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BRIONY THORBURN



Yesterday’s events at the Champions Pillar have shown the citizens of Ilvernath that this year’s tournament will not be fought safely beyond the Blood Veil.


The battle has come to us.


Ilvernath Eclipse, “Tournament Violence Strays into Ilvernath”


The Thorburn family had always played the heroes in their town’s ancient, bloodstained story, and no one resented that more than the Thorburn sisters.


The pair met at the door of the Tower, a historic structure of weathered brown stone twined with ivy and bramble, with a crooked peak like the point of a witch’s hat. All their lives the Landmark had been a pile of rubble, yet now it stood proudly amid the hills overlooking the city of Ilvernath, a monument to the Thorburns’ glorious triumphs.


Briony, the older of the two, had been raised certain that she belonged at the center of her family’s stories. She was tall and muscular from a life spent in motion, her hands adorned with an arsenal of crystal spellrings whose power few others could wield. There was no challenge she wouldn’t confront to meet her goals. No price she wouldn’t pay for victory.


She was the perfect hero. Or so she’d once believed.


“I don’t know what else to say,” Briony started warily, “other than I’m sorry.”


Innes crossed the threshold with a grimace. “I’m sorry isn’t good enough.”


“How about I’ve changed?”


Although the sisters shared the same fair, freckled skin and narrow features, they couldn’t have been more different. Where Briony was brash, Innes was cautious. Where Briony was impulsive, Innes was calculating. Normally Innes would relent at any of Briony’s apologies, but for the first time, she showed no signs of surrender.


Innes brushed past her and coolly examined the Tower’s ground floor, her expression flickering with recognition. The interior of every Landmark adjusted to suit the taste of the champion who’d claimed it, and so, from the moment Briony had set foot inside, the Tower had decked itself in pastoral tapestries, cozy woolen rugs, and elegantly carved mahogany furniture, like a setting plucked out of a storybook. Briony had thought she’d feel right at home here, but instead she felt stuck inside a bizarre time capsule of her childhood fantasies.


Innes paused before the coarse stone pillar at the foot of the stairs. The pillar was the heart of the Landmark’s magickal power, its front engraved with the names of hundreds of former champions, most of them crossed out. Three cracks cleaved through the rock, each pulsing with molten, scarlet light.


She touched one of the final names, etched in neat cursive.


Innes Thorburn


“I don’t believe you,” Innes said stiffly. “Nobody changes that fast.”


Then she raised her left hand, revealing the pinky. An ugly, jagged scar marked the place where knuckle met bone.


A scar Briony had given her.


“Well, I’m trying to.” Briony knew how pathetic that sounded.


“I don’t care about your conscience. I’m not here for an apology.”


“Then what are you here for?”


“Ilvernath has never had a tournament like this. Rules that have maintained the curse for centuries are breaking. Our family needs to know why.”


“So they sent you to get answers.” Briony tugged anxiously at a strand of chestnut brown hair that had slipped from her braid.


“I volunteered,” Innes corrected sharply.


While most of the nation of Kendalle had embraced magickal and technological advancements over the past decades, the sleepy city of Ilvernath had begrudgingly crawled into the modern era. Its streets were still mazes of mossy cobblestones with minimal parking. Trendy department stores and chains had yet to overtake its quaint, local spellshops and restaurants. It boasted a puny airport, an up-and-coming art scene, and a charming—if unremarkable—reputation.


All of that changed one year ago, when an anonymously authored book catapulted Ilvernath into the international spotlight.


Magick came in two varieties: common magick, which, as its name suggested, was a plentiful natural resource, and high magick—powerful, dangerous, and extinct.


Except for a single surviving vein, kept secret by the seven oldest families in Ilvernath. Last year, the bestselling tell-all, A Tradition of Tragedy: The True Story of the Town that Sends Its Children to Die, exposed the appalling truth to the world: that these families had hoarded and warred over their town’s hidden wellspring of high magick … until a brutal compromise was reached.


A curse that the families had cast upon themselves.


Every generation, each family sent a champion to compete in a tournament to the death. The victor won their family exclusive claim to Ilvernath’s high magick for twenty years, until the next Blood Moon rose red in the sky, signaling that the cycle had ended and the tournament would begin anew.


Two weeks ago, the curse had started to unfold once more.


A curse Briony had always seen as an honor. A curse Briony had dreamed about being part of for her entire life.


A curse Briony was now doing everything in her power to break.


“I know why things are changing,” Briony told Innes, who still stood at the foot of the spiral staircase. It wrapped around the pillar like a vise before curling up into the rest of the Landmark.


“Good.” Innes stepped onto the first stair.


“We can talk about this down here.” Briony hadn’t been prepared to give her sister a grand tour. “Why—”


“Because I want to see what should’ve been mine.”


With that, her sister began to climb. Wrought iron lanterns winked at Briony from the stone walls as she followed, as did the Tower’s powerful warding spellstones lodged within the mortar. According to the Thorburns’ many fairy tales, their first champion had embedded the crystals herself to defend against her enemies.


Briony and Innes had once cherished those stories. They’d been a source of comfort as they grew up shuffled from cousin to cousin after being abandoned as toddlers by their grieving mother. In those tales, Briony wasn’t a lonely little girl whose only real home was her sister. Instead, she cast herself as the perfect Thorburn. The perfect champion. Someone who had proven that she belonged.


As Innes reached the landing at the top of the stairs, she turned to face Briony a few steps below. Her choppy brown fringe fell across her forehead, masking her eyes.


“It’s just like we always dreamed,” she said flatly. “You must be thrilled.”


Briony winced. “I’m not.”


Innes snorted. “Why? You care about winning this tournament more than anything. Or anyone.”


It was true that Briony had believed the tournament was her destiny. She’d believed it so strongly that she’d cut off Innes’s finger so she could steal her champion’s ring and claim her spot in the tournament. Yes, she’d genuinely thought Innes would die if she participated. But Briony has also envisioned herself as a legend, a breaker of an impossible curse.


Maiming her sister had seemed a worthwhile price for such a noble cause.


“You’re right. That’s how I used to feel,” said Briony. “But I don’t want to win the tournament anymore—I want to end it.”


“Are you really still pretending you can do that?” Innes asked coldly.


“I’m serious. Cast a truth spell on me if you want.”


Innes huffed. “Don’t be so dramatic. Just … explain yourself.”


By now, Briony could recite her plan flawlessly. She’d certainly had to explain it to enough people over the past day. But out of everyone she’d tried to convince, Innes felt the most important.


Like all curses, the tournament had been built within a septogram—a seven-sided star typically drawn on a spellboard, with an ingredient placed at each point and a crystal filled with an enchantment at its center.


Except the spellboard had been Ilvernath itself. The seven Landmarks, which came to life during the tournament, each contained a pillar that acted as a point of the septogram. And the Relics—seven items that fell intermittently throughout the three months of the tournament—were the ingredients.


“It’s a curse that casts itself over and over again,” Briony explained. “The Champions Pillar is the spellstone at the septogram’s center. And the dead champions fill it with power, cycle after cycle.”


Curses required sacrifice. And six lives taken countless times was a tremendous one.


As she recounted all of this, Briony watched Innes’s expression, hoping for respect, or at least understanding. But her face didn’t change at all.


“An interesting theory,” Innes said noncommittally. “How do you actually plan to break it?”


“Each of the tournament families has a story about a specific Relic and Landmark,” Briony offered. “You know ours. I—I tried to tell you, before …” Before she’d attacked her.


Innes touched one of the warding spellstones. The action reminded Briony of the two of them pretending to press crystals into the walls of the Thorburn manor home, mimicking the fairy tale.


“As though I needed another reminder of our story,” Innes murmured. “But plenty of Thorburns have used the Mirror and claimed the Tower, and nothing’s happened.”


“It’s not about claiming both. You have to pair the right Relic with its Landmark’s pillar, and it activates a trial—a final defense to stop you from breaking a piece of the tournament. I know because we’ve already beaten one.” By “we,” Briony meant her and Finley Blair, a fellow champion. He was in the Tower, too, although he’d agreed to make himself scarce to give the sisters their privacy. “All this stuff our family’s noticing? The cracks in the pillar, the Blood Veil between the Landmarks and Ilvernath disappearing? It’s because part of the curse is broken.”


When the tournament began, a magickal phenomenon called the Blood Veil descended over Ilvernath in a crimson shroud, separating the city from the tournament grounds and isolating them both from the rest of Kendalle. But after Briony and Finley had paired the Sword and the Cave, they’d unintentionally destroyed the internal Blood Veil. Although there was still no escape into the outside world, now champions could cross into Ilvernath, and anyone in Ilvernath could pass freely onto the tournament grounds—just like Innes had.


However, Briony left out a crucial detail: There was more than one way to break the tournament. She and Finley had begun to dismantle it piece by piece, which guaranteed the survival of the remaining champions after the curse fell. But the tournament could also collapse, taking down all five of them with it. And it was this possible outcome that terrified her.


Unlike the safer option, its collapse felt far beyond her control. The tournament was a story, a pattern that had reinforced itself over and over throughout its eight centuries of existence, and each time the champions deviated strongly from that pattern, the pillars cracked. Three deadly fissures already split through the side with the champions’ names, compared to Briony and Finley’s single victorious crack on its opposite surface, whose circle of seven stars represented the Relics. Their survival didn’t hinge on a simple war—it was a race, one they were already losing.


“I guess that could be why all this is happening.” Innes’s voice was soft. “Do you really think you can end this forever?”


Briony took one hesitant step upward, then another, until they stood side by side. “I hope so,” she answered. “I’ll always regret what I did to you, but I’m trying to do the right thing now. I promise.”


Innes sniffled, swiping at her eyes, and Briony’s chest clenched. They’d spent a lifetime clinging to each other. It was impossible to ignore the instinct to comfort her—to reach for her, like she had hundreds of times before.


The moment her hand touched Innes’s shoulder, she knew she’d made a mistake.


Her sister flinched away, and one of her rings shone white. A silver spark jolted through the air, then sizzled against Briony’s hand. Briony yelped in pain and tripped down several stairs. She caught herself, barely, and pressed her back against the wall.


“What are you doing?” Briony croaked.


“Don’t touch me.” Furious tears glistened in Innes’s eyes. “You don’t get to try to fix things just to make yourself feel better. Maybe what you’re saying about all of this is true, but I know you. You’re still obsessed with playing the hero.” She gestured angrily at the Tower walls, her voice rising with every word. “But you’re the last person who deserves to. And even if you do end the tournament, none of that changes what you did to me. So don’t try and use that to cover up your guilt.”


Another of Innes’s rings glowed, and spindly spectral hands scuttled along the walls before launching themselves at Briony. Briony threw up a Prismatic Protector spell before they could reach her. A diamond-shaped shield materialized in front of her, made of dozens of glimmering, kaleidoscopic pieces of light. The hands collided with it, then burst into wisps of smoke.


“I know what I did to you was awful,” Briony choked out. “But we don’t have to do this. Please.”


“No, we don’t,” Innes agreed. “But I want to.”


Innes had trapped her without even using magick. The stairs behind Briony were treacherously steep—and turning to run down them would give Innes an easy shot. If Briony had a Here to There spell, she could’ve teleported away, but she hadn’t thought to wear one inside her own Landmark. Briony frantically tried to think of a way out of this that didn’t end with one of them sprawled at the bottom of the steps with a broken neck.


Thankfully, Briony was at her best under pressure.


She cast a Signal Beam, then shaded her eyes. The spell, meant to act as a flare, sent a bright flash through the Tower’s gloom. While Innes cried out in shock, Briony bolted up the stairs, shouldered past her disoriented sister, and burst through the door to the Tower’s topmost room.


She barely had time to turn before another round of cursefire shot at her. Innes stumbled forward, blearily blinking away the effects of the spell. Briony hastily flung up her shield again.


“I thought you didn’t like running away from a fight,” Innes said.


“And I thought you hated starting them.”


Innes’s face contorted with rage. “You started this fight. When you left me unconscious in front of the Champions Pillar. When you cut my fucking finger off.”


The words echoed off the stone walls. The ruby light streaming in through the three massive windows, tinted by the Blood Veil overhead, cast Innes in an eerie radiance.


“I’ve already told you how sorry I am.” Briony’s voice trembled. “I-I don’t know what else to say.”


Another of Innes’s rings shone, and a wind began to whir around their ankles. It quickened and rose until it swirled around the room. Papers rustled on the giant table in the room’s center, and a crimson miniature, meant to symbolize one of the champions, fell over with a clatter.


“You’ll never know how humiliating it was,” Innes growled. “What it felt like to wake up and admit you’d taken the champion’s ring from me. No Thorburn’s ever been that weak before.”


“You’re not weak.”


“Oh, please. You’ve always thought I was less than you. Less talented. Less capable.” The wind strengthened. One chair toppled, then another, and Briony struggled to keep herself steady. “You were the only family I cared about, Briony. I would’ve done anything for you. But you chose a fairy tale over me.”


The gusts roared with the strength of a storm, and Briony finally lost her balance. Her shield disintegrated, and she was thrown back until she collided painfully with the nearest window. Glass shattered beneath her shoulder, raining down below, and for one horrible moment, her body teetered on the sill’s edge. The sharp rocks at the base of the Tower gaped at her like teeth in an open mouth. Her hands clamped down on the window frame. She yanked herself forward and collapsed onto the Tower floor, glass stinging her palms.


When she looked up, Innes was advancing toward her.


Maybe her sister would kill her. Right here, right now. Maybe she deserved it.


But no—ending this tournament was so much bigger than what Briony had done to Innes. Her mission was more important than her guilt, than either of them.


“What’s going on?” demanded Finley Blair. He cut an impressive figure in the doorway, a Lightning Lance crackling in one hand, poised to strike. Briony had always thought of him as a modern-day knight—a strong, handsome spellcaster with dark brown skin, close-cropped coils, and a penchant for rugby shirts. But his greatest weapon of all wasn’t his extensive training or his family’s noble code, it was his tactical mind. He’d insisted from the beginning that this meeting was a terrible idea. Briony, foolishly, had insisted otherwise.


Innes twisted around and gasped. “You two are working together?”


In addition to being Briony’s ally, Finley also happened to be her ex-boyfriend.


“Surprise,” Finley said dryly.


“The fight’s over, Innes,” Briony murmured. “You can’t take us both.”


Her sister’s cheeks flushed with fury. “You said you’re different now. But I don’t think you’ve changed at all.”


With a pop and a burst of white light, she disappeared. A Here to There spell, Briony registered grimly.


Finley’s gaze darted around the ruined room. “I take it this wasn’t a warm family reunion?”


Briony shuddered. Innes might be gone, but her sister’s words would haunt her. “My family had questions about why the tournament’s changing,” she said dully, yanking a piece of glass from her braid. “Innes volunteered to ask them. I guess they knew I’d let her in, but … I think she just wanted to punish me.”


“Because being in a death tournament isn’t punishment enough.” Finley hurried over to where she sat slumped against the wall. “Are you hurt?”


“Not really.” Her arms stung in a few places, but it was nothing a Bandage spell couldn’t fix. “Well, not physically.”


Finley cracked a smile. “That’s the best we can hope for in here, right?”


Briony swallowed. “Right.”


He reached out a hand. She took it, and as he pulled her to her feet, she was suddenly awash in memories of the day before, when they’d united the Sword and the Cave.


Briony pictured the Sword jutting out from where they’d stabbed it into the pillar. Rocks raining down into the lake, the two of them rushing madly for safety. And the triumph of its aftermath, the first time since the rise of the Blood Moon that Briony had truly known she’d done something right. Something good.


“Do you think she’ll be back?” Finley asked.


“I mean, I obviously won’t let her through the Tower’s wards again.” Briony sighed. “I … I told her about ending the tournament. She didn’t seem to care whether I was telling the truth or not.”


“It doesn’t matter what she thinks. We have proof now. And we know what we need to do.” Finley righted one of the chairs, while she collected the miniature crimson figurines and set them on the table. She reminded herself that while her family might not support her, she and Finley had at least one more ally in their corner: Isobel Macaslan, who would join them at the Tower after she recovered from their brutal battle the day before.


Once she arrived, their goal was simple.


Destroy the tournament—before it destroyed them all.







ISOBEL MACASLAN



Forbidden love? Champions Isobel Macaslan and Alistair Lowe spotted in a scandalous embrace.


Glamour Inquirer, “Star-crossed Romance Leaves Ilvernath Swooning”


Isobel Macaslan woke tied to a chair.


The room was cramped and dark. Slivers of daylight sliced through the crack between the drawn curtains, illuminating speckles of dust suspended in the air. Along the walls, she dimly made out shelves cluttered with vials, jars, and plastic canisters. The air smelled of herbs and must.


As the fog in her mind abated, she realized she recognized this place: the back room of Reid MacTavish’s curseshop. Or rather, one of the back rooms. There was a powerful enchantment cast over this space, swapping out its contents like slides on a projector.


Isobel frantically tugged at the magickal restraints on her wrists, bit at the gag tied across her mouth and knotted beneath her greasy red ponytail. In a panicked rush, she replayed her most recent memories.


The battle at the Champions Pillar. The curse that had struck her, one that should’ve been fatal.


Reid MacTavish, all too willing to nurse her back to health.


Her own spell that had let her peer into Reid’s thoughts, glimpsing the truth of who he was, what he’d done, and what he still planned to do. Every one of the champions was in danger—


Something shuffled from beyond the room.


Isobel froze. Then, when no one entered, she yanked harder at her restraints, rubbing her pale skin red and raw. But the enchanted paracord didn’t budge. All of the spellrings had been removed from her fingers. Her locket, gone.


Panic tore up her throat, yet no cry or whimper came with it. It took her several moments to realize that she wasn’t breathing—she didn’t need to. Her heart did not beat, was nothing more than a leaden weight in her chest. And she was cold, frighteningly cold, for reasons that went beyond the October chill.


Reid had explained what had happened to her, but still she couldn’t believe it. Her father had promised that the Roach’s Armor would protect her, and though it’d saved her life, he’d never told her the price she’d pay in return. Her body felt alien to her. She was broken.


Trapped.


Already as good as dead.


Isobel sucked in air through her nose in stuttered, forced breaths, so much that she coughed into the gag.


You are a Macaslan, her father’s throaty voice rasped in her mind. You are a survivor.


He’d repeated those words to her a hundred times over, and even when imagined, they still grounded her. She willed herself to calm, to focus. Such a feat should’ve been impossible in this situation, but over the past two and a half weeks, Isobel had lost and regained her ability to sense magick, betrayed her former best friend, and condemned the boy she cared about to die.


Even before her heart stilled, she had been ice.


Isobel rooted around the floor with her feet. Her trainers smacked a piece of furniture—a desk, if she remembered the room right. She lifted one leg and swept it across the surface, kicking books and jars to the ground with a crash.


She paused for one moment, then two, three. Nothing: Reid must’ve cast a soundproof spell on this room to better hide her, exactly as she’d hoped.


Isobel threw her weight to the side. Her chair toppled, and she winced as her shoulder smacked the floor. She grasped around until her fingers closed over a shard of glass.


It was awkward work. Before long, her left arm went numb, and she’d accidentally cut into her palm. But eventually, the glass hacked through the restraints and the enchanted paracord vanished, glittery white magick winking around her wrists until it faded into the air. She scrambled to her feet, then tore the gag from her mouth.


Isobel went for the window first. She ripped back the black velvet drapes, squinting as her eyes adjusted to the daylight, tinted a muted red by the Blood Veil.


She was met with the sight of a mossy, gray brick wall only a meter away.


“If I make it out of this tournament alive,” she muttered, “I’m never coming back to Ilvernath.”


With no chance of waving down a passerby for help, she tried opening the window, but it was nailed shut, and hurling herself through it would only result in a three-story drop.


Isobel swiveled around and examined the newly lit room. She lunged for the spellstones on the counter, but one touch told her they were empty crystals, without any enchantment sealed inside. She could craft a spell or two—the room hardly lacked in ingredients—but that would take time, and Reid could return at any moment.


Fleeing was her only option.


Cautiously, she twisted the knob, peered through the crack in the door, and took in a narrow hallway with unpleasant floral wallpaper. Reid MacTavish decorated like her grandmama.


Whatever shuffling she’d heard earlier, it was silent now. She waited several more tense seconds before creeping into the hallway, her footsteps dampened by the beige carpet, and surveying either direction. To her right, bedrooms and a rattling radiator. To the left, a stairwell.


She tiptoed down the steps, whose walls displayed a gallery of framed family photographs. The oldest portraits were black-and-white or sepia, but there were more recent ones, too, snapped with a disposable camera. She spared a fraction of a second studying a toddler-aged Reid, her captor, straddling an orange tricycle.


The second story included a kitchen and living room, not unlike her own mother’s flat above her spellshop. Microwave meal trays overflowed the rubbish bin.


“Stop. Calling. Me. How many times do I have to tell you that I’m not interested?”


Isobel stiffened halfway to the ground floor. That was Reid’s voice.


“Yeah, obviously I saw the inner Blood Veil fall.”


Isobel withheld a gasp. Though she knew the barrier separating downtown Ilvernath from the tournament grounds had been breaking, she hadn’t realized it’d fallen entirely.


“What did people expect?” Reid continued. “Ilvernath’s curse is eight hundred years old—of course it’s unstable. And I for one don’t give a shit.”


In different circumstances, Isobel might’ve laughed at how ridiculous that lie was. Reid didn’t just give a shit about the tournament—he was obsessed with it. After all, he was the anonymous author of A Tradition of Tragedy, the tell-all book that had catapulted Ilvernath from quaint vacation destination to notorious, international landmark. But only Isobel knew that.


Carefully, she peeked around the corner. Reid hunched over the front desk of his shop. With his back to her, Isobel could only see the stringy ends of his dark hair and his finger twisting around the coiled wire of the landline telephone.


“No, no, I don’t want to meet in person. I—I … Why not? Because I have better things to do.”


Her gaze ricocheted in every direction for a possible exit. Prior to being delivered to Reid for medical assistance, she’d only visited the shop once before, and she’d entered and left through the front, where Reid stood now. Then she spotted a hallway behind her that hooked around the stairs. Her hope lifted. That had to lead to a back door.


After double checking that Reid wasn’t looking, she ducked beneath the banister. Past a bathroom and a broom cupboard. Then around the corner, a door.


Isobel lunged for it and twisted the handle.


Locked.


She crammed her fingers through the blinds, spreading them enough to glimpse a narrow alley. Behind a chain-link fence were several empty cars in a narrow parking lot. She didn’t spot a soul.


“What does my age have to do with it? I’m the best cursemaker in the city!” Reid spat from the other room. “You know what? Whatever. Call Aleshire. Call Calhoun. Call whoever you want. I’m sure you’ll find a spellmaker who’d love to give you their opinion.”


She spun around. Maybe the key was stashed nearby. She rifled through the pockets of the coats hanging on the rack beside her. All she found were drained spellstones, crinkled receipts, gum wrappers, and a flyer for Ilvernath High School’s Annual Autumn Bake Sale.


Cursing silently, she wrenched her hand from the last leather jacket. It slipped and crumpled to the ground, the zipper smacking the floorboards with a loud clack.


“I—I have to go.”


Petrified, Isobel dashed toward the broom cupboard and threw herself inside, but before she could shut the door, Reid MacTavish’s hand caught it. The dozen crystal spellrings on his fingers glimmered.


“Tried to slip out the back, did you?” He heaved the door open, exposing Isobel crouched amid winter coats and cleaning supplies. “I have the shop locked from the inside. A No-One-In No-One-Out. Clever, isn’t it? People can only leave when I permit it.”


Isobel’s forced composure cracked like the brittle thing it was. But she refused to let him see her fear. Behind her back, she grasped a plastic handle—a mop. “You can’t keep me here forever.”


“Oh, I don’t need to keep you here forever, princess. I’ll only need you another hour.”


A pompous sneer stretched across Reid’s face. He loved how much she loathed that nickname, which only he used, as though they knew each other far better than they actually did.


Or maybe Reid just thought he knew Isobel Macaslan, the girl whose face had been plastered across news headlines for the past year. The whole world certainly thought they did. After being unwillingly announced as the first of Ilvernath’s “Slaughter Seven,” Isobel’s identity had been reduced to the length of her heels, the brand of her makeup, and the hemline of her skirts. Pretty and popular, with stellar grades to match. The paparazzi starlet. Murderous Miss Perfect.


Truthfully, Isobel had sized Reid up in the same way. His tacky bad boy getup, ten renditions of the same black T-shirt, all of which hung shapelessly on his lanky frame. Eyeliner that made his fair skin look paler. A dozen necklaces of cracked, dead spellrings. A silver stud of a tongue piercing. Whatever other nonsense perfected the look of the eighteen-year-old punk wannabe who’d inherited his parents’ curseshop.


Reid MacTavish was a greater villain than any of them had given him credit for.


“What happens in an hour?” Isobel asked warily. She slid her hand down the mop, getting a better grip on it.


“A finale,” Reid said. “Even if it doesn’t go the way I hope, I think it will make collapse inevitable.”


Briony wanted to dismantle the tournament safely, piece by piece, letting all five remaining champions walk out alive. But Reid wasn’t willing to be patient, or to leave the reward of Ilvernath’s high magick to chance. He wanted to destroy the tournament, and let the curse take the remaining champions down with it. Then the high magick would be his to claim.


“What could possibly give you that in an hour?” she asked.


Reid grinned. “You.”


As he reached for her, Isobel swung the mop at Reid’s head. He caught it a hair’s breadth from his jaw, then winced, his other hand clutching oddly at his side. Isobel grunted and aimed a kick between his legs, but before she could make contact, a curse shot out of one of his rings, white magick whirling through the air.


At her.


She cried out as the magick tangled around her like puppet strings, and her leg lowered back to the floor of its own accord.


“Come.” Reid beckoned with his pointer finger. “I’ll show you.”


Isobel tried to resist the spell, but it was too strong. She was a passenger in her own body as she followed him to the front of his shop. Atop the desk rested a wooden spellboard, engraved with a seven-pointed star. Pewter rings and vials of ingredients had been shoved aside to make room for it, some of them strewn across the floor.


At the center of the spellboard was the Cloak. It was one of the seven Relics of the tournament, objects that fell from the sky like shooting stars, granting whichever champion claimed them unique and powerful high magick enchantments. The Cloak offered spells of invisibility and invincibility. Now it lay bunched in a wrinkled heap.


“You claimed this Relic,” Reid said. “That means I need you here.”


Staring at the Cloak, a clump of painful memories wedged in Isobel’s throat. Alistair Lowe, gifting it to her. Alistair Lowe, whispering monster stories in the dark. Alistair Lowe, clinging to life, offering his own blood so she could reawaken the power she’d accidentally lost.


It took Isobel several moments to summon her voice. “Wh-what are you doing to it?”


“Sit,” Reid said dismissively, ignoring her. Isobel’s body slumped onto the wooden stool in front of the spellboard. He tapped the spellstone outlet beside the door. Automatically, the neon orange dragonfly in the window switched off. The curtains dropped, blocking the potential prying eyes of pedestrians and drivers amid morning rush hour. And the cardboard sign flipped over on the glass door. CLOSED.


Satisfied, Reid grabbed an aluminum fold-out chair, positioned it across from her, and straddled it. An intrusive thought of the tricycle photograph prodded at the back of her mind. “Have you ever cast a class ten curse?”


Enchantments came in two varieties: spells, designed for usefulness; and curses, designed to harm. Class ten was the highest class of any enchantment crafted with common magick. Daily life rarely required spells higher than class two or three, and most people never attempted any beyond class six. Most people didn’t have reason to.


“You know I have,” Isobel answered. The class ten Reaper’s Embrace she’d cast on Alistair had come from a recipe in Reid’s own family grimoire.


Something flickered across his features, and if Isobel didn’t know better, she’d guess he was impressed. Until it vanished, replaced by a snide smirk.


“Right. How could I forget?” Reid nodded to today’s edition of the Ilvernath Eclipse on a shelf to their right, where a massive photograph of Isobel in Alistair’s arms dominated the front page, their lips pressed in a kiss. She imagined this week’s Glamour Inquirer, the favorite national tabloid, would feature an equally scandalous cover story. “I’ve always found it romantic. ‘A death cast with a kiss can never miss,’ so the saying goes.”


There had been nothing romantic about it.


Unlike most death curses, the Reaper’s Embrace claimed its victim slowly, with each wrong committed. Although Alistair might still live and breathe for now, he was the cruelest of all the champions left in the tournament. Even Isobel, who’d seen the good in him, couldn’t deny that. She doubted he’d last more than a few days.


Isobel blinked away useless tears. Even if casting that curse had broken her unbeating heart, she didn’t regret it. The moment Hendry had returned, Alistair was lost to them. And if not for the Roach’s Armor, Isobel would already be dead—at Alistair’s hand.


She glared at Reid. He was goading her, and she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of knowing it was working.


“Is this when you start talking about whatever bad music you like?” she asked flatly.


He frowned. “This is when we drive the nail into your coffin. Together.”


Even while she struggled against it, Isobel’s left hand extended across the table toward him. With his smug expression locked on hers, Reid slid a tourmaline quartz cursering onto her fourth finger, like the most horrid of proposals, directly beside her champion’s ring. Similar to most rings in his store, it sported an outdated pewter band and a distinctive oval cut to the stone.


“Your curse controls my body, not my mind,” Isobel said. “You can’t make me cast anything.”


Reid squeezed her hand and turned his own over, letting his arsenal of ugly rings sparkle in the light of the fluorescent ceiling panels.


“Belladonna’s Bane. The Iron Maiden. Guillotine’s Gift,” he drawled, naming each of them. “You can take your pick.”


So he would force her, no different than holding a knife against her throat.


“You wouldn’t,” Isobel said, thinking again of the pictures. Of the upholstered furniture and the floral wallpaper and the once upon a time happy family home.


Reid examined her incredulously. Her bold words scarcely matched her blood-splattered, preppy pink velour tracksuit.


When he finally spoke, his voice was grave.


“Wouldn’t I?”


Without her heartbeat, her own fear felt alien to her. It made it harder to swallow down.


“F-fine,” she stammered. “What curse am I casting?”


“An Inferno’s Wake, directly on the Cloak. I realize that high magick doubles the class of any casting, and so being made of high magick, the Cloak ranks even higher than class ten. But since you’re the one who claimed it, that should be nullified. I think.”


“You think?”


Ignoring her, Reid fished in his pocket then pulled out another stone, this one a delicate rose quartz, and placed it atop the Cloak. No glow emanated from it, neither the white light of common magick nor the red of high magick. It was empty.


“What’s that for?” she asked.


He clicked his tongue, as though she were a petulant child. “So many questions. You need to focus. If you fail at casting a class ten curse it could rebound back at you—or worse. And don’t bother casting it on me instead. I’m wearing a shield of equal class, and this Guillotine’s Gift would sever your head from your shoulders before you even had a chance to feel sorry.”


Isobel had been considering just that but, unfortunately, she believed him. He wasn’t foolish enough to slide a cursering on her finger without being prepared to defend himself.


But casting an Inferno’s Wake on the Cloak would destroy it, and that would ruin everything that Briony and Finley had planned. Without the Relics, the only way to break the tournament’s curse would be to sacrifice themselves, so that no champion walked out of the Blood Veil alive.


Her stomach roiled with panic. She wanted to resist, to survive, but not at the expense of her allies. And if Reid’s plan worked, then Isobel would die anyway.


The choice should’ve been obvious. Surely it was better to die nobly now than as a coward later. Briony or Finley would. Even Alistair, as cruel and lost as he was, had risked himself for what was important to him—for her.


Her composure finally shattered with a sob. She was so tired of impossible choices. She wanted to go home, wanted her bed, her mother. She wanted her body to feel like hers again. She wanted to stop feeling so wretched and afraid.


As Isobel considered her death, a terrible thought occurred to her. If she let Reid kill her, who would claim the Cloak? Per the rules of the tournament, only champions could claim Relics … but the tournament was already breaking. It shouldn’t be possible for Isobel to be here, in Ilvernath proper. Yet she was. As a noncompetitor, Reid shouldn’t be able to speak to her, to hurt her. Yet he could.


If Reid killed her, who was to say that the Cloak’s ownership wouldn’t pass to him, and then he could destroy it himself? It might’ve been unlikely, but Isobel wasn’t Briony or Finley or Alistair. She couldn’t risk her life just because it might be right to. Maybe that meant she was damning the others. Or maybe, once Reid let her go, she could find a way to fix this.


It was the only choice she had.


“I’d lean back, if I were you,” she choked.


Then she cast the Inferno’s Wake.


White flames exploded over the Cloak. Its beautiful silky fabric shriveled as though no thicker than tissue paper. A powerful stench wafted up, like burning hair, and the Relic’s three spellstone clasps cracked one by one, the red light of high magick gradually fading from within each of the fissures.


As Reid had warned, it was dangerous for Isobel to lose her concentration. But Reid’s gaze never wavered from the Cloak, and the firelight danced in the dark of his eyes.


Then the empty spellstone resting atop the Relic blazed scarlet.


Isobel gasped. Not only was Reid destroying the Cloak, but he was stealing its high magick. He shouldn’t have been able to do that—the tournament’s rules forbade it. But she had no time to dwell on the impossible.


Tentatively, she twitched her fingers. She was right. Distracted, Reid had dropped the puppeteer spell.


As carefully as she dared, Isobel slid whatever cursestones she could onto her lap and stowed them in her pocket.


She had no chance to celebrate her paltry success. A moment later, the Inferno’s Wake fizzled out, leaving nothing more of the prized magickal artifact than a pile of dust.


As Reid plucked the stone from the Cloak’s pyre, Isobel wiped the tears from her cheeks and asked, “What are you going to do with that?”


“Add it to my collection, of course.” Reid lifted the stone to eye level and marveled at its crimson radiance, his tongue piercing flicking over his lips. “Thanks to us, Briony’s plan is doomed to fail. The tournament is one step closer to collapse, and soon Ilvernath’s high magick will be mine to claim.”


Isobel white-knuckled the rim of her stool. High magick could level mountains, could summon or quell a hurricane with a single enchantment. What would Reid MacTavish, who’d plotted and lied and now destroyed the only hope they had, do with that power?


“I-I’ve done what you wanted.” Isobel’s voice quivered. “Now I’d like to leave.”


“Leave?” Reid tilted his head to the side with mock curiosity. “Who said anything about leaving?”


A new curse spun from one of his rings. Isobel’s first instinct was to lift her arms to shield herself, to brace for the gory end that he’d promised. Instead, she felt only a prick on her finger, and everything faded into blackness.







ALISTAIR LOWE



Eyewitnesses claim a seventh person took part in the confrontation at the Champions Pillar, but whoever they were, they did not appear in any photographs.


Ilvernath Eclipse, “Tournament Violence Strays into Ilvernath”


Three Lowes wandered the woods, hand in bloodied hand.


The one at the lead was in a foul, murderous mood. As he stalked through the underbrush, the trees and shrubs contorted out of his path. Plausibly, it could’ve been the wind’s doing. But Alistair Lowe preferred to imagine them cowering, scuttling to flee from him. He loved monster stories, after all, and he was undoubtedly the monster of this tale.


“Do you know where you’re going?” his older brother, Hendry, whispered behind him.


The two boys resembled each other: dark hair that had gone too long unwashed and uncombed, faces chiseled with sharp lines, eyes of asphalt gray. But where Hendry’s fair skin was freckled and warmed from afternoons napping in sunshine, Alistair’s was pale, almost sallow in the red of the daylight. Where Hendry’s features were soft and boyish, Alistair’s widow’s peak was needle-thin as a spindle. Whereas Hendry freely gave his smiles, Alistair’s lips rested perpetually in a sneer.


“We’re going home,” Alistair answered. “A new home.”


Mere hours had passed since Alistair and Hendry had returned to the Lowe estate to exact their vengeance. Alistair wondered if the bodies had already been discovered. Their uncle, sprawled in his four-poster bed. Their grandmother, lying prone beneath the grim ancestral portraits that covered the parlor walls. Their mother, slumped over her bathroom sink.


Alistair could still hear the echoes of her scream, as though she’d spotted a ghost in the mirror. Even as he shuddered, he hoped to never forget it.


“What if I don’t want a new home?” asked the third Lowe, eight-year-old Marianne Jr. She was a fright of a child, dressed entirely in black except for the white lace trim of her socks and the repugnant bubblegum pink of her backpack. Her favorite things included toffee candy, Saturday morning cartoons, and collecting the bones of dead animals, especially teeth. Her least favorite thing was Alistair. Since her toddler years, Alistair had often awoken to find her looming at the threshold of his bedroom, as though she’d been infesting his sleep with nightmares.


“No one asked you, Maggot,” Alistair grumbled.


Hendry shot Alistair a warning look, which he ignored. If Alistair had his way, then Marianne would be spelled unconscious on the stoop of Mayor Anand’s home, with a postage stamp slapped on her forehead like the ghastly parcel that she was. But Hendry had insisted the remaining Lowes needed to stick together. Alistair would rather keep a pet skunk.


In response, Marianne stabbed her black-painted nails into Alistair’s hand. Even through his woolen glove, Alistair was certain she’d drawn blood.


Above them, the treetops rustled as a crow cawed and took flight. Alistair jolted, and his Vampire’s Stake ring brightened, a weapon readied. Withered leaves fluttered around them like flakes of dead skin.


Hendry, too, stiffened. But as the seconds passed and no new horror emerged, he spoke softly, “It’s nothing, Al.”


It was his brother’s nickname for him, not his instincts, that made Alistair relax. A lifetime spent preparing for the role of champion had honed Alistair into a blade, and only Hendry had ever seen him as something more, something human.


They trekked on, and soon the forest opened into a clearing, where a stubby stone cottage slouched on a slant. Seven historic structures known as Landmarks were scattered across the tournament grounds on the wild outskirts of Ilvernath, each offering unique, powerful attributes to the champion who claimed it. The Cottage was the least coveted of them, as it only held the basic necessities of survival, like food and water. But having spent the past two weeks subsisting almost entirely on dried instant noodles and protein bars, Alistair wouldn’t decline a good meal.


However, that wasn’t why he’d chosen the Cottage. He’d picked it because not once in the tournament’s history had any Lowe champion claimed it.


“No way,” Marianne whined. “I want the Crypt.”


“You can have first pick of the beds,” Hendry told her.


Appeased, Marianne scampered toward the entrance, crushing the flowers of the charming garden beneath her patent Mary Janes. But when she twisted the doorknob, she called back, “It’s locked!”


Alistair started after her, holding his breath. Only champions could control the Landmarks, and even then, each could only command one at a time. Sixteen days ago, Alistair had claimed the Cave. And though the Cave was destroyed now, he had no idea if the Cottage would accept him, or where what remained of his family would go if it didn’t.


Thankfully, as soon as Alistair grasped the wooden knob, the power of the Cottage thrummed at his touch, and overhead, scarlet wards descended around the clearing in a misty shroud. The door swung open, revealing a cramped kitchen of clay pots, assorted pickling jars, and cast iron skillets. The fire roared to life, a welcome heat in the coolness of October. The curtains opened. The tea kettle whistled.


As they walked inside, Hendry swiped his index finger down the window, leaving a streak across the grime. “This place is filthy. I thought Landmarks adjusted to their champion’s taste?”


It reminded Alistair of a witch’s cottage, the sort from the frightening stories their mother used to whisper to them before bed. Alistair had once clung to those stories. He’d spun his identity out of them—someone heartless and wicked. After all, he grew up fearing the very tournament he was being raised for, but in the Lowes’ tales, the villains always won.


But he couldn’t want that anymore. He and Hendry had slain the true villains. Yet the Cottage didn’t change, as though taunting Alistair that he hadn’t either.


Alistair dispelled the dread from his mind, and after taking in their new, humble home, he paused in front of the fireplace. A gigantic slab of stone jutted from its mantel and through the ceiling—the pillar, the heart of the Cottage’s magick. Etched on one side had been a circle of seven stars, one for each of the seven Relics. However, three of them had since descended to stone’s bottom, indicating the Relics that had already fallen: the Sword—now destroyed—the Cloak, and the Mirror. The opposite side listed the names of each of the champions; slashes cleaved through those of the dead.


Carbry Darrow. Sweet, naive, studious. Pierced by a dozen arrows. An accident, Briony Thorburn swore.


Elionor Payne. Cunning, ruthless, stubborn. Thanks to Alistair’s curse, her body had burst like a popped balloon. And it’d been no accident.


Alistair thoughtfully traced one of the three cracks that severed the coarse gray stone, this one only a few centimeters below Elionor’s name. Each of the fissures bled with hazy, ominous scarlet light, as though the tournament was leaking high magick, the very power that held it together. A single crack splintered the pillar’s other side.


Four cracks in total, a fallen inner Blood Veil—the tournament really was breaking.


But Alistair didn’t care about that anymore.


Behind him, the faucet sputtered, and he turned to watch Hendry wash their family’s blood from his hands in the kitchen sink. When he finished, he faced Alistair with a cold expression. It didn’t suit him, but it did match the gruesome white line etched across his throat, the scar that made even charming, good-natured Hendry Lowe look like a monster.


“How do you feel?” Alistair asked him warily.


“Alive.”


That was all that mattered, because only two days ago, Hendry hadn’t been.


Alistair scooped Hendry’s discarded backpack off the floor and dumped its contents onto the dusty table. At least a hundred spell-and cursestones scattered across it, all raided from the Lowe estate. Alistair’s gaze caught on a particular onyx crystal, and he lifted it in his gloved left hand, letting its grooves glitter in the firelight.


A Demon’s Pyre. His grandmother’s favorite.


“You can’t use these, Al,” Hendry said. “Not any of them.”


“Because I’m above that now?” Alistair scoffed. The two of them had exacted their justice, but that didn’t make him noble.


In the other bag, wedged among a fresh collection of crossword books, Alistair retrieved a wooden spellboard and set it on the table in front of them. In the center, he placed the empty Demon’s Pyre.


“No,” Hendry said. “If you do, your curse will only worsen.”


Unable to help himself, Alistair stretched down the neckline of his sweater, as he’d done constantly, anxiously over the past two days. After their family reunion this morning, the bleach white stain of the Reaper’s Embrace had crawled from his fingertips to his shoulder.


Alistair recoiled and let go of his collar. He hated to look at his cursemark, to dwell on the death inevitably coming for him.


“I know how the Reaper’s Embrace works,” he said heatedly. “I helped Isobel craft it, didn’t I?”


He ripped the cork from a glass vial and dumped it over the spellboard. Raw common magick eddied through the air, white and glittery like flecks of stardust. Once a spellmaker imprinted an enchantment into a stone, the stone needed to be filled with raw magick before it could be of use. And raw magick was simple to find, easily purchased at any local supermarket or corner pharmacy, or collected by anyone industrious enough to go looking for it themselves. Magick often settled into quiet places, like cemeteries, forests, or attics. A few speckles of it even shimmered in the Cottage, winking within the kitchen sink.


Alistair tried to coax the raw magick into the cursestone with impatient jabbing motions. Raw magick was supposed to be handled tenderly, but the mention of the Reaper’s Embrace had flared his already cross mood like gasoline doused on a fire. It hurt to remember what Isobel Macaslan had done to him, the first person other than Hendry who’d seen him as something more than a villain, more than a Lowe.


Or so he’d pathetically believed.


Today, their star-crossed kiss was the front page story of the Ilvernath Eclipse. Tomorrow it would surely be his murdered family.


He pictured how the headlines would cast him: the troubled son, the bloodthirsty champion, the monster. He pictured them piecing the appalling truth together, the truth that Alistair himself hadn’t managed to uncover in his sixteen years growing up in that home, the truth of why the Lowes won so many tournaments. Every one of their triumphs had been bought with a sacrifice—a death used to fuel an unspeakable, ultimate weapon.


This generation, that sacrifice had been Hendry.


The grimness of the Cottage soured further. The kettle over the fire bubbled, thick and mucky, like swamp water. The shadow of a rodent scurried across the floor.


Hendry reached for Alistair. As he moved, a streak of red light trailed behind him, as though there was a lag to his image. Because even though Hendry was real enough to breathe and sleep and cast enchantments, he was only alive thanks to the high magick of the tournament. And if the tournament broke the way Briony and the others wanted—the way Alistair had once wanted—then Hendry would go back to being dead.


Hendry swallowed. “I want you to win because I want you to survive. But what if you win the tournament, and I’m gone anyway?”


“That won’t happen,” Alistair snapped, his voice betraying his panic.


“Al, you don’t know—”


“I do. Because when I win, the high magick will belong to the Lowes. And that’s …” For the second time, he banished the phantom sound of his mother’s scream. “That’s just us now.”


Hendry squeezed Alistair’s hand tightly. He smiled one of his real sunlight smiles, and Alistair could almost imagine that the tournament was far behind them, that they’d already escaped Ilvernath together, just like they’d always dreamed.


“I hope you’re right,” Hendry murmured.


“I am.” Alistair had spent his entire childhood studying his family’s high magick. He was sure.


“But how can you possibly win? If you kill the other champions, the curse could consume you.”


“I don’t see another choice.”


“And what if they kill you? You nearly died once already.”


“That was before. Everything is different now.” Alistair slipped his newly filled cursestone onto his fourth finger, watching the onyx shine with sinister white light. He would wear his grandmother’s favorite toy like a trophy now. A reminder that even if he’d rejected the Lowe name and everything it stood for, he was still the most formidable champion in the tournament, the one whom all the others knew to fear. “Now I have something to lose.”







GAVIN GRIEVE



Thanks to everyone who filled out our tournament survey and mailed it in! Although the overwhelming majority of our readers predicted that Gavin Grieve’s death at Alistair Lowe’s hand would be the first blood of the tournament, so far, he’s outlived two of the other champions. Complete our updated bracket for a chance to win a FREE class four ring from Aleshire’s Spellmaking Emporium!


Glamour Inquirer, “The Slaughter Sweepstakes!”


Gavin Grieve stood in the Castle dungeon, staring between the corrugated iron bars at his prisoner slumped within the cell. When Gavin had first claimed the Landmark, with its gleaming suits of armor and massive throne room, he’d felt like a king. It was proof that he was a true contender in the tournament, instead of the afterthought he’d been his entire life. But over the past two weeks, he’d learned that glory and grandeur wouldn’t grant him the tale he craved—one that ended with six champions dead, and himself victorious.


Here in the dungeon, amid the filth and rot, lay the key to his survival.


“Wake up,” he ordered his prisoner. The squat pink-skinned man jerked upward with a start. Flickering torchlight illuminated the panic on his features. Gavin hoped he enjoyed the view—moss-encrusted walls, stagnant pools of cloudy liquid on the dirt-packed floor, animal bones and broken manacles scattered outside his cell.


Yet as the prisoner took him in, his discomfort ebbed far too quickly for Gavin’s liking. The man adjusted his tie, straightened his cufflinks, and rose to his feet.


“So, you’ve kidnapped me, you’ve hypnotized me, and now you’re interrupting my sleep?” Osmand Walsh sauntered over to the bars. “What do you want, exactly?”


Gavin despised his false bravado, his reedy, condescending tone. Walsh was a spellmaker who openly mocked the Grieves every chance he got, never missing an opportunity to remind the world that they were the only family whose champion had never won. Just like Ilvernath’s other spellmakers, he’d refused to sponsor Gavin with enchantments for the tournament. But Walsh had been particularly cruel when he’d turned Gavin away, uncaring that a seventeen-year-old boy was being sent off to die.


Even now, he seemed to consider Gavin more of a nuisance than a threat. Gavin had spent a lifetime learning to channel his anger into workouts and studying instead of losing his temper. But the spellmaker was testing his limits.


“That’s none of your concern.” He stepped closer to the bars, until he loomed over Walsh. Gavin was tall and broadly built, with ragged blond hair, muddy green eyes, and a fair-skinned face that could have been handsome if it wasn’t so haunted. Though he might’ve been the least talented spellcaster of the remaining champions, his ruthlessness was as lethal as a class ten curse, even if no one else knew it. He raised a hand, displaying the crystal that glowed ominously on his forefinger. But before he could cast the Devil’s Maw, which would temporarily glue the man’s mouth shut, Walsh cut in.


“Wait!” There was the panic, Gavin noted with a rush of satisfaction.


“Why should I?” Gavin questioned coolly.


“Because I have a theory about what you’re doing.” Walsh tugged at his ripped shirt, displaying the cut Gavin had left on his collarbone. It’d scabbed over in the night, dried brown blood crusted at the edges. “You’re stealing my life magick.”


Gavin swallowed, remembering the curl of white that had emitted from the wound as he sliced into the man’s skin. How it had sunk into Gavin’s arm, easing the ache he’d carried for weeks. Most spellcasters filled their crystals with raw magick, but Reid MacTavish had turned Gavin into a vessel—a spellcaster who could only draw on his own life magick as a source of power. It made each enchantment Gavin wielded stronger. It was also slowly killing him, sucking away years of his life. But since the tournament had begun, he’d uncovered a loophole: Gavin could draw on others’ life magick instead of his own. It was a desperate and despicable thing to do. Yet after years of being tortured by Walsh, it had only seemed fair that Gavin return the favor.


“If you know I’m taking your life magick, then you know how much danger you’re in.”


Walsh grasped the rusted iron bars and leaned forward.


“You misunderstand, Grieve. I’m not upset.” The spellmaker bared his teeth in an unnerving approximation of a smile. “I’m impressed.”


It was the last thing Gavin had expected him to say. “You’re what?”


“I’ll admit, I was a bit disarmed at first,” Walsh continued. “But once that hypnosis spell you cast on me wore off, and I realized where you’d taken me … Well. I’ve always wanted to see what it’s like inside a Landmark. And I assume my being here means the curse is … changing.”


The curse was changing, but Gavin wasn’t about to give the spellmaker all the details. Even so, Walsh’s words reminded him of the day before, when three of the champions had decided to try and end the tournament for good.


Gavin didn’t think they could pull it off.


Briony’s half-baked theory had come from Reid MacTavish—the same person who’d warped Gavin’s magick. The cursemaker obviously couldn’t be trusted. Besides, according to the cracks on the pillars, the odds of all the champions perishing were three to one. And if the options were all of them dying or one of them living, he’d do everything he could to be the lone survivor. Walsh’s imprisonment was proof of that.


“You underestimated me,” Gavin told him. “Now you’ll pay for it.”


“You’re certainly right that I misjudged you.” The spellmaker’s tone was oily and flattering. “But instead of punishing me for it, consider that I may be able to help you.”


“You are helping me.” With that, he cast a Hold in Place, and Walsh’s hands froze around the bars, his body stiffening as though in rigor mortis. Gavin’s arm twinged with familiar pain. His scowl deepened as Walsh’s eyes darted to the hourglass tattoo peeking out from the sleeve of his T-shirt.


Each time Gavin used his life magick, sand trickled from the hourglass’s top bulb into the bottom, indicating how much power—how much life—remained.


“So that’s how it works,” the spellmaker murmured, seemingly unconcerned that Gavin’s spell had paralyzed him from the neck down. “Fascinating.”


Gavin felt another rush of fury. “You’re lucky I need you alive.”


“You do need me alive, but not for the reasons you think. Consider this, Grieve. Life magick sucks years away, but how many of those do I really have to give? I’m far more valuable as a source of knowledge about your condition.”


“Why should I believe you? You’ll say anything to keep yourself alive.”


Something moved at the corner of Gavin’s vision—a rat. It scuttled through the bars of the cell, then across Walsh’s frozen foot. The spellmaker’s face twitched with momentary horror.


“It’s true that I’m no expert on life magick,” Walsh admitted. “But your casting visibly injures you, and you use life magick regardless—even though something as trivial as freezing me here is a waste of that power. Which leads me to believe this must be your only source of magick. Yet you seem to have no comprehension of how it works.”


It was true that Gavin had a vague notion of life magick at best. Reid MacTavish hadn’t exactly provided him with an instruction manual when he’d given him the tattoo.


“I’ve understood enough to survive this long.”


“Yes, but for how much longer? Let’s say you drain the rest of my life away, then waste it chasing the other champions. What happens then? You take a new victim?”


“What happens is that I win the tournament.”


“And then what? The prize is high magick—magick you won’t even be able to use.”


The spellmaker’s words wounded him, more painful than a torturous curse. Because Walsh was right—Gavin’s magick was so mutilated that even if he did win the tournament, he wouldn’t be able to use the power it would grant him.


He’d never truly allowed himself to think about that before. In this horrible moment, in the dungeon’s gloom, he finally admitted why: because when it came down to it, he’d never truly believed he would live. Not even Gavin had been willing to bet on himself.


And why should he, when no one else had ever bet on him? He’d spent his entire life isolated from the rest of the Grieves, snubbed by the other families; even his friends vanished after the tournament became public knowledge. The other six champions had either been trained for this since birth, or were so talented that it hardly mattered. They could cast at a level most people never achieved in a lifetime, and thanks to their sponsorships with local spellmakers, they had all the enchantments they could ever want.


Becoming a vessel had felt like Gavin’s only option to close the gap between himself and his competitors. If he sapped Walsh’s life magick, he could endure a while longer. But it would take more than enduring to earn the victory he deserved. He needed a better long-term strategy, and the strength to see it through.


Gavin dropped the Hold in Place. Walsh unclasped the bars and shook out his hands, looking relieved. Another of Gavin’s rings flashed—the Silvertongue, a truth spell. The spellmaker gasped and jerked his head up as a glimmering line drew across his throat.


“You said you could help me.” Animal bones crunched beneath Gavin’s trainers as he stepped toward the bars. “Does that mean you can cure me?”


“I would have to consult with a few other spellmakers,” the man said, truth loosening his tongue. “And then we’d undoubtedly need to examine you. We’d also need time to run tests and concoct a solution. Becoming a vessel is incredibly rare, but Ilvernath has some of the most powerful spellmakers in the world. If there’s anyone who might have a chance of helping you, it’s us.”


“Let’s say I had any interest in your offer,” Gavin said. “What’s in it for you?”


“Well, I’d be free to go, wouldn’t I?” Walsh gestured at the mildewed walls. “But your condition is also a once in a lifetime opportunity for study. I believe there’s much my colleagues and I could learn from your life magick.”


“If you’re willing to make this deal, I’ll need an oath spell.” Two champions couldn’t cast oath spells on each other, as allies inevitably turned enemies by the tournament’s end. But an outsider like Osmand Walsh wasn’t bound by such limitations.


“I’d expect nothing less,” the spellmaker said smoothly.


“And if it’ll take time to find a cure, I still need the means to defend myself against the other champions. So I don’t really see why I should set you free.”


“Why not capture another champion?”


“They’re all in alliances. It’s not that simple.”


“All of them?”


“Two of them are dead. Three are allied. And then …” Gavin hesitated.


“That leaves one other champion vulnerable, correct?”


“Not exactly. His brother’s joined him.” Gavin had vowed to kill Alistair Lowe, but he couldn’t do that without understanding what kind of a threat Hendry posed to him. “He’s not a champion, though. He’s … he shouldn’t even be alive.”


“What?” Walsh rasped. “How?”


Gavin explained as best he could. How Alistair had possessed a terrible cursering crafted from the death of his brother. How the two of them had buried it together in the Castle’s courtyard. How the next day Hendry had returned, somehow alive, bound to the tournament’s high magick.


“Fascinating,” Walsh breathed. “That’s how they win so frequently. That cursering must’ve been filled with the boy’s life magick.”


Gavin had never thought of it that way. But he supposed the spellmaker was right. Everyone had life magick inside them—while they were alive, it sustained them; when they died, it turned to common magick and dispersed at their burial. He’d assumed that Alistair’s cursestone was filled with the magick that had come from Hendry after his death. But if it’d been siphoned all at once when Hendry was still alive, then it was life magick.


“So then Hendry …” Gavin said slowly. “Hendry’s made of life magick and high magick.”


“Do you see what I see, Grieve?”


“That he must be incredibly dangerous?”


“No. He’s an opportunity.” Walsh licked his lips. “He could be the source of power you’re looking for. Or the key to your cure. If you bring him to me … we could learn more about him, about you. It would almost certainly help us find a solution to your problem.”


“And what makes you think other spellmakers would be willing to work with you?”


“This tournament is our legacy, too,” Walsh said. “You’d be providing us a valuable window into understanding it better—and learning more about magick.”


Gavin’s Silvertongue spellring shone. “Say that again.”


Walsh gulped and nodded as that same line traced across his throat. Gavin knew he needed to be careful, as casting a truth spell over and over again could damage someone’s mind. But verifying this was important.


If Gavin teamed up with Walsh and his spellmaker friends, there was no guarantee they’d actually be able to fix his magick. But should Hendry prove to be a real lead, he could go a long way toward Gavin being cured. Unfortunately, following that lead would mean attempting to ingratiate himself with Alistair Lowe—the very champion he’d fantasized about murdering for over a year.


But if Gavin could ally with him, if he could get close to Hendry … maybe he could cure himself. And when he was finished with them, he’d destroy them both. He did have something Alistair wanted, too—the Mirror. Perhaps he could use that as a bargaining chip.


Gavin locked eyes with Walsh. “I’m willing to work with you, but I’ll still need that oath spell.”


“We can go back to my shop. I have plenty to offer you—”


“You’re not going anywhere until we make this deal.”


Walsh scowled. “Understood.”


Gavin left the dungeon and hurried upstairs. Without an oath spell on hand, he had no choice but to craft his own, using an amethyst the same color as a bruise. As he carried the finished spellstone back to his prisoner, he hoped he was starting a new Grieve story. One that ended in triumph instead of tragedy.







ISOBEL MACASLAN



TRIPLE HOMICIDE OF THE LOWE FAMILY—LOWE CHAMPION THE PRIME SUSPECT


Ilvernath Eclipse


Isobel was growing tired of waking tied to a chair.


She squinted into the early morning light streaming through the windows, taking in the familiar view of the brick wall. This was the same room, though the space had been magickally altered, the clutter and shelves swapped out for a guest bedroom with all the hominess of a prison cell. The furniture was outdated without the charm of being vintage. The mattress on the wooden bed looked barely thicker than a blanket. And the hideous patchwork quilt had a red stain on the corner, like fruit punch.


Also unlike last time, Reid MacTavish was with her.


He slept in the bed, wearing a pair of drawstring sweatpants, an oversized band T-shirt, and a pair of black-framed glasses. From his position, Isobel guessed he hadn’t meant to fall asleep. He sat against the headboard, a CD player in his lap. His earphones had slipped off and rested around his neck, and the music must’ve stopped, because the spellstone in the CD player’s center wasn’t glowing. It’d run out of magick.


Staring at him, Isobel was struck by how young he looked. It was easy to forget he wasn’t even two years older than her.


She hardly dared to move, lest she wake him. Her head pounded, and she realized with bewilderment that she was dehydrated, that her body that lacked a heartbeat still lived in ways that didn’t make sense. But Isobel had no time to dwell on that now.


Judging from the sunrise, another day had passed since Reid had taken her prisoner. Why hadn’t Briony and Finley come for her? Had they already tried, and failed?


Or worse—had they abandoned her? Isobel logically knew they needed her help, that her sickbed heart-to-heart with Briony two days ago had seemed too sincere to have been deception. But Isobel had once attacked Briony and locked her in the Castle’s dungeon. She’d cast an unbreakable death curse on the boy she cared about. Neither Briony nor Finley knew that Isobel had let Reid destroy the Cloak rather than sacrifice herself, but maybe they’d already decided there was no room for Isobel in their heroic story.


A story Isobel had possibly doomed.


Regardless of what they thought of her, Isobel was committed to ending the tournament, and so all that mattered was escaping and telling the others what Reid had done. If they worked together, maybe they could find a way to break the tournament without the Cloak, a way that wouldn’t kill them all.


She twisted her hands through the rungs of the back of her chair, awkwardly feeling for the three cursestones she’d stolen yesterday, tucked beneath the plush layers of velour in her pocket. Her middle finger grazed one, and she sensed the enchantment inside. Some sort of nature manipulation curse. With more flexing, she determined that the other two included a sickness curse and a bludgeoning curse.


Bludgeoning would work fine.


Isobel didn’t bother to consider what it would do to Reid. She was the prisoner; she was the one in danger. So she didn’t waver as a gigantic, menacing club materialized in front of her, radiating white light.


Reid’s eyes blinked open, but he had no time to react. The club struck his head with a sickening crack.


The cursemaker slumped across the pillows.


“Shit,” Isobel murmured. She might’ve killed him. A crimson stain bloomed across his pillowcase, and she reminded herself that Reid was no longer the boy on the tricycle from that photograph. He was the man who’d published the book that’d ruined her life. Who’d kept her prisoner. Who’d destroyed the only hope the champions had at a happy ending.


She still needed to get out of the chair. And so she cast a second curse.


The rocking chair writhed beneath her. Wood severed into strips of bramble, dagger-like thorns jutting from every groove. Isobel swore loudly as they stabbed into her back, her thighs. Then the chair collapsed. She landed in a heap of briar, blood oozing from several gashes in her tracksuit.


She clambered to her feet and sprinted to the bathroom.


The next ten minutes were a blur.


Isobel untied her restraints while she peed, cutting through the paracord with a pair of scissors from the drawer below the sink. Then she staggered downstairs to the kitchen. Filled a glass from the faucet and gulped down one, two, three pints of water. She tore through the pantry for food and ravenously stuffed an entire bag of crisps, then trail mix down her throat. None of it sat well in her empty stomach, and she clutched her abdomen as it twisted with a cramp.


From the living room, the television blared.


“No, I’ve never doubted my daughter. Not for a second.”


Isobel froze. She would’ve recognized that voice anywhere, yet the sound of it here, now, was surreal enough to make her dizzy.


“But kissing another champion?” asked someone else. “And not just any champion, but Alistair Lowe, who many believe to be disturbed, who was supposedly her rival—that hardly sounds like the Isobel we all know, does it?”


Isobel crept into the living room as a blurry video clip played on the screen. The camera, clearly fallen on the ground, had an awkward but clear vantage on Alistair kneeling, Isobel lying weakly in his arms, their lips pressed in a treacherous kiss.


The moment Isobel had cast the Reaper’s Embrace.


The moment the world would never let her forget.


The clip ended, and the screen returned to today’s broadcast of Wake Up Ilvernath! Her father leaned back into the talk show sofa, one arm stretched across the pillows, one ankle resting on his knee. His red hair was slicked harshly back, and his smile gleamed brighter than his expensive, gaudy gold watch.


He was smiling while his daughter was cursed. Heartbroken. Fighting for her life.


“It’s strategy,” Cormac Macaslan said smoothly.


“Strategy?” repeated the show’s host.


“Look, here’s the thing that the protestors and all those government agents sniffing around like to forget. Isobel isn’t a normal teenager—none of them are. They’ve prepared for this their entire lives. For the seven families, it’s more than a tradition. It’s who we are. Fighters. Survivors.”


Isobel trembled, a moment away from screaming at the television. But she couldn’t ignore her nausea any longer, and she fled to the bathroom. She shakily rummaged through the medicine cabinet and drawers for an antacid spell. But all she found were a Zit Zapper, several generic brand Stain Lifters, a basic first aid kit, and some useless cosmetic enchantments.


She groaned in frustration, then—despite trying desperately to avoid it—caught her reflection in the mirror. Her skin had the bluish tint of something dead. Her lips, too, had paled, and an oily sheen glistened on her forehead and in the roots of her hair. Flecks of Elionor Payne’s blood still clung to her clothes.


If any tabloid reporter took a photo of her now, they wouldn’t recognize her. Her own mother barely would.


Isobel lurched to the toilet and retched.


Afterward, she undressed and staggered into the shower. She cried as she teased the knots out of her hair. Vanity was worthless in the tournament—obviously it was better to live cursed and broken than not at all. But her father had lied to her. He’d claimed the Roach’s Armor was a family heirloom, that it would protect her. Instead, it’d left her permanently suspended on the cusp of death. That wasn’t safe. That wasn’t whole.


Unwilling to rewear her blood- and sick-stained clothes, Isobel wrapped a towel around herself and wandered into the closest bedroom.


Reid’s bedroom.


Isobel had expected cheap posters and shelved vinyls. She was mistaken.


A map of Ilvernath’s tournament grounds was splayed above the disheveled bed, pins connected with crisscrossed string jutting out from each Landmark. A junk pile towered in the room’s far corner: discarded spellstones, notebooks, cardboard boxes full of hardcovers of A Tradition of Tragedy. Tacked behind the wardrobe door were printouts of each champion’s face, including her own. Elionor’s and Carbry’s were crossed out.


Feeling as though she’d disturbed an aspiring crime scene, Isobel dashed to the dresser and yanked out a pair of joggers and a black T-shirt—not exactly her usual ensemble. Nevertheless, she dressed, eager to get the hell out of there, but her gaze snagged on a framed photo of Reid atop the dresser, his arms slung around the shoulder of a pale, obviously sick man. Father and son. They both grinned.


Swearing under her breath, Isobel nervously returned to the spare bedroom, where Reid lay exactly as she’d left him.


If she wanted to be kind, she could call the emergency hotline and abandon him for them to find. But it wasn’t her conscience that truly gave her pause—it was her practicality. The MacTavish family were the oldest and most esteemed cursemakers in Ilvernath, and Reid had quite literally written the book on the tournament. If anyone could reverse the damage that Reid had done, it was Reid himself.


After snatching the first aid kit, Isobel sat on the bed beside him. Her fingers shook as she brushed aside Reid’s hair and felt for his pulse.


It was there, faint but there.


How strange that Reid had one when she didn’t.


Gingerly, she tilted his head to the side, exposing the wound. She rooted through the kit until she procured the most basic of healing spells—enough to stop him losing any more blood, but not enough to revive him. Not yet.


After she’d patched him up, she stumbled into the main shop to ransack his wares. It didn’t matter how tacky the rings were; she grabbed whatever she could find and stuffed them into her clothes until her pockets bulged and the inside of her sleeves rattled with stones. In his back office, she found the Macaslan enchantments Reid had taken from her. She slipped the rings on her fingers and left the locket behind. Though she’d always held it for comfort, a reminder of her mother, she neither needed nor wanted the two curses the necklace carried. The Roach’s Armor demanded a sacrifice that Isobel could no longer pay. And though it was powerful, she couldn’t bring herself to cast the Reaper’s Embrace ever again.


But the true prize lay in the safe beneath the desk. She broke the enchantment on it easily with one of Reid’s own lockpick spells, then pulled out the spellstone full of high magick that he’d siphoned from the Cloak, glowing scarlet.


In this story, the princess would take a prisoner of her own.







GAVIN GRIEVE



“Bleeding hearts across the world have claimed these champions kill only out of necessity. But if Alistair Lowe really did murder his family, it proves they’re all dangerous, inside or outside the tournament.”


On-site reporter, SpellBC News


Gavin stood at the edge of the Cottage’s clearing, staring at the misty crimson wards along the tree line. A champion was inside the rickety stone building, and if Gavin’s hunch was right, that champion was Alistair Lowe.


Gavin found it hard to believe that the same boy who’d boasted about his so-called lair would willingly camp out in this most humble of Landmarks—the traditional Grieve Landmark, in fact, if only because no one else wanted it. But the Cave was gone, the Tower surely claimed by Briony Thorburn, and the other Landmarks vacant. There was nowhere else Alistair could be.


Maybe Alistair was hiding because of what he’d done. Gavin thought of the slightly damp edition of the Ilvernath Eclipse he’d found trampled in the woods. He’d read the cover story twice, but the words had yet to sink in.


Alistair Lowe was the prime suspect in the slaughter of his own family—as though he hadn’t been monstrous enough before.


If not for the possibility of what Hendry’s life magick could provide, and Walsh’s guarantees that other spellmakers were willing to meet with him, Gavin would’ve abandoned all hopes of an alliance. As it was, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was about to write his own death sentence.


Gavin sent a Signal Beam at the wards, trying not to wince at the corresponding pain that coursed down his arm. He still had the life magick he’d stolen from Walsh, at least. And he had some new spellwork, again thanks to Walsh, who’d given him supplies after Gavin had set him free, far nicer than anything Gavin could afford or craft on his own. All it’d taken for him to get a spellmaker sponsorship like the other champions was kidnapping and extortion.


“Come out, asshole,” he muttered. Then the curtains drew open, and a small round face the color of milk peered out through a grimy window. Not Alistair—someone much younger. Gavin frowned, confused. Then he remembered; there had been one survivor of the massacre—a child.


The door swung open a moment later, and Alistair strode out.


Despite the fact that Gavin had summoned him, as Alistair approached, Gavin couldn’t help but feel like a rabbit spotted by a wolf.


Alistair’s dark, disheveled curls fell every which way across his forehead, the sharp line of his widow’s peak emphasizing features both handsome and cruel in equal measure. There was something feral about his red-rimmed eyes and stalking gait, and the crimson mist of the wards cast him in an ominous glow, as though he’d been spun from the very fabric of the tournament itself.


Oddly, Alistair wore a black glove on his left hand, which meant he was armed with half as many spellrings as usual. Gavin wondered if it was meant as an insult to him—that Alistair thought so little of his power.


“Grieve?” Alistair paused at the edge of the wards, until only two meters of withered grass stretched between them. “What are you doing here?”


“I didn’t come to kill you.”


Alistair smiled insincerely. “Obviously. You couldn’t dream of succeeding without the element of surprise.”


Gavin refrained from responding with an insult. He needed to win Alistair over, not provoke him, but it was hard to hold back when every conversation with Alistair felt like a competition.


“The others insist they can break the curse without anyone else getting hurt,” Gavin started. “You and I are the only ones who know they’re delusional.”


Alistair chuckled, but there was no mirth in it. The wind rustled in the trees around them, as though it were laughing at Gavin, too. “Ah. So that’s what this is.”


“What do you mean?”


“You do realize that the last time a champion begged me for an alliance, they betrayed me?”


“I wasn’t going to beg. I have something you want.” Gavin pulled the Mirror from his jacket pocket. “It belongs to you now that Elionor’s dead.”


Alistair studied the Relic, then dragged his gaze back to Gavin, his expression steel. “Tell me, why would I strike a bargain with you when it’d be just as easy to strike you down?”


Gavin had been trying to answer this question himself for the past day. The Mirror was an incentive, but Alistair could simply try to kill him and retrieve it from his dead body.


“Because the other three champions are allied now,” he answered. “Having someone else on your side gives you better odds.”


Alistair flexed his ungloved hand, his stacks of curserings glimmering threateningly. “You call the others delusional, but I don’t think they are. The Cave is destroyed. The pillars are cracked. So either you have some other brilliant explanation for all of that, or you don’t care.”


But Gavin did care. He’d weighed the odds and made his choice: not just survival, but a cure, a legacy, a lifetime of power and respect. All at the expense of four other lives that would likely be lost anyway.


“I don’t think they can end it in time. You saw how much faster the pillars are cracking on the wrong side. So if it comes down to all of us dying, or one of us living … I want to walk out of here a winner. Don’t you?”


Alistair smiled to himself, as though Gavin’s offer was a joke. “What a toll it must’ve taken to drag yourself here. You’ve always hated me. Don’t bother trying to deny it.”


“My opinion of you has nothing to do with this,” Gavin said derisively. “It’s a solid strategy. Us against them.”


Alistair’s countenance clouded. Then his face set into cold, cruel certainty. “Maybe it’s true that we share the same enemies, but you’re worth far more to me dead.”


One of Alistair’s curserings flared. Gavin barely had the chance to throw up a Spikeshield before a tree root curled into the air and lashed against it like a whip, and he stumbled backward, his jagged silver armor embedding into the trunk behind him.


“We don’t have to fight!” Gavin called desperately, yanking himself free.


“But it’s exactly as you said,” Alistair sneered. “We’re the only ones still playing. So let’s play.”


Gavin fumbled for his Here to There, but another root punctured his armor and slashed his shoulder before he could cast it.


A million thoughts raced through Gavin’s mind—could he somehow find a way to lie and ally with the other champions? Could the Castle hold against Alistair’s siege? Was there any point in fleeing the inevitable?


He decided that there wasn’t. Not only did Gavin need Hendry to win the tournament, but after angering the other champion, Alistair would surely give chase. And Gavin would rather die fighting than die cowering in his Landmark.


“Fine.” Gavin turned tail and bolted through the underbrush, knowing Alistair would follow. If he was going to stand a chance against the other champion, he’d need to draw him away from the protection of the Cottage. A fireball whizzed over his head, then another, igniting the drooping branches of the oak above him. Gavin ducked as pieces of the canopy snapped and crashed to the ground, smoldering.


He inventoried his spellrings—a Spikeshield, for armor. The Chimera’s Bite and the Iron Fist, both formidable curses. His Here to There. And, in his pocket, the Triumph of the Fallen, a death curse Walsh had crafted specifically for him. Ranked at class ten, it was undoubtedly strong enough to slay Alistair, but Gavin struggled to cast anything higher than class seven.


Gavin rolled behind a briar bush, only for it to erupt into flames a moment later. He swore and crawled away, frantically patting out a few embers on his shirt.


“Come out, come out, wherever you are.” Alistair’s voice drifted through the woods, sounding straight out of a nightmare. Smoke clouded Gavin’s vision, and fire surged through the underbrush. Alistair seemed willing to burn down the whole forest if it meant drawing him out.


Gavin sprinted to the right, unwilling to cast curses at random until he had a clear line of sight on Alistair. The smoke dissipated and Gavin held still, listening, as he took in his surroundings. He’d found his way to a small clearing.


He watched the direction he’d come from, waiting, tensing. A twig snapped nearby, and the earth buckled before him in a wave. He lunged out of the curse’s path as it sent the forest floor quaking, trees groaning and swaying. Then he cast the Iron Fist.


The curses Walsh had given him felt different than any he’d wielded before. Unlike basic retail spellwork, they were sleek and high quality, masterfully crafted. Two metal hands appeared in the air before him, each the size of Gavin’s torso. When Gavin opened his left hand, the corresponding Iron Fist mimicked him. His arm throbbed, but the pain was worth it for such power.


He clenched his hands and sent an Iron Fist hurtling toward the nearest tree. With an ear-splitting crack, the trunk severed cleanly in two and timbered to the ground.


“Now it’s your turn to stop hiding,” he called out.


Finally, Alistair emerged in the distance, a glossy, brown-plated shield hovering before him, as though the exoskeleton of a beetle. “Planning to punch your way out of this? How uninspired.”


In response, Gavin slammed a magickal fist against the shield, then another, pummeling Alistair with blow after blow. With a final strike, the enchanted plates split apart, chitin shrapnel exploding through the air. Gavin hoped the champion now regretted confronting him with only half an arsenal.


Before Alistair could counterattack, Gavin’s Iron Fist seized him around the torso. Then he hurled Alistair to the ground, hard enough that the thud of his body reverberated through the clearing. The curse sputtered out, and Gavin’s tattoo ached so painfully that tears welled in his eyes. He pushed away worries of how much precious life magick he’d spent. A little suffering didn’t matter, not when he was so close to finishing this.


“Not as easy to kill as you thought I’d be, am I?” Gavin snarled, stalking toward the other champion. Alistair coughed and rolled over, his eyes widening as Gavin loomed above him. Dirt coated his cheeks, and clumps of moss and broken twigs clung to his sweater and mussed hair. Across his forehead, a scrape oozed, blood trickling down the slopes of his brow and nose.


Gavin had fantasized about this moment a hundred times. How it would feel to look Alistair in the eyes and see not just respect, but fear. How Alistair’s cruel face would slacken as Gavin drained the life from him. Yet no matter what he pictured, he could never get Alistair’s death quite right, each different brutal end somehow unsatisfying. But that didn’t matter now. It was finally here.


He pulled the Triumph of the Fallen from his pocket.


Below him, one of Alistair’s rings blazed. Gavin threw up a Spikeshield again, sending a row of silver thorns protruding toward the other boy’s chest, and Alistair paused his casting to shield his face with his gloved hand. As he held it there, panting, Gavin spotted a tear in the wool. The skin below it was not just fair—it was white as bone.


Then Gavin did something he’d never dreamed of in any of those fantasies. He hesitated.


“Well, Grieve?” Alistair growled. “Finish it. Or are you too—”


“Shut up.” Gavin reached forward and tugged the glove off, revealing the most brutal cursemark he’d ever seen. It engulfed Alistair’s hand entirely, from his fingernails to his wrist, before disappearing beneath the ragged sleeve of his sweater.


“You’re cursed,” he said. “You’re, um … really cursed. How?”


“Why do you care?” Alistair ripped his hand away and buried it in the grass.


Why did he care? Alistair was far more vulnerable than Gavin had realized—he should seize the opportunity and kill him. Yet in his fantasies, Alistair was at his strongest, and Gavin bested him anyway.


But the truth was, Gavin had no shot of besting Alistair at his strongest. Even weakened, he could effortlessly cast enchantments that Gavin himself had never dared to attempt. He was a vicious prodigy who’d killed his own family in cold blood. This was no time to worry about whether Gavin had earned this victory or not.


The Triumph of the Fallen had already filled with Gavin’s life magick, and so he focused on the sickly green quartz. But before he could even begin to cast it, his arm twinged with a pain so severe, it made him dizzy. His armor vanished, and he struggled to regain his balance.


Alistair was on him in an instant. A line of roots whipped from the forest floor, knotted around Gavin’s ankles, then yanked back. He tumbled to the ground, head smacking against the dirt. He groaned woozily, but before he could scramble to his feet, the roots twined around his arms and wrenched him to the ground.


He’d wasted his chance, and now he was going to die, just like every other Grieve. Gavin tried to ready himself for the end. He could at least die with dignity—no begging, no screaming. Instead he smiled, hoping his fear didn’t show. Hoping it made Alistair angry.


Maybe that smile tripped him up, because instead of casting a curse, Alistair froze, studying him carefully.


“Everything you cast hurts you, doesn’t it?” Alistair asked. “Why?”


Gavin’s temper flared. “Yeah, my magick’s all fucked up. Congratulations, you figured it out. Now get this over with.”


With a deep, shuddering breath, Alistair closed his eyes, and one of his curserings shone. It was a large, nasty-looking stone, its pale yellow crystal marbled with black veins.


Suddenly, the shadows along the ground seemed to darken and grow, as though they’d been given new dimension. A creature unspooled from them, made entirely of negative space, like it had carved a hole in the air and crept from it. Claws curled from the ground and scuttled up Gavin’s prone body. He gasped in horror at their cold, slimy touch against his skin. They lunged for his neck—and then, with an awful screech, the curse split off, dozens of tiny shadow fragments swirling into the air like bats.


Alistair shouted in surprise. The curse binding Gavin in place weakened, and Gavin seized his chance. He broke free and pulled the Chimera’s Bite from his pocket, and at his touch, it automatically filled with his life magick. Pain lanced down his arm once again, but this time, he wouldn’t fail.
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