea studied it for a while. “Right. Yeah. Round three of Tata Steel 2023. I won this game, I think. But I won in a stupid way.”

“You did,” he agreed. “But it’s not about perfection. It’s about the fight.”

“Look, I appreciate the effort here.” Shea tried to keep her voice even. Neither of them deserved to be targets of her anger when it had nothing to do with them. “But anything less than perfection isn’t going to cut it.”

“I take it you were not successful,” Ciara said wanly.

“Nope.” Shea pulled up her sleeve and showed her forearm to Ciara. “Unless this means anything to you.”

“I don’t see…” Ciara paused, then waved her hand. The letters slowly came into view, like blood welling up from a wound, and burned brightly. She glanced up at Shea through her heavy eyelids, looking deeply unimpressed. “Ah. I do see. And what did she extract in exchange for this illuminating information?”

“Nothing really. Just that I’d devise some fitting punishment for Midir.” Shea hid her face in her hands. So much good this spell would do her. So much good any of the theory seared into her mind would do. “It doesn’t matter how prepared I am. He’s drawing on the combined knowledge of anyone who was ever halfway good at this game—and cocky enough to challenge him. We have no way to stop him from doing that. I’m fucked. Don’t you get it?”

“All right.” Ciara peeled Shea’s hands away from her face. “Let us take this one step at a time. We can look at the games of the people he’s defeated before, so you will not be completely unprepared for their style. And remember that you are choosing the time format. I think a bullet game would be wise.”

Shea had nearly forgotten. Midir had mentioned that at the Final Four dinner. A bullet game—a format where each player had fewer than three minutes in total to play—would give her some advantage, theoretically. Usually, those games came down to time scrambles: The result was decided by whoever made the last mistake. “That introduces too many chances to make mistakes.”

“Yes,” Ciara said. “But none of the players he’s stolen from will be as experienced in that format as we are. Besides, it’s less time for him to think. The best chance you have is to get a novel position and play something that baffles him.”

“And what would that be?” Daniil scoffed. “Play like AlphaZero and push the h-pawn up the board for no discernible reason? A joke opening like the Meadow Hay Mistake?”

“Actually,” Ciara said hesitantly, “I have won many nice games with the Meadow Hay Mistake.”

“Of course you have,” Daniil said, disgusted.

She had. There were many video compilations of those games, and Shea had watched a good number of them. Most of her opponents didn’t let her have her fun, though. They were too afraid to accept the gambit and enter into the main line. It would be too mortifying to lose like that.

The Meadow Hay Mistake was an objectively terrible opening. You could play it with black or white; either way, the plan remained unchanged. For white, it went like this:


	1. a4, disrespecting your opponent and flouting the conventional wisdom of controlling the center of the board

	2. rook a3, a move that—if your opponent plays e5—allows them to capture your rook in exchange for their dark-squared bishop



“It’s not as bad as it seems,” Ciara protested, more animatedly now. “People have no idea what to do against it. You can quickly apply some nagging pressure with a bishop and queen battery, and in the long term, your bishop pair comes alive. It’s very uncomfortable to play against. By the time your opponent can utilize their material advantage, it’s often too late.”

“God,” Shea muttered under her breath. She was so fucked, if her best chance at victory was essentially giving the best chess player in the world rook odds. But Shea could almost see her point. Rooks were endgame pieces. Their power could only truly be felt once files began to open.

“It’s still bad,” Daniil snapped.

“You might not like it,” Ciara countered, “but this is the future of chess. When everyone has counters for every reasonable opening, every game is a draw and—”

Shea rubbed her temples. “All right. I’ll bite. How are you supposed to play it?”

Ciara flashed her a dimpled I’m-so-glad-you-asked smile. She reset the board, then played through the most common moves.

Daniil stared down at it with open hostility and disdain. “This is the best you can hope for, and the position is lost.”

“Theoretically speaking, yes,” Ciara said brightly. “But practically speaking, this level of imbalance is immaterial in a bullet game. Besides, there is the psychological component. You drag your opponent down into the mud with you, and then lead them into Tal’s deep, dark forest, where you’re familiar with the plans and they’re not. Once you do, you strike fear into their heart. And when they realize something that shouldn’t work is working … They get angry. They start playing worse. It bends their mind to your will.”

Shea had seen Ciara employ that strategy time and time again. It was like ensorcellment, what Ciara did to people. The sheer confidence and skill she played with turned even the best players in the world into uncertain children. It wasn’t magic, of course. It was something even simpler: She wasn’t afraid to lose.

“Maybe for you,” Shea replied quietly.

“Shea.” Ciara frowned. “You’re good enough to play like this.”

“I don’t know,” Shea rasped. She would never be as good, as confident, as innovative, because she wasn’t like Ciara. She was afraid to lose—more than anything.

If she did, Ciara would be trapped in the Otherworld forever, and Shea would never see her again. Daniil would fail to save his sister. And Shea would never play chess again. She might as well run away while she still had the chance and spare herself the humiliation.

Once, chess had been her domain, the only place she felt safe. But when she imagined it—Midir, seated across from her, with that green-and-silver stare and his languid smile …

It made her entire body go numb with dread.

Every time she lost, she felt the same close terror of that night, when some piece of her soul had begun slipping away with every grain of sand drained from the hourglass—and even worse, the same humiliation. She’d played like a novice against him. Never before or since had she felt that kind of powerlessness.

Shea stared out the window, past which the moon glared down at them, as bright as Midir’s silver eye. Its light cut across the chessboard like a blade.

“Alone, maybe you’re not,” Daniil said. “But between the three of us, we can turn this joke into something competitive.”

You’re fools to put your faith in me, she wanted to say. It was too much pressure. She’d collapse, just like she always did. “Don’t bother. I’m just going to disappoint you. Every time I have the chance to protect someone, I blow it.”

“Whether you win or lose, my opinion of you cannot get lower,” Daniil said irritably.

“But your sister…”

“It was my job to save her,” he said gruffly. “Not yours.”

Shea glanced at Ciara helplessly. “And your freedom…”

Daniil made a face like he was going to either vomit or throw himself out the window.

“That is very gallant of you,” Ciara said softly, “but I will find a way.”

They offered her redemption so freely. She shook her head. “I won’t be able to live with myself.”

“You won’t be able to if you don’t try, either.” Daniil drummed his fingers impatiently on the board. “Now, don’t insult our intelligence anymore. Are you going to let us help you or not?”

Beann nudged Shea’s hand with his snout. She stared down into his soft black eyes and saw only understanding.

“All right,” Shea said quietly. “Show me more.”

The hours slipped away as they pulled out books full of Midir’s former opponents’ games—and as they tried idea after idea in the Hay Meadow.

“What do you think of bishop b5?”

“Why put the knight there?”

“No, if you do that—”

It was beginning to seem possible. In every outcome, every position, they succeeded in creating a complicated, tactical mess. It was horrible and beautiful and inexhaustible. It was fun. When sunrise stained the horizon navy and pink, Ciara let out an undignified yawn.

“All right,” she said. “We should sleep for a few hours.”

“Right,” Shea said, but she felt alive with possibility. How was she supposed to rest after this? “Any last words of wisdom?”

Daniil studied her from across the board, his glasses sitting askance on his nose and his hair mussed. “You’re ready. Crush him.”






CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


The next morning, Shea emerged into a rare clear day in the Otherworld—and into the press and heave of the gathered crowd. They roared and chanted her name as she waded through them, her gaze fixed determinedly ahead, like a ship coming ashore. Their reaching fingers brushed the ends of her hair and snagged on the cuffs of her sleeves. Their faces were hungry—ravenous, even—and for what, exactly, Shea did not know. Whatever the outcome of today’s game, blood would be spilled.

It was a longer procession than usual. The final round was not held in the tournament hall but rather a solarium, tucked away on the far end of the castle grounds. The spectators were stationed in tiers outside the glass walls, and for those who couldn’t cram into the risers, a massive display board had been built on one of the crumbling stone battlements.

When she shouldered her way inside, the humidity dropped down on her like a wave. Sunlight fell in golden sheets through the glass ceiling and lanced through the condensation streaking the walls. The whole place sweated and shone. Shea suspected she’d soon look the same.

Midir waited for her in the center of the paned-glass dome. He wore a tunic of emerald green, a circlet of gold, and a brooch that clasped his embroidered mantle. He cut an imposing figure, but it was the chessboard behind him that made her pulse quicken. Through the rush of blood in her ears, the sound of applause reached her through the glass enclosure.

“Shea Fury,” he said. “Welcome.”

Shea gave him a curt nod. All she wanted to do was sit down at that board. All she wanted to do was flee. Her every sense was painfully alive—the colors brighter, the sounds crisper—as though her anticipation had brought the world into higher definition.

“I expect I already know what you’ll ask for if you win.”

She shrugged. Best to let him think what he wanted. “So I get to set the time control?”

He seemed almost disappointed that she didn’t want to spar. “You do.”

“Three minutes. No increment.”

Surprise passed over Midir’s face, soon replaced with displeasure. She understood. A bullet game was exciting, but one short game hardly warranted all this fanfare.

“As you wish,” he said, and with that, approached the board.

“Wait,” Shea blurted out.

He paused, then glanced over his shoulder at her.

“That’s it?” She gestured around them—at this beautiful greenhouse and the single elegant board. “No games? No tricks?”

“No.” From this angle, she could see only the soft curve of his smirk and the fall of the light across his cheekbone. It set his silver eye aglow. “We’re only playing chess.”

It was almost worse, somehow. No distractions, no nonsense. Nothing else to contend with but the amalgam of his defeated opponents.

He took his seat, ceding the white pieces to her, just as he’d done when they played six years ago. And it was that detail—the sight of him there, unchanged from when she first met him, watching her with cool serenity—that made her go cold with dread. She might as well have stepped back in time. Once again, she was a little girl up against a faerie lord. Only this time, she had no bluster or unearned confidence. She was all too aware of all the ways she could lose and the ways he could make her suffer. Too late, she realized that she was trembling.

A flash of red in the corner of her eye caught her attention. In the front row, she spotted them: Ciara and Daniil. Ciara lifted her fingers in the smallest wave. It steadied her.

This time, it would be different.

Shea sat across from Midir. Once she did, the room began to disappear. The glass walls blurred, and the people beyond them vanished. All that remained was the mist, featureless and gray, devouring all the sunlight. There was no one and nothing but the two of them.

Midir was very still across from her, like the statue of some ancient god of war. His posture, dignified but relaxed, exuded power and confidence. He surveyed the unbloodied battlefield, all sixty-four squares of alternating marble and silver. So did Shea. She didn’t dare look up at his face—not even when they shook hands. She could only watch as he took her hourglass and turned it on its head.

With no fanfare, the game had begun.

She wiped her clammy palms on her trousers, then lifted her arm with great effort. It felt impossibly heavy, suspended there with her fingers hovering over the a-pawn. The plan they’d devised last night struck her now as fanciful—almost delusional. But she imagined Ciara’s hand laid gently over her own. She imagined the devious glitter of her eyes as she picked up the pawn and placed it, decisive as a blade on the executioner’s block, on the a4 square.

Midir shifted backward in his seat, as though recoiling from something foul thrown in front of him. A thrill went through Shea, and she pressed her lips together to stop herself from smiling. It was exactly as Ciara had said: psychological warfare. The move had offended him.

A full three seconds passed before he played e5, accepting her generous gift of the center squares. And when she replied with rook to a3, he made a sound in the back of his throat, low and soft, as though the air had been punched out of him.

She allowed herself to look at his face. He slumped over the board, with the look of a man who knew he’d been dragged into some joke at his expense. He supported his head with one hand, which pushed the fringe of golden hair away from his forehead. Now, Shea had an unobstructed view of what should’ve been his prosthetic. Only, the silver eye was gone. In its place, nestled in the center of his long, surgical scar, was someone else’s eye. He glanced up at her then, with a mismatched gaze of forest green and deep brown.

Startled, Shea forced her attention back to the board as they developed their pieces. Midir had played frustratingly sensible and principled moves throughout the opening. And although she’d achieved the optimal setup Ciara had taught her, the only advantage she had was familiarity with this ridiculous position. But looking at it, undeniably concrete, she was all too aware of its flimsiness—and just how close she was to spiraling out of control. As Daniil had warned, this was losing for white. If Midir didn’t get rattled, he’d make short work of her.

What had she been thinking? She liked to play aggressively, but there was aggression and there was stupidity. Last night, Ciara’s breezy conviction and Daniil’s grudging faith had papered over all her doubts. For a time, in the haze of those early-morning hours, victory had seemed not only possible but inevitable. Now, the fear came rushing back in. She was on her own from here.

As they moved into the middlegame, Midir’s cautious style had morphed into something else entirely. Although he took a few seconds to deliberate each move, he played them assuredly. Each one seemed to come with a veiled threat, a long-term problem for her to avoid. It resembled one of the sample games from a tactics manual, all pitfalls and trip wires. After a particularly annoying knight move, Shea had to resist getting up from the board to pace off her disgust. Across the board, Midir wore an expression like placid lake water. The left eye staring back at her was a clear, piercing blue.

So that’s it, she thought. He was like a conduit. When it suited him, he could channel a different player’s skill set—whichever one the situation demanded. It should’ve comforted her, maybe, to discover this limitation. One elite-level player at a time was far easier to contend with than all of them at once.

Still, it felt as though he’d plunged a dagger of ice into her heart. With that rush of cold fear came a horrible clarity. It was not the dread of what came next or what new strategy he might uncork. It didn’t matter what grandmaster he summoned from beyond the grave. It didn’t even matter how well he played or where they were or how thoroughly she’d prepared.

No, it was Midir that terrified her.

Even if he hadn’t been cheating, even if he’d played terribly, she still couldn’t win against him. She didn’t have the strength. She was living in two moments at once. She was thirteen years old, and she was nineteen years old, and she was trying desperately to defend a crumbling position against a force she did not understand. And if it fell, her entire world would come apart. It was coming apart.

Nothing had changed at all.

She had no time to think. This game was too sharp, too tactical. He hadn’t been as thrown as she had hoped he would be. In fact, he’d thrived. She could see it in his smug expression. Had he caught something she’d missed? Had she made a mistake somewhere and not even realized it? Had he calculated twenty moves ahead? Every possibility filled her with a sense of deep and paralyzing shame.

Shea closed her eyes, if only to hold the defeated tears at bay. Before him, she’d never felt this way. Before him, the only thing she had to lose was her temper. Since him, she’d never gone a day without him looming over her games like some kind of cruel taskmaster, a specter, a villain of her own invention. She missed it, sometimes—the way it felt to play when she wasn’t so scared.

Ciara had always been right about her. Shea was too afraid of losing to play to her full potential. She couldn’t help smiling. She was going to lose if she made the wrong move, and she was going to lose if she made no move at all. What did it matter what she did, then?

Her cheeks ached where her fists were pressing into them. Shea opened her eyes to find Midir watching her. As always, it struck her how little resemblance Ciara bore to him. He had no freckles, no warmth to his skin, no humanity at all. Shea wondered, fleetingly, which of their parents he took after. How strange that she knew so little about him. Once, he must have been a formidable player in his own right. He’d had to defeat his first grandmaster, after all, to claim their ability for his own.

That was what made it worse, somehow. He’d possessed some talent of his own and squandered it. It occurred to her for the first time that the whole thing was a little sad. Here was a man—no, an immortal being—just as afraid of losing as she was.

Shea looked down at the board and saw it anew. This time, she picked out not only the disasters real and imagined but the reality of what they’d wrought together. It was true that this far into the game, she was beginning to feel the material imbalance. It was also true that she had compensation in the form of piece activity. Moreover, she had familiarity with this intricate, beautiful mess with all its tactical complications. As bad as it looked, this was what she’d wanted. He had not made a mistake, and he likely would not—at least, not until she dragged him into the mud of a time scramble, an endgame where it was not the best player who won but the one who best held their nerve.

Getting there meant presenting him with constant threats and problems to solve. He had no confidence to play by himself; he’d agonize over every single choice. Steeling herself, she moved her bishop onto the long diagonal.

By the thirtieth move, her moves came instantaneously, and he spent precious seconds considering each one. His two-toned eyes studied the position hungrily, thoroughly. He was burning his clock, wrestling for the best move while she played simple, practical chess. She squeezed him into a fifteen-second lead. Then thirty. Then forty-five. Each time he blinked, his left eye changed color—too quickly to be of any use, surely. Hope bloomed within her, as vicious and stubborn as a weed.

She was alone, maybe, but so was he.

With no more than a minute on the clock each, they both leaned over the board, practically rising out of their seats. They moved frenetically. Their hands flew out to make their moves, nearly knocking over all the pieces in the process. Sweat glistened on Midir’s brow. Shea’s every muscle was coiled tight, every motion jerky and painful. But she felt alive. With no space for thought, no space for fear, she played on pure instinct. The tension burning in her body dissipated and all that remained was a heady, bloodthirsty exhilaration.

Five seconds remained, and Shea checked his king with her remaining rook.

Four seconds, and Midir interposed with his knight.

Three seconds, and she brought her own knight forward.

Two seconds, and he slid his king to another square—and yes, there, she saw it: checkmate in three.

The knight in her hand crackled with pure, electric potential. Midir must’ve seen the end, too, because he frantically scanned the board for any safe place to hide his king. It was too late. The last grain of sand in his hourglass fell. In the silence, she imagined she could hear it striking the others with a sound like a gunshot, final and fatal.

She’d flagged him. She’d won.

Shea laughed breathlessly. Tears stung at her eyes. Her ears buzzed painfully, as though her very soul was shifting to accommodate this new reality. Midir sat unmoving, uncomprehending.

“I lost,” he said.

It was almost a question. There was a childlike uncertainty in his voice, mixed with a quiet awe. Shea did not know what to say, because yeah, you did, sounded a little callous. His expression changed slowly. First came denial. Second, anguish. And third, a blistering, all-consuming rage.

“I … lost.” With one broad sweep of his arm, he cast all the remaining pieces off the board. Then, howling furiously, he smashed his head onto the table.

“Whoa,” she said helplessly. “Take it easy.”

Midir bashed his forehead against the board twice more for good measure, then stared up at her with one wild, accusing eye. It was a grisly sight. Blood ran down his face in thin rivulets. “Look what you have done to me!”

Ah, she thought. Here, at last, was the family resemblance.

Her horrified amusement, however, was short-lived. The entire world shifted beneath her feet and knocked her into her own chair. The distant sound of screams punched through the mist. As it dissipated, Shea could see splintering glass and crumbling stone—and all the spectators running for cover.

He was going to bring down the entire castle.

Midir had buried his face in his hands, seemingly oblivious to the destruction he was causing. A chunk of stone wall shattered the solarium’s ceiling and crashed to the ground barely a yard away from them. The impact reverberated through her chest. The beams groaned, threatening to give way.

“Midir,” she said urgently.

He ignored her, and a flare of annoyance cut through her panic. If he was so determined to die because he lost a stupid board game, who was she to stop him? He’d ruined her life, after all. He’d haunted her for years. He was cruel and changeful and selfish and … pathetic.

Seeing him like this made her feel indescribably exhausted. No, there was no satisfaction to be found here. Besides, she still needed her wish.

“Midir.” Shea grabbed his arm. “We need to go. Now.”

He sighed miserably. “Oh, very well.”

As stones and shards of glass pelted the earth like hail, the two of them fled. Shea hesitated for only a moment to look back. She wasn’t a sentimental person, really. But even she hated to see the board she’d played her immortal game on now buried beneath the rubble.






CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


Shea stumbled into the open courtyard just as a section of the wall collapsed behind her. An entire wing of the castle lay in ruins. Crumbled stone battlements slumped together like people returning from war, bones broken and faces streaked with gore. The green scent of sap hung heavy in the air. The few surviving windows were cracked like thin ice over a pond.

She’d lost Midir in the chaos. She hadn’t seen Ciara or Daniil since before their game began. Panic jolted her. Where were they? If they hadn’t survived … No, they’d survived. They had to.

In a daze, she shoved through the crowds in search of any familiar face. Some of the fae were running through the grounds, flurries of cream fabric and wild eyes—either trying to escape or searching for their loved ones. Others had drawn weapons and stood facing down the central gate as if bracing for an attack. Some wandered past her like sleepwalkers. Others wept openly. It seemed Shea was entirely invisible to them, everyone locked in a world all their own. She made it to the gardens before someone shouted her name. Not Daniil or Ciara but—

“Aideen,” she rasped.

Aideen hurried toward her, her golden hair loose and fluttering behind her. Her white dress was torn and streaked with dust. She threw her arms around Shea and crushed her into a hug. “You’re alive.”

Shea all but collapsed against her, clinging to her as though Aideen was the only thing keeping her upright. “Daniil and Ciara—”

“They’re fine,” Aideen supplied, to Shea’s enormous relief. “Everyone is fine. We split up to look for you. Did you…?”

“Yeah. I won.”

Aideen let out a sound that was half sob and half laughter. It filled Shea with a pure, childlike pride. Aideen had never understood a single move she’d ever made, idiotic or brilliant. It was almost sweet, after all these years, that Aideen still held that same blind faith in her. “Of course you did.”

Aideen let her go and withdrew a step. They stood in uncertain silence. The weight of six years’ absence and yesterday’s argument pressed down heavily on them. It pained Shea. She didn’t know how to fix this. Maybe she couldn’t.

Aideen blurted out, “I’m sorry.”

Shea startled. “For what?”

“I shouldn’t have told you to leave without even trying to speak to you. You were always so stubborn. I didn’t realize how much worse you’d gotten over the years.” She smiled ruefully. “It’s true I didn’t want to encourage you. But I also didn’t know what to say. I couldn’t bear facing you again. I am a monster. I ruined your life enough already, and—”

“Aideen,” Shea cut in, horrified. “You didn’t ruin my life.”

“But I did.” Her voice broke. “If I’d never been born, Mom would have had a normal life. Maybe she would’ve been a normal parent, and you would’ve had a normal childhood, instead of—”

“If you’d never been born, I probably wouldn’t have been, either.” Shea’s voice was firm. “And if by some miracle, I’d been the same person, born into better circumstances, nothing about my life would’ve been normal. I’m a professional chess player. I’m not really normal, either. As you’ve told me.”

“Oh, God.” Aideen paled. “You still remember that.”

“We got dealt a bad hand. You were the only thing that made it bearable. I wouldn’t change that for anything. Besides, I’ve been convinced all this time that I was the one who ruined your life.”

A breeze rustled the branches overhead, sending scattered light across Aideen’s stricken face. “Why would you think that?”

“Because I lost that game to Midir. I thought I failed you.” Shea swiped at the tears gathering in the corners of her eyes. “All this time, I’ve been trying to make up for it. I see now that I assumed too much. But I was watching you fade away in front of me. I saw how afraid you were. I thought it was because of him.”

She drew in a shuddering breath. She thought of Aideen, sixteen years old and confronted with the enormity of his offer. “I thought I could fix it for you. I thought if I could make him go away, then you’d be happy. You wouldn’t have to dread him coming back. You wouldn’t have to make that decision. You’ve always looked out for me. The night Midir came for you, I thought that’s what you were doing. Being brave for my sake. It sounds stupid, I know, but I just wanted to pay you back for everything you’ve done for me.”

“Shea.” Aideen took Shea by the shoulders. “There is nothing to repay.”

A weight Shea hadn’t realized was there lifted from her. A sense of lightness unfurled through her like the delicate wings of a butterfly.

“You can’t blame yourself,” Aideen went on. “If I’d just told you back then what I planned to do, if I’d told you when you showed up here how I felt, none of this would have happened. I was too ashamed. It felt like I was abandoning you. But I couldn’t bear it anymore. I…”

Her voice broke. Shea didn’t need her to finish to understand: Aideen could never go back to Wayfolk.

“I know.” It felt like a door closing—or maybe opening. For six years, this had been her sole purpose. Shea hardly knew who she was without that drive, or what to do with all this pain that now had nowhere to go. “Just … Tell me you’re happy here. With him.”

Aideen did not answer immediately. There was a stillness to her that she’d never had in the mortal world—a stillness so complete, she might as well have been one of the willow trees surrounding them, growing into and out of the soil of the Otherworld. “I think I could be happy here if I had the chance. I hardly know what it’s like. The gates of this castle have been closed for so long. It’s just as lonely here as it was back home. Midir is very set in his ways.”

“So he is trapping you here,” she said guardedly. “He’s treated you badly.”

“Yes and no,” Aideen replied quietly. “I do love him, but some things are hard to forgive.”

Shea held her silence.

“Things could be different. Tír nAill could be different. I know it could. Less divided, less controlled. I am powerless here, but if I wasn’t, I could…” Aideen trailed off, as though catching herself speaking something forbidden aloud.

“I don’t know what I could do. All I know is that I want to know my subjects. I want to see the place where I grew up in another life. I want to swim in the sea and run on the sand. I want to dance and meet new people. I never gave up on all those childish things.” Aideen tipped her face back to the faint sunlight. It played on the planes of her lovely face and made her golden hair shine. “I want to know who I am, outside of being compared to someone else, some ideal, some role someone else has written for me. I want to live.”

I want to know who I am. I want to live.

Let me give us both that chance, Shea thought.

Just then, Shea caught a glimpse of Midir over Aideen’s shoulder. He stood on the opposite side of a pond, framed by the flowering branches of a cherry tree. Aideen—sensing either his gaze or Shea’s drifting attention—turned to look at him. Shea saw as much as she heard Aideen’s sharp intake of breath. Her sister was frozen, like a hare at the end of a huntsman’s bow. An entire conversation seemed to pass between Midir and Aideen as they stared across the water at one another. Grief transformed his face into something soft and vulnerable. It was as though his hundreds of years had caught up to him all at once.

A short bridge, painted white and scattered with loose petals, arced over the pond. The three of them met at its center. With great reluctance, Midir offered his hand to Shea. “Congratulations are in order.”

Surprised, Shea accepted his hand. “Thank you.”

“And now,” he continued, his voice tight, “you are owed a boon.”

He seemed to be stalling. Shea tilted her head. “So I am.”

“I will hear your request presently. Only…” With no other formality to draw upon, his composure splintered. “Only allow me to ask one thing of you. I beg of you, do not take her from me.”

And then, the High King of the Irish Otherworld—Midir of Bri Leith and the Silver Eye and Golden Hair and the Thousand Talents and God knew what else—dropped to his knees before her. Shea stared down at him with complete and utter mortification. What if someone saw him like this? Did he have no pride left to lose?

“Get up,” she said hastily.

Slowly, Midir lifted his head and blinked as though rousing from a dream. He did what she asked, then readjusted his mantle with an air of self-consciousness. Clearly, both of them were beyond ready to move on.

“I’m not going to take her from you,” Shea said. “She’s not some prize pony to exchange between us.”

“No. She is not.” His gratitude gave way to wariness. She could see the unspoken question in his eye: What do you want, then?

When she hadn’t been drowning in theory, this was the exact question she’d turned over. How could everyone win in a zero-sum game? How could she set all of them free? Now that she’d spoken to Aideen, the answer seemed so simple. “Give your crown and your title—and all the powers they come with—to Aideen. Name her the ruler of the Irish Otherworld.”

This, he obviously did not expect. Midir reeled back as though she’d slapped him across the face. “Name another prize.”

Shea glanced at Aideen. Her sister stared back at her with plain shock—and a hope that made her entire being seem to glow. Emboldened, Shea said, “No.”

“There must be something else you desire,” he countered, with an edge of desperation to his voice. “Riches or immortality. A magical ability of your choosing. Name anything, no matter how trivial or seemingly impossible. Name it, and it is yours.”

“I already have. I want my sister on your throne.”

Midir cast his gaze about helplessly, willing someone to come and wake him from this nightmare. When nothing materialized, he removed his crown. Shea could not even begin to guess what he was thinking as he stared down at it. How long had he worn it? How much longer had he expected to? Then, with newfound resolve, he approached his wife.

“Aideen Echraide,” he said hoarsely. Then, he amended, “Aideen Fury. Be Find. Dearest and gentlest and loveliest.” He spoke as though every word were simultaneously extracted under torture and plucked from a poem. He spoke with reverence and terror and awe, like an acolyte before his cruel goddess. “Sovereign Queen of the Irish Elfmounds.”

He set the crown atop her head, a band of bright gold and silver branches against her flaxen hair. Once he did, the very earth trembled in recognition. The wind gusted, carrying with it some ancient, primal voice. It did not speak, only screamed, but Shea understood it all the same: All Hail Aideen, Queen of Tír nAill.

In the distance, Shea could hear the faint shouting of the crowd. They’d have to be addressed soon enough. For now, Midir and Aideen seemed to be the last two people on earth.

“What will be your first decree?” he asked brokenly. “Will you command me to go?”

“No, but I will ask you to,” Aideen said softly. “I have some things I need to figure out. Will you wait until I do?”

“Of course.”

“Even if it takes me a thousand years?”

“Aideen.” Midir took Aideen’s face in his hands. His thumbs brushed away the tears that had begun to fall. “I have loved you for a hundred lifetimes. I will love you for a hundred more.”

She did not reply. She only laid her hand atop his, then pressed a kiss to his palm. Shea couldn’t bring herself to watch anymore. Without a word, she slipped away and left the two of them to their goodbyes.






CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


Eventually, Aideen found Shea in a forgotten corner of the gardens. Shea sat beneath a trellis of blooming jasmine. Butterflies in every color flitted around her, settling on her shoulders and nestling into her hair. On any other day, she might have swatted them away. Right now, they were oddly comforting. They reminded her of Ciara.

“Will you do one last thing for me?” Aideen asked.

Shea hadn’t expected to see Aideen again so soon—and certainly not looking so calmly determined. “Yeah. Anything.”

Uncertainty stole over her face. It made her look girlish, almost how Shea remembered her. “I should face Fuamnach after all this time. Will you come with me?”

“Why?” Shea asked guardedly.

“Because I’ve dreamt about her almost every single night since I got here.” Aideen wrapped her arms around herself. “I only remember flashes of her and what happened. But I do remember that I was shocked to see her in the castle. Midir never told me he had another wife.”

“Men,” Shea muttered under her breath.

“She was wronged,” Aideen pressed. “I’ve never once spoken to her. I want to hear what she has to say. I think it might give me some closure.”

“You’re a good person,” Shea said flatly. “But I think this is a terrible idea. In my limited experience, she’s a really unpleasant, spiteful person. She’ll only disappoint you.”

Aideen lifted her chin defiantly. “Maybe. But what more could she do to me?”

A lot of things, probably. Shea thought of the way she’d effortlessly transformed Midir’s guards and the deadly sharp points of her nails. Then, there was the hunger for vengeance that had sustained her for the better part of a thousand years. But that wasn’t helpful to bring up. Who was she, anyway, to stop Aideen from confronting the one person who haunted her? Shea was a lot of things, but she tried not to be a hypocrite.

So she sighed and said, “All right.”

They made their way to the tower that housed Fuamnach’s prison. The stairs had crumbled here and there from Midir’s outburst, which made Shea nervous, but they held fast. Thankfully, the cell carved into the apple tree remained perfectly intact. Shea stepped into the room, her footsteps echoing in the empty space. Aideen trailed just behind her.

The dark shape slumped on the floor lurched forward with sudden ferocity. Fuamnach’s pale face appeared, her teeth bared in a snarl. Aideen shrank back in surprise.

Fuamnach curled sharp-clawed fingers around the iron bars. She did not flinch as her skin smoked and hissed. For a moment, the two women regarded each other in silence. Then, Fuamnach spat a wad of blood onto Aideen’s face.

Aideen looked stunned, but her expression hardened into impassivity soon enough. She wiped the blood off with the belled sleeve of her gown. The red was garish against the pristine white of the fabric.

It seemed to please Fuamnach. She released the bars and fixed Aideen with a smile that was like a blade parting flesh. “To what do I owe the visit, interloper?”

“You really do hate me,” Aideen said wonderingly, “even after all this time.”

“I don’t hate you, you silly, self-centered girl. I did, maybe, for a time.” Fuamnach paced a slow, prowling circle around her prison. “But you did not cast me aside. You did not try to kill me. You did not turn my own children against me. No, I don’t hate you. But to take you from him again would have destroyed him. I regret I could not see the job finished.”

Aideen let out a soft breath. “I thought you would frighten me more. I worried that I might hate you, too. But I only pity you.”

Fuamnach sneered. “Spare me.”

“I was a child when I came to your home.” Aideen’s voice trembled, but she did not back down. “I am not the same girl you met. I didn’t even know you existed. If I had…”

“You would have done the same thing,” Fuamnach finished. “You had little choice in the matter. Your father sold you to him.”

Aideen recoiled. “You know. And still, you’d punish me.”

“If you’re waiting for an apology, you will be disappointed.” She slid back to the ground. Folded in on herself, with her yellow eyes peering out of the darkness, Fuamnach resembled a black cat. Her gaze slid to Shea at last. Clearly, she’d just noticed her. “What news?”

“I won.”

“And what punishment have you devised?”

“You’re in the presence of the new Queen of the Otherworld,” Shea said flatly. “Show some respect.”

Fuamnach’s lips parted. Her pupils dilated as she drank in Aideen’s crown. “I thought I heard the cry of Lia Fáil. It is true.” She shook her head, recovering herself. “Then I expect you intend to execute me properly this time, or else let me rot in here until I forget who I am entirely.”

“I don’t.”

Fuamnach’s expression turned wary. “Then why have you come? To extract some sort of admission of guilt? To—”

“To tell you that I’m leaving him. I thought you might want to know.” Aideen’s gaze was unwavering.

Fuamnach laughed disbelievingly. It was softer than Shea expected—and as rich and dark as wine. “A punishment of his own making, then. His greed and vanity have consequences at last.”

Aideen wrung her hands together. “I also wanted to tell you that you’re free to go.”

“What?” Shea and Fuamnach cried at once. They exchanged a look.

“Aideen,” Shea protested. “You really want to do that, after everything she’s done to you?”

Her own question—and the vehemence of it—startled her. Did Shea want to see her punished? Part of her felt sorry for Fuamnach, sure. The other, louder part loathed her for what she’d done. It was Midir who’d wronged her, not Aideen. Of course, she’d chosen the easier target, the indirect path to vengeance. Maybe she’d succeeded in inflicting a thousand years of heartsickness on him, but how many other people had been drowned in the tide of her rage?

“She’s not even sorry,” Shea added. “If you really want someone to blame for the path our lives took, it’s her.”

“I’m tired of this,” Aideen said to Fuamnach. “Aren’t you?”

Fuamnach did not reply, but her eyes shone with some emotion Shea couldn’t place.

“I thought about you a lot, in the years since I returned to Tír nAill. What would drive someone to this? That pain had to be unbearable to last you this long. Maybe it makes me naïve, but I’ve seen enough to think that maybe revenge isn’t worth it.” Aideen spoke quietly, almost self-consciously. She paused only to pull a key from her sleeve. She hesitated, staring down at the key cradled in her palm. Then, she blew out a breath and drew back her shoulders. She unlocked the door, then grabbed hold of the iron bars and wrenched them open.

Fuamnach emerged from the shadows; they parted like a curtain as she stepped out into the light. Shea’s breath hitched at the sight of her: cruelly, darkly beautiful in full glare of the sun.

Fuamnach took Aideen’s face in one hand, tilting up her chin to look her in the eye. Aideen did not shrink or cower, but Shea could hear the high, thready sound of her breaths. Her own heart roared in her ears. Aideen and Fuamnach stared at one another for what felt like an eternity. And then, Fuamnach let her go. It was as though she’d set down the weight of the world. Lowly, she said, “As much as I hate to admit it, I owe you a life-debt. What will you have of me?”

“Only that we lay this to rest. Let there be no more bad blood between us,” said Aideen. “That’s all.”

“You will have that softness beaten out of you eventually, child. I hope that day is far away.” Fuamnach brushed past Aideen and headed toward the window.

“Wait,” Aideen called.

Fuamnach paused and turned the sharp line of her profile to Aideen.

“Where will you go now?”

“I do not know. I think I will remain in Tír nAill. Return to my foster father’s house if he still lives. I have spent too long on the other side of the Veil. I tire of hiding. I tire of loss. I tire of mortals and their small, inconsequential problems—their inability to learn and their inability to surrender. You can only watch a society destroy and rebuild itself so many times.” Fuamnach pinned Shea with that ancient, wolfish stare. “You should know that a faerie lover is not an easy one to keep.”

I do not want unchanging beauty, Ciara had told her. I cannot become mortal, but I think you might make me human.

Shea shrugged. “I’ve never known a love that was easy.”

Fuamnach gave her a lingering, mysterious smile. Whether Shea pleased her or not, she couldn’t tell. She only said, “Good luck.”

“Goodbye.”

A breeze sighed through the ruined battlements, carrying with it the scents of brine and sweet decay. When she blinked, Fuamnach was gone. In the distance, Shea heard the mournful cry of a crow. She shivered at the feeling of profound and sudden desolation.

“Thank you,” Aideen whispered.

Shea glanced over at her. “For what?”

Aideen stood in a thin column of light. She carefully removed the crown from her head and traced its filigreed surface with a fingertip. “For giving me this chance.”

“Of course.” Her throat constricted. “I wish I could say it was entirely selfless, but I…”

“What is it?”

“My friends had wishes, too. I didn’t know how else to make it work for everyone. I should’ve asked before I—”

“No. Don’t feel guilty.” Aideen twirled the crown in her hands. Sunlight flashed across the engravings: interlocking patterns of waves and cranes. A smile played on her lips. “You don’t know how happy it makes me, to know you have friends who matter so much to you. I worried about you while I was gone, you know.”

“You don’t have to worry anymore. I think I’m going to be okay.”

For the first time, Shea believed her own words.

“Okay. Good.” Aideen’s voice wobbled. “Then, you have an audience with the Queen. What can I do for you?”

The Queen. Shea hadn’t been able to believe it as a child, when Midir first hailed her as such. She could hardly believe it now. But looking at her sister, ethereal and attentive in the soft glow of day, she knew that it would suit her.

“Daniil’s sister, Irina, is being kept in thrall by the Lord of Mag Mar.”

“I’ll have her released at once,” Aideen replied, without hesitation.

“But he’ll be angry, won’t he?”

“Maybe. But I can frame it as recompense for Daniil’s loss to Fuamnach in the semifinal round. I heard he made quite an impression on the gatekeepers. I think some of the fae are afraid of him now.”

Shea couldn’t help laughing. “Yeah. They should be.”

“And I will, of course,” Aideen went on, “try to negotiate for Ciara to reside across the Veil.”

“How did you—”

Aideen smiled with all the mischief Shea remembered her for. “Don’t look so surprised. She would ask me about the mortal world from time to time. Sometimes she even asked me about you.”

“Great. Thanks. I think that’s everything.” Shea’s face burned with embarrassment. “What will you do now?”

Aideen hummed pensively. “I don’t know, exactly. For so long, all I’ve wanted was the chance to make my own decisions. But it’s overwhelming, isn’t it? All the possibility?”

“I know what you mean. None of this ended the way I thought I wanted it to. I hardly know what to do with myself now.”

“Will you keep playing chess?”

“I think so,” Shea said, as casually as she could. To do anything else would make her maudlin. She couldn’t bear any more crying for at least a week. “We’ll see.”

Aideen gave her a soft, knowing half smile. “I’m glad.”

In the companionate silence, Shea listened to the soft rush of the wind through the stone. She couldn’t think of anything more to say, but she couldn’t bring herself to leave if this really would be the last time they ever spoke.

“So,” she said thickly—and immediately winced. So much for not crying for a week. “I guess I should get going soon.”

“Shea.” Aideen laid a hand on her arm. “You do know you’re always welcome here, don’t you?”

“Really? Is that even allowed?”

She took her hand and squeezed it. “I think it’s time the rules changed. Don’t you? Until then, I’m sure we can bend them a bit.”

From the window, Shea stared out at the horizon. In the play of light and shadow, all the world seemed to her a chessboard. On it, with all its endless possibilities, they were finally free.






CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


Once Midir had composed himself enough to appear before his court, he conducted two ceremonies: one recognizing Shea as the victor and the other presenting his wife as their new sovereign. The announcement was little more than a formality; apparently, the land itself always screamed when the crown passed to a new ruler. At any rate, the lords and ladies of the Otherworld appeared eager to witness Midir’s defeat. Their every wicked smile and bladed look seemed to say, Finally, some novelty.

It was hours before Shea found the opportunity to slip away from the festivities with Daniil. They went to the barbican that overlooked the hills. In the deepening twilight, they were dark against an even darker sky. It twinkled with constellations Shea didn’t recognize, brighter and stranger than any over her own home.

Daniil saw none of it; he did not say a word. He seemed to be on another plane entirely as he stared out into the distance, restless and searching. Shea couldn’t blame him. True to her word, Aideen had demanded Irina’s release. The Lord of Mag Mar was evidently so keen to make a good impression on his new queen, he’d sent his staff to fetch her immediately.

Now, they waited. Shea had installed herself on the low stone wall that lined the path to the castle’s gates. A mug of cider warmed her hands. There was an iridescent shimmer on its surface, and a fragrant, almost hypnotizing, steam wafted into the cool air. Some suspicious, cynical part of her had clearly died, because she didn’t consider it might be enchanted until she’d taken a few sips.

“I owe you, Fury.”

Daniil still wasn’t looking at her. He kept his gaze fixedly out over the empty fields. In the gloaming, she couldn’t see much but the faint rainbow sheen of his necklace in the moonlight.

“You don’t owe me anything.” It sat between them, final and painfully earnest. She tried for a half smirk. “Unless you count an apology.”

“Don’t hold your breath.” His retort came instantly, but it was toothless. “I won’t apologize. But I should say that you’re…” His face contorted into a grimace, as though he’d bitten into something sour. “You’re better than I thought you…”

“Yeah?” Her grin widened. “What’s that?”

“You’re better than I thought you were,” he gritted out. “You work hard. You have good instincts. And keeping your cool in a game like that, with so much on the line … It’s not easy. In fact, it’s impressive, what you did. Genuinely. Good job. You did well.”

He said it all begrudgingly but with real feeling. It was strangely touching and also deeply unsettling. She had no idea what to do with one compliment from Daniil Tsoi, much less five of them. “I couldn’t have done it without you.”

He adjusted his glasses so they sat higher on the bridge of his nose. “That much goes without saying. In any case, thank you. You didn’t have to do this for me.”

“You’re welcome.” They sat in companionate silence for a moment. “I’ll see you at the World Cup?”

“Yeah.” He sounded grateful for the topic change. “I think so.”

“Cool. I’m looking forward to it.”

He scoffed. “Strange, to anticipate a loss.”

She shoved him. “Asshole.”

In the distance, a pale light bloomed from the darkness, then another. They hovered like will-o’-the-wisps over the fields and moved toward them with surprising speed. Both Shea and Daniil fell silent with anticipation, and soon, she could make out the four-count beat of galloping horses. Two of them came into view: giant white stallions, kicking up clouds of dust in their wake. They descended on the gates in a flash of gilded armor, snorting in their exertion. Glass lanterns hung from their saddles, emitting a faint, magical glow.

A faerie rider in red livery declared, “We have returned on the Lord of Mag Mar’s and Queen Aideen’s orders with the girl.”

As soon as the words left his mouth, he looked down at Shea and Daniil uncertainly. Clearly, he could not tell if they were household servants, glamoured mortals, or simply there by sheer happenstance. All the same, his companion helped down a figure from the horse they’d shared.

Even Shea knew who it was, traced in that faint, unearthly lamplight: Irina, dressed in a pale lace gown. The resemblance between her and Daniil was striking, from the warm undertones of their skin to the full, almost pouting lips. She stepped forward like the principal dancer she was, all grace and untouchable poise. When Irina saw her brother, the divine ballerina became a mortal girl in an instant. Her shoulders slumped with sheer relief, and tears sprang to her eyes.

Shea did not think she’d ever see such joy on Daniil’s face again. “Irochka.”

When they embraced, clinging to one another like children, his shoulders shook with silent tears. Shea’s heart ached at the sight of them.

“I’ll let Aideen know,” she said quietly.

Neither of them paid her any mind.

Shea slipped back through the gate. She could still hear the sounds of the celebration emanating from the keep. She found herself oddly paralyzed. She couldn’t stay out here, intruding on Daniil’s reunion. She couldn’t go back to the party, where she knew no one. And she couldn’t return to her room, not when she felt so alive. After everything that had happened today, she both wanted to sleep for a hundred years and run a hundred miles. The world was raw and bright and somehow new—or at least, she was new. After today, nothing would be the same again.

Shea walked aimlessly through the grounds. Here and there, as she had for weeks, she spotted the flicker of butterfly wings. Of course, now of all times, she’d be surrounded by things that reminded her of Ciara.

The sound of footsteps bounced off the walls of the abandoned courtyard. Shea turned.

Ciara stood there, with Beann at her side, surrounded by white butterflies as they made their way back to her. One of them alighted on Ciara’s extended fingertips. Its wings seemed to drink in the light of the moon and emit their own soft glow. It cast marbled patterns across Ciara’s face.

“At last,” Ciara said. “I’ve found you. I wanted to congratulate you.”

The rush of relief and plain, giddy joy was too much for Shea to bear. “Thank you.”

Ciara jumped, lithe as a cat, toward a stretch of the half-crumbled wall. For a moment, her cloak blotted out the moonlight, and her hair sparkled beneath its fine silver rays. She settled onto the ruin, wearing an uncharacteristically pensive expression. There was no sound but the sigh of the wind over the heath, the pull of the lake against the shore, the soft flutter of Ciara’s cloak, unfurling behind her to reveal its white moth-wing lining.

“They’ll expect me back tomorrow,” Shea said hesitantly.

“Tír nAill will be empty without you.” She spoke with such profound, forlorn sadness. It gave Shea pause. Did she not know yet what Aideen had promised to do?

“I wish I could wait here with you.”

Ciara rested her chin on her forearm. “I imagine you would be waiting quite a long time.”

“Maybe a few weeks,” Shea offered.

Ciara eyed her suspiciously. “You expect our worlds to open their borders so quickly? Unless there is some catastrophic global event I am unaware of…”

“Aideen said she’d negotiate some kind of clearance for you. As long as there’s a country willing to sponsor you, there shouldn’t be any problem—”

“You’re lying.” Ciara’s dark eyes glittered with unshed tears. There was such hope and heartbreak written across her features. “Do not jest like that.”

“I’m not lying.”

“Swear it.”

“I swear on my life.”

As quick as lightning, Ciara reached out to grab Shea’s chin. Her touch was surprisingly delicate as she tipped her face up. Ciara leaned down and kissed her. It took Shea’s mind a moment to catch up with her body. On instinct, she’d risen onto her toes to meet her. After a moment, she pulled back to gaze into the delighted surprise that illuminated Ciara’s expression.

“Clever girl,” Ciara said breathlessly. “I’d wondered how you were going to keep all those ill-advised promises you made.”

Shea smiled languidly. “Did you really think I’d strand you here?”

“I don’t know. With your mortal inconstancy, who is to say what you might’ve done?” Embarrassment made her sound cross. “I suppose I am not used to people coming back for me.”

“I always will,” Shea said lowly.

Ciara traced Shea’s jawline absentmindedly, her eyes hooded. “So, how would this work?”

“My offer stands. You can stay with me for however long you want.” She considered it. “I think we can be happy, you and I. We can see all the things you want to see. Do all the things you want to do.”

“And where does chess fit in?” she asked, a little slyly. “Would we train together?”

“No. Of course not.”

Disappointment stole across her features. “No?”

“The World Championship is in two years. If we both qualify for the Candidates Tournament…”

It amazed Shea that for the first time, the thought of chess did not make her feel so awful. In fact, it thrilled her. Ciara had always been her perfect rival. Even if Shea loved her, they would never cease being at odds with one another: pushing each other to new and greater heights. She would have it no other way.

“Well.” Shea shrugged. “I can’t have you knowing all my tricks, can I?”

Ciara stared at her with a thrilled, heady delight. It was as though Shea had played a particularly brilliant move—one Ciara hadn’t foreseen at all.






ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


Thank you to Claire Friedman and Jess Mileo, my agents and faerie knights in shining armor, who tirelessly helped me refine this concept into something I love. Thank you to my editor, Sara Goodman, who championed this book I’ve dreamt of writing for almost a decade. Thank you to the whole team at Wednesday Books: Sarah Pazen, J Tronsky, Alyssa Gammello, Daisy Glasgow, Brant Janeway, Alexis Neuville, Erik Platt, Kerri Resnick, Cassie Gutman, Merilee Croft, Devan Norman, and Lena Shekhter. Thank you to Syd Mills for illustrating this gorgeous cover, which is everything I dreamt of and more. Thank you to Bailey Harrington, my copyeditor, whose attention to detail saved me from embarrassment multiple times.

Thank you to all of my friends! Courtney Gould, you did not allow me to quit or despair, and for that, I am forever grateful. C. L. Herman, as always, you showed me the path forward with both tough love and humor. Leanne Schwartz, your kind words and enthusiasm meant more to me than I can ever say. Ava Reid, our weekly chats keep me sane; I would not survive this industry without you. Kalie Cassidy and Rachel Gillig, there’s no one else I’d rather experience a bookish dark night of the soul (or a tornado warning) with.

Thank you to Levy Rozman, whose videos taught me so much about chess and the community that surrounds it. After many years of struggling with Immortal Game, learning to play this beautiful, infuriating game is the thing that finally allowed me to write it.

This book would not exist without each and every one of you, or without my readers. Thank you for allowing me to do what I love and pursue my strangest ideas.




ALSO BY 
ALLISON SAFT

Wings of Starlight

A Dark and Drowning Tide

A Fragile Enchantment

A Far Wilder Magic

Down Comes the Night






ABOUT THE AUTHOR


[image: ]

ALLISON SAFT is the #1 New York Times bestselling author of Wings of Starlight, A Dark and Drowning Tide, and other romantic fantasy novels. Her work has won a Scribe Award and has been translated into over ten languages. She holds an MA in English literature from Tulane University and teaches creative writing at Wilkes University. In her free time, she practices aerial circus arts. She lives in West Virginia with her partner and an Italian greyhound named Marzipan. You can sign up for email updates here.



 

Thank you for buying this

St. Martin’s Publishing Group ebook.

 

To receive special offers, bonus content,

and info on new releases and other great reads,

sign up for our newsletters.

 

[image: signup][image: signup]

Or visit us online at

us.macmillan.com/newslettersignup

 

For email updates on the author, click here.




Contents



	Title Page

	Copyright Notice

	Dedication

	Epigraph

	Part I

	Chapter One

	Chapter Two

	Chapter Three

	Chapter Four

	Chapter Five

	Chapter Six

	Part II

	Chapter Seven

	Chapter Eight

	Chapter Nine

	Chapter Ten

	Chapter Eleven

	Chapter Twelve

	Chapter Thirteen

	Chapter Fourteen

	Chapter Fifteen

	Part III

	Chapter Sixteen

	Chapter Seventeen

	Chapter Eighteen

	Chapter Nineteen

	Chapter Twenty

	Chapter Twenty-One

	Chapter Twenty-Two

	Chapter Twenty-Three

	Chapter Twenty-Four

	Chapter Twenty-Five

	Part IV

	Chapter Twenty-Six

	Chapter Twenty-Seven

	Chapter Twenty-Eight

	Chapter Twenty-Nine

	Chapter Thirty

	Chapter Thirty-One

	Chapter Thirty-Two

	Chapter Thirty-Three

	Chapter Thirty-Four

	Acknowledgments

	Also by Allison Saft

	About the Author

	Copyright






This is a work of fiction. All of the names, characters, organizations, places, and events portrayed in this work are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously.

First published in the United States by Wednesday Books, an imprint of St. Martin’s Publishing Group

IMMORTAL GAME. Copyright © 2026 by Allison Saft. All rights reserved. For information, address St. Martin’s Publishing Group, 120 Broadway, New York, NY 10271.

www.wednesdaybooks.com

Cover design by Kerri Resnick

Cover illustration by Syd Mills

eISBN 9781250404770

The publisher of this book does not authorize the use or reproduction of any part of this book in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems. The publisher of this book expressly reserves this book from the Text and Data Mining exception in accordance with Article 4(3) of the European Union Digital Single Market Directive 2019/790.

Our ebooks may be purchased in bulk for promotional, business, educational, and specialty retail/wholesale use. Please contact MacmillanSpecialMarkets@macmillan.com.

First Edition: 2026


cover.jpeg
#1 NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

ALLISON- SAFT
N g

LOVE IS THE ULTIMATE GAMBIT.





OEBPS/images/NewsletterSignup.jpg
Sign Up





OEBPS/images/asterisks.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/cover.xhtml



[image: Cover: Immortal Game by Allison Saft]




OEBPS/images/title.jpg
IMMORTAL

GAME

ALLISON
SATT *

EEEEEEEEEEEEEE
NNNNNNN





OEBPS/images/author.jpg
O:U—:W wu—u:yuw&






