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      “Brother, the runes... they predict death.” Mordecai bent over, hands on knees, out of breath in the threshold to Albacus’ study.

      Albacus looked up from his scroll and scoffed. “You and your runes. I hope you didn’t run all the way across the castle just to tell me some fanciful story.”

      “The runes are not fanciful. They’ve been used for ages to predict the future.”

      Albacus put his quill down and pushed his chair back. “By whom exactly? Some druids you’ve never met?”

      “You of all people should know better than to dismiss druids. Their magic might be different from ours, but it’s no less powerful.”

      “And you know this because of all the time you’ve spent in the company of druids?”

      “I understand how to use the runes to predict the future from scrolls and books, much as you’ve learned how to cast spells from the same sources.”

      “Oh, but the sources aren’t the same. Druids didn’t write down their wisdom. We have far fewer reliable books on druid magic than we do on our own. And there are hardly any druids left that still live.”

      “That we’re aware of.”

      “What? You think there are whole bands of druids out there somewhere, hiding from the magical world?”

      “Perhaps. If I were a druid I’d certainly hide from close-minded sorcerers like you.” Mordecai threw his hands up. “You’re infuriating, do you know that! You act like you’re all high and mighty and know everything.” He turned to leave.

      “Wait! Don’t leave without telling me what the runes said about death.”

      “I thought you didn’t want to know.”

      “I don’t, but since you came all this way, you might as well tell me, anyway.” Albacus crossed his arms across his robes and waited.

      Mordecai leaned against the threshold, the fight suddenly gone. He sighed long and hard, but that wouldn’t change the future the runes cast. “The runes foretold the death of our sister.”

      Several long breaths passed before Albacus responded. When he did, his voice was little more than a whisper. “Oliana?”

      Mordecai nodded, the beads in his shoulder-length hair sounding as sad as he was. “Yes, Oliana.”

      “Then let’s go find her.” Albacus was already on his feet.

      “I thought you didn’t believe in the runes’ predictions.”

      “I don’t.”

      “So why are we going to find her?”

      “Because I’m not taking any chances with Oliana. She’s my favorite sibling, after all.” Albacus’ lips moved inaudibly to cast a spell while he placed his hand next to the candle on his desk. The flame hopped from the wick to his open palm, and then he swept past Mordecai into the dark hallway.

      Mordecai wished he’d thought to bring a flame too. He was tired of walking in his brother’s shadow, but he hurried to keep up.

      He was still learning how to cast with runes, and it was more of an art than a science. Each configuration of the stones and symbols had several possible interpretations. To discern which was the correct one, the magician had to learn to feel the runes.

      And though Mordecai was still a student, the runes already spoke to him with remarkable clarity. If he was right, their little sister wouldn’t survive the day.

      Never had he wished so hard he might be wrong. And never had wishing accomplished so little.
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        * * *

      

      “I’ll never understand why father and mother allow the castle to behave like a petulant child,” Albacus said as they dodged the last of the swinging monkeys that dropped from the otherwise solid-looking ceiling. “It’s more dangerous to walk through the halls of our home than to head off to war, I swear. With how much father insists we not fight, you’d think he’d force the castle into line. One of those monkeys yanked my hair and tore a chunk from my scalp.” He rubbed at it. “It’s lucky it didn’t try to gouge out my eyes or something.”

      Yet Albacus had managed to keep the flame steady in his palm. At the age of twenty-eight, he was already a promising sorcerer. Had he been a part of the ordinary world, he’d already be considered a master. But in the magical world, the stakes were higher and far more deadly, and apprenticeships lasted as long as the teachers deemed them necessary—and their parents had impossibly high standards.

      Mordecai rubbed at his elbow. “I nearly fell when a crack opened up in the floor, and I knocked my elbow hard trying to gain my balance.”

      “Well, it’s all quite ridiculous.”

      “I sometimes wonder if father and mother set it up this way on purpose, if they’re the ones who enchanted the castle.”

      “Why would they do that?”

      “Perhaps it’s another one of their teaching lessons. Keep their pupils on edge all the time. You know what they’re like.”

      “I do. ‘You need to keep your magic strong and always alert. You never know where the threat will come from.’”

      “Right.”

      “Well, once the castle is ours, it’ll be the first thing we set right.”

      Mordecai stopped walking for a second, but then he ran past Albacus, setting his flame to flickering.

      “What is it?” Albacus started running too. “Mordecai?”

      “Don’t you hear that?” he called over his shoulder. “It’s Oliana, and she’s crying.”

      They batted the specters of shadowy fingers that emerged from the walls until they skidded to a stop in front of a closed door.

      Mordecai raised his hand to knock, but Albacus flung the door open on their sobbing sister.
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        * * *

      

      “My God, Oliana, what’s wrong?” Albacus slid to the floor next to the crumpled form of their sister and rested a hand on her shaking shoulder. She was curled in on herself on a rug in the middle of the room, which occupied the entire floor of the tower. “Are you hurt? Show us where.”

      Mordecai lowered himself to the floor next to her and pulled her into his chest, wrapping his arms around her. She dissolved into a series of wails, sobs, and the worst of it: the agonized silences in between the two.

      He whispered across the crown of her head, “You’re scaring us. What is it?”

      She only cried harder, her tears already soaking through Mordecai’s robe. He exchanged a look with Albacus. The arrogant older brother was gone, leaving a frightened and shaken man in his place. Oliana had never cried like this before. When her dog, her constant companion died, she’d cried and mourned for days, but even then, it’d been nothing like this. She’d been six, and ten years had passed since.

      Albacus moved to the other side, from where he could see her face, and moved closer. He ran a hand along her long, braided hair and spoke with the gentleness a much older brother reserved for a sister he remembered as an infant. “Oliana, it’s us. Whatever it is, we’ll do everything we can to help you. But let us help you.”

      Oliana released another wave of tears that would awaken empathy in the most frigid of hearts.

      “We won’t judge you for whatever you’ve done,” Mordecai whispered. “We promise. You know us, we’ve done plenty of foolish things ourselves.”

      Albacus raised his eyebrows at him, but didn’t complain. “Oliana, please, talk to us.”

      Her cries subsided into hiccups and sniffles. When Albacus fished a handkerchief from the folds of his robes and passed it to her, she finally pulled her head away from the comfort Mordecai offered. She blew her nose in unladylike fashion, then clasped his hand.

      She raised swollen red eyes to her brothers. “Damien is dead.” Her chest caved in despite her bodice at the weight of the words, and she swooned.

      “Whoa, come here.” Mordecai pulled her back into him, but her eyes remained open. “It’ll be all right. We’re right here with you.”

      “No, it won’t be all right. Nothing will ever be all right again.” Her voice was thick and filled with a regret beyond her years.

      The moment she closed her eyes again, Albacus mouthed, “Who’s Damien?”

      Mordecai shrugged subtly.

      Albacus rubbed her back and spoke in words meant to be soothing. “Who’s Damien?” But they were anything but.

      Oliana cried, “The man I love!”

      Albacus flicked another confused look at his brother. “You mean Lord Willard?”

      “No I don’t mean that old goat father and mother want to marry me off to. I mean the man I love. The one that’s now dead.” Her voice trailed off, as dead sounding as her pronouncement.

      “We haven’t met Damien, have we?”

      “No. Father and mother would never allow me to bring him here. They forbade me from
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