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  For Tracy,

I would make a demon pact for you.

But let’s hope I never have to.








  
  
[image: Dramatis Personae]

Arycelle – Ah-rih-cell
Wil – Wih-ll
Gino – Gee-noh
Celeste – Seh-leh-ss-t
Basch – Ba-shh
Lillika – Lil-ih-kah
Brambert – Bram-burt
Elliane – El-ee-ann
Melisande – Mel-ih-sah-nd
Fiore – Fee-oh-ray
Theo – Thee-oh
Berenice – Beh-re-nee-se
Anselm – An-seh-l-m
Lina – Lee-na
Cara – Keh-ra
Quatt – Kwah-t
Ernn – Ur-n
Wick – Wih-ck








  
  
[image: Months and seasons]

Spring
Frostfade
Raincrown

Summer
Flowercall
Bloomshine
Larksong
Overlight

Fall
Amberglow
Fairmoon

Winter
Witherleaf
Frostfall
Chillweave
Rimeveil







  
  The 7th of Larksong

Year 3 of the Aureate Sky



Dear Diary,

I get to go on another expedition with Mother today! We’re off to find Eadwyn, the crankiest old griffin ever to live. Legends say he got so fed up with all the other members of his pack that he left and made his own nest on the cliffs east of Myrcille. He’s supposed to be sooooo big, he can scoop up three horses in his talons! And he’s practically ancient! His feathers are basically see-through, so he looks like a ghost when he approaches. 
Mother said this will probably be the last expedition we go on before the baby arrives, so she’s letting Gino come along, too. He seemed a little nervous—I think he’s worried Eadwyn is going to follow us home and ruin his garden. I don’t think a grumpy ghost-griffin cares about a bunch of flowers, but I guess you never know.
More importantly, Mother said we could camp out by the forest overnight! (I think she wants a break from Father—he’s been snoring louder than a den of bears lately.) But if we do get to camp out under the stars, that’ll be absolutely perfect! Gino’s been practising, and I think he’s almost ready. 
Which means it’s all up to me…

- Arycelle






  
  [image: Prologue]
“I wish—” 
“No!”
A sharp clatter broke the peace within their tent as Gino lunged forward, smothering her words before she could utter them. Arycelle grimaced. He’d unintentionally forced a lock of her fiery red hair between her lips, and his palms were uncomfortably moist. She pushed them away. 
Waves of concern filled his emerald eyes—as tumultuous as the stormy seas he’d traversed to get here. “You shouldn’t say that,” he stressed. There was a lilt to his voice—a result of his struggle to intone words in a still unfamiliar language—which made everything he said sound a bit like a song. It was quite pleasant, though ill-suited for commanding respect. “That’s what everyone said before we set sail. It’s not safe to make wishes in your land. You never know who might be listening.”
“Those are just old tales,” Arycelle said, waving the matter away. “Things parents say to keep us from asking for too much on the Eve of Last Light.”
“I don’t know, Ari…” Gino chewed on his bottom lip. Even using her nickname—a privilege she’d afforded only to him, after witnessing his continued struggles with her full name—he placed an unnatural inflection upon the second syllable: a sharp spike that made it sound as though he were vaulting toward the moon. “My tutors, the sailors…everyone was very serious about it. I don’t think they’d lie.”
Arycelle shot the foreign noble a withering look. She hadn’t known the copper-skinned boy for long, though she’d quickly taken him under her wing. He’d journeyed from a far-off continent where the sun almost never set and the night sky was more of a gentle twilight than an inky ocean filled with stars. Most of the other children had snickered and jeered at the clumsy, hesitant way he’d stumbled off the boat and addressed them, as though both his body and mind were unsure how to behave in this new land. Except for Celeste, but the honey-haired girl, who often acted as Arycelle’s shadow, was too tight-lipped for her to know what she was truly thinking.
But she knew that she liked the way he spoke. She liked the songs his words formed, and when he smiled, his eyes lit up so brilliantly, it was like he’d packaged the sun and brought a piece of it down from the sky. Plus, he was taller than most of the other children their age—which meant that when he stood on a chair, he could just barely reach the sweets her mother insisted on keeping hidden in the top cupboard. He hadn’t batted an eye when she’d asked him to retrieve a jar of chocolate drops, and he hadn’t cried out when he swayed perilously upon his tiptoes as his fingers sought to grasp the sides of the smooth container. She hadn’t expected him to be a coward. 
“It’s fine, Gino. The mist is out tonight—it’ll help cover up whatever wishes we make. Go ahead, say the words.”
Gino’s shoulders sagged. His dark brown bangs, which, in her opinion, were in serious need of a trim, fell before his eyes. He looked like Caroline—Cara, Arycelle’s family’s new, intensely fluffy, baby Samoyed—when she was told that it was time for a bath; like he would rather do anything other than what had been asked of him.
“Whatdoyouwishfor—”
Arycelle planted her palms firmly on the ground and leaned forward. The flames from the lantern sitting between them must have reflected in her blue eyes, for Gino looked at her with a mixture of fear and reverence, as though she were some sort of radiant goddess. “I can’t hear you,” she said.
Perhaps the habits his governesses had ingrained in him took over, or perhaps he tapped into some previously unused font of courage, for Gavino Alfar’s—son of a duke and duchess of the Sunlands and an official envoy to their occasionally mist-covered lands—posture straightened. He locked eyes with her and spoke slowly and deliberately, taming the rogue lilt in his voice as he recited their carefully practised words. “What do you wish for, Arycelle Thorne?”
Bathed in the lantern’s light, he looked almost regal. Though he’d assured her his family was not that high in station, she could almost imagine a golden crown upon his head, declaring him prince of the Sunlands. For a moment, it was she who could not speak.
“I wish—”
She did not get to make her wish. The flaps to their tent were pulled open, and a woman who shared the same flaming red hair and striking blue eyes as her—but was older, and who currently had a much more pronounced belly—looked in on them with a mixture of amusement and disappointment. 
“Part of agreeing to let you have your own tent was that you’d follow the rules. I thought I said it was lights out?”
Arycelle gestured to four unlit lanterns, each placed in a corner of the tent. Only one nestled between her and Gino still glowed. “We blew many lights out.”
“Arycelle,” her mother stressed her name, in the way parents so often did when their children pushed their limits. Arycelle excelled at eliciting that tone from her mother, though her father often told her she could do with a little less skill in that area. 
“The baby will be coming soon.” He was fond of reminding her of this, as though it were something she could easily forget. That was impossible: the physical evidence was quite obvious. “Your mother will need your help, Arycelle. You mustn’t make things needlessly difficult for her.”
She wasn’t trying to make things needlessly difficult. Whispers travelled through the walls. She knew this was something her mother had wanted for years. She could recall all the times her parents had placed their hands upon her mother’s still-flat stomach and smiled. But her belly had never grown, and the joy in their eyes had been replaced with tears. She’d overheard the maids talking later, and she’d known what the tears had meant—that the life that had been budding within her mother had been lost.
That certainly hadn’t happened this time, as her future sibling had caused her mother’s mid-section to balloon. She didn’t cry anymore, but she applied tinctures for various aches and pains and would occasionally express frustration over how difficult everyday tasks had become. That’s why Arycelle had blown out most of the candles, even though Gino had complained that it had made it hard to see. She had been trying to listen.
“You have riding lessons in the morning,” her mother reminded her.
“I could ride those trails in my sleep.”
“I know, dear, but Gino can’t. It’s his first time. We don’t want him to fall off his horse, do we? I can’t imagine his parents would be very pleased to receive that letter.”
Gino’s eyes widened as his face paled. Though it appeared he had not previously considered this possibility, his expression made it abundantly clear he absolutely did not want to fall off his horse.
“Fine, fine,” Arycelle relented. She knew when a battle was worth fighting and when it was not, and this was one she could afford to concede. “We’ll blow all the lights out.”
Her mother smiled. “That’s my girl.” She leaned forward and pressed a kiss to Arycelle’s forehead. “I’ll see you in the morning. Sleep well.”
Gino was quick to follow her mother’s instructions—the well-mannered child that he was—and extinguished the lantern’s flame before she could give him conflicting orders. He snuggled beneath his blankets, and soon his soft snores filled the now-dark tent. 
Arycelle, on the other hand, twisted and turned. After what felt like an eternity of sleep eluding her, she crawled out from under her blankets, careful not to disturb Gino on her way out, and crept into the night. 
The warm summer air clung to her skin. At her feet was a light layer of mist—a rarity that occurred only a few times a year. Though the valley below was perpetually blanketed in it, and it was their continent’s namesake, it rarely rose to the lands above. The people of Myrcille had plenty of superstitions about the mist—that it was a blessing, that it signalled change; that it was the source of all life, or that it could guard one against malevolent forces, drowning out what was best left unsaid. She didn’t know what she thought of it. Sometimes, she believed every tale. Sometimes, she thought them all to be lies.
Tonight, belief suited her better, as she stood beneath the twinkling stars, staring out at the dark expanse of trees. If the mist was here, then she could make her wishes freely. It would drown out her words, hiding them from whoever might be listening.
“I wish—”
The wind picked up, and although it was the middle of summer, a chill passed through her bones. She stopped herself, her eyes drawn to the forest and the darkness between the trees. She hadn’t seen anything—that would have been impossible—and if she had seen something, surely it would have been a polliwog, or a fox, or any of the other animals that belonged in the woods. 
But even though it didn’t make any sense, she thought she felt something lingering in the night. She thought she heard something whispering between the beats of her heart. And even though the mist was there to drown out her words, her mouth went dry.
She shook her head, breaking herself out of the strange reverie she’d been drawn into. Maybe she wouldn’t voice her wishes aloud. Surely, Mother would take a nap after they returned from their riding lessons, and surely, Father would be occupied with keeping their accounts in order. She could send Gino up to fetch the sweets while her mother slept and her father worked, and no one would ever be the wiser. And surely, with her mother this far along, the baby would be born without any troubles. She didn’t need to fight this battle now; she didn’t need to risk anything.
She didn’t need to worry about who may, or may not, be listening. 






  
  The 10th of Fairmoon

Year 11 of the Aureate Sky



Dear Diary,

It is categorically unfair how lovely Lina looks most of the time.
I don’t even think she puts any effort in. She arrived at tea the other day and claimed she’d horribly overslept and had but minutes to get ready. I don’t know if she was telling the truth, but not a hair was out of place. Celeste had to keep elbowing me and reminding me not to stare. It would be easier if she didn’t radiate some air of perfection that makes my tongue feel like a wad of cotton whenever I try to string two sentences together around her, but here we are. 
I tried to ask Anselm if he knew her secret, and that ended in something that would have had Mother and Father racing to arrange a proposal if they’d gotten wind of it. I’m lucky Father has been so occupied with organizing the festival; I doubt he had time to notice.
I’m making this sound very scandalous. Truthfully, all Anselm and I did was get some crêpes and take a lovely walk along the pier while we discussed that no, he really didn’t know how Lina managed to be so consistently perfect, either. But my parents do not need anything giving them any sort of extra ideas. Especially Mother.
Not that a match with Anselm would be particularly atrocious… He has fine features, kind eyes, and far more importantly, a kind heart. In an appropriate number of years, we would have exceptionally red-headed children. But with everything going on right now, marriage is not in the cards.
You understand.

- Arycelle






  
  [image: 1 For This to Be the Very Last Time and Moments Just Like This]
Arycelle’s heart hammered in time with her horse’s hooves as they pounded against the steep incline. 
Just a bit farther, she silently encouraged her steed as she leaned forward in her saddle. Had she been running, fire would have seared up her calves, so she felt for her horse and what she was asking it to do. She’d be sure to give him a particularly crisp carrot later…if they managed to pull this off.
And they were going to pull this off.
Behind her, she could hear the hurried rhythm of another set of hooves, distant, but growing closer with every second. It wouldn’t matter.
The path turned, leading her around a sharp corner, which she directed her horse to hug so tightly, his shoulder nearly brushed against the cliff’s edge—winning her precious seconds she knew her opponent would be too cautious to steal back. A breathy chuckle escaped her lips when, moments later, she heard Gino’s yelp of surprise as he rounded the same corner. There was no concerning thump, which would have indicated an injury, but she was certain he had done nothing to close the gap between them. With her goal now plainly in sight, and a straight shot ahead, the race was all but won.
Beaming, she pulled on the reins as her horse reached the top of the cliff. She stroked his mane, uttering sweet words of praise as her steed slowly turned, and her gaze fell upon the copper-skinned young man who, realizing he’d lost, made his approach at a gentle canter instead of a headlong sprint.
“You win,” Gino said, his chest heaving from their ride. Despite his loss, he wore his usual, infectious smile.
“Did you expect anything else?” Arycelle asked. Of course, he had not. She’d always been the superior rider, but Gino had agreed to her challenge, all the same. “I believe this means you owe me some croissants.”
“I’ll have to see what’s left in the market.” Gino urged his horse toward the cliff’s edge. From this elevation, they had a clear view of the fields that lay before the woods—the same ones in which they had camped when they were kids. Only today, they were covered with a multitude of coloured tents and scores of people who looked like ants from up above. Still, even from this far away, the distant sounds of the festival made their way to their ears: jubilant cheers, cries of disappointment, and the lilting melodies of bands of minstrels. “We should probably get back.”
Arycelle sighed as she took a moment to tame her windswept hair. It fell to her shoulders, and the clip holding her twisted locks together had slid out of place. Gino was right. He was usually—annoyingly—right. But that didn’t stop a storm from brewing in her chest at the thought of returning to the festivities and family she’d been so eager to escape. 
Gino must have noticed her hesitation, for his words, which could have been sharp, were soothing instead. “If we wait too long, all the croissants will be gone.”
She let out a strained laugh. Of course, he’d use the promise of pastries to draw her back.
“And if we linger, Eadwyn may come after us,” she said, her eyes glinting devilishly. If he got to tease her, then it was only fair that she could tease him right back. “We’re probably infringing upon his territory, not to mention riding around on his favourite food. And if he picks up your scent…I think we can say, ‘Goodbye, Gino’s Garden.’”
The next words out of his mouth made her heart quicken with delight. “Race you back down?”

      [image: ]“Miss Thorne!”
She tilted her head back, squeezing her eyes shut as she suppressed a groan, before turning to face the young man who had called after her. He should have been applauded, even if he was perhaps too good at his job. She and Gino hadn’t been back on the festival grounds for more than five minutes, and he’d already found her. He probably deserved a raise.
“Yes?” she said, her voice saccharine. 
“Your parents are looking for you,” the youth said between sharp intakes of breath. “They have been for the past hour.”
“I see.” They had dismounted upon entering the grounds, and her horse took advantage of the competing demands on her attention, leaning forward to pluck an apple from the nearly full basket of a woman passing by. Arycelle sharply tugged on his reins once she noticed, causing him to bite straight through the shiny fruit and send half of it tumbling to the ground. She gave the steed a disapproving glare before turning back toward the young man. “Where are they?”
“The stage.”
Of course. Though she yearned to delay her arrival for as long as possible, she’d probably stolen all the time she could. She offered her horse’s reins to the young man, who blinked a few times before accepting them. “Would you take him back to the stables? And make sure he gets a carrot.” Placing her trust in the man’s abilities, she did not wait for a reply. She assumed Gino must have done the same, for his hurried steps pattered behind her.
“You don’t run toward your parents much these days.”
“I’ve already made things bad enough,” she begrudgingly admitted, her eyes drawn to the vibrant pennants hung above the festival’s main stage. If only they could infuse those who waited below with their carefree cheer. 
Though she’d been eighteen for less than half a year, the question of when and whom she would marry was frequently discussed. No one was fonder of this subject than her mother, who loved to remind her that a match would not simply fall into her lap. Arycelle would have tried to make her intentions—or lack thereof—known, had she been able to get a word in, but such a thing was seldom possible, so she’d settled on avoiding her.
In some ways, she supposed she was lucky. At least her mother was not taking as active a role in her love life as Celeste’s parents, who presented her with an almost never-ending line of suitors, none of whom Arycelle bothered to commit to memory.
Currently, there was nothing she could do to avoid the woman’s ready gaze. Her mother’s sapphire-blue eyes were fixed upon her and Gino before they’d come within earshot. Her father was not nearly as observant. Strands of his long red hair—which was becoming increasingly laced with grey—fell loose from his ponytail as he frantically searched for something he’d clearly misplaced.
“Where in the mists did I put—oh, you’re back!” Pulled from his anxious rummaging by her mother, whatever relief he may have briefly felt at her arrival evaporated as his brows knit together. “Where’s Wil?”
“I don’t know.”
“I thought he was with you?”
Arycelle shook her head. “I was riding with Gino.”
Her father leaned forward, massaging his forehead. “I give each of you one job…”
“Surely he wouldn’t have wandered off by himself,” Gino said, though he sounded less than sure. Her brother was eight, impulsive, and far too similar to how she had been at that age, which spelled nothing but trouble for everyone.
“He’ll have Cara with him, at the very least,” her mother said. While the dog was not the ideal chaperone, Wil and the Samoyed had grown up together and were practically inseparable. Cara was forty pounds of devoted white fluff, and Arycelle had no doubt she would do everything in her power to protect her brother. 
“He’s probably just off hunting polliwogs,” Arycelle reasoned. Despite being nowhere near a marriageable age, Wil had a strange obsession with the rotund amphibians, even though he had absolutely no use for the pearls that grew in their bellies, which were traditionally exchanged as a sign of commitment between couples. “Gino and I will go find them.”
“The ceremony starts in just over an hour.” There was no question as to the unspoken meaning behind her father’s words.
“We’ll be back in time,” she assured him. 
He huffed, seeming less than convinced. “You’d best be off, then.”

      [image: ]A victorious fanfare trumpeted in her heart when she found Wil exactly as she had expected: shin-deep in the river, his pants rolled up just below his knees, proudly displaying the bandages he’d earned from shredding his legs after falling from a tree the day before. They were battle scars from his attempts to convene a secret meeting of the nocturnal critters who lived just outside his bedroom window. Specks of mud were splattered across his face, and his lively blue eyes scanned the murky waters below.
As suspected, Cara lounged nearby, dutifully chewing on an appropriately hefty stick as she kept one eye on her two-legged charge. Thankfully, Celeste also sat on the riverbank, a closed wicker basket at her side. Her warm brown eyes were hard with concentration as she scribbled away in her familiar, well-loved notebook, but her very presence eased the tightness in Arycelle’s chest. At least Wil hadn’t come out here alone. 
She crossed her arms as she regarded her brother. His hair and clothes were still dry, so he hadn’t fallen in. Yet. 
He chose that moment to take a break from scanning the river and offered a wave as he noted her and Gino’s presence. This drew Celeste’s attention away from her notebook, and she rearranged her skirts, turning to face them.
“I’m sorry if we worried you,” Celeste said, keeping her voice low. “I couldn’t convince him not to go, but I figured I could at least play chaperone.”
“I appreciate it.” Arycelle smiled before turning her attention back to her brother. “How fares the hunt?”
“Quiet!” Wil shushed her, flailing about as he brought one finger to his lips. “You’re going to scare them away. This is all for you, you know!” 
Arycelle cocked an eyebrow quizzically. “How so?”
“I’m trying to get you a pearl.”
“Why would I need a pearl? I’m not courting anyone.”
“That’s not what you’d think, according to your diary. The way you talk about—”
If there had been any polliwogs hiding in the mud, there certainly wouldn’t be anymore, for Arycelle shrieked her reply at a volume and pitch which could have cut through the most raucous of post-dinner parties. “Wilhelm Thorne, if you do not stop speaking right this instant, you will no longer have a mouth with which to speak!”
Despite the intensity of her threat, Wil did not look frightened. Instead, he replied in a mocking tone, “What are you gonna do, make a wish?”
“I won’t need to make a wish. There were scrolls for sale at the festival…some of which were rather unique. They can do lots of things, like change your form. Generally speaking, I don’t think mushrooms have mouths, do you?”
Now, her brother looked a little scared. His shoulders tightened, and she could see his throat bulge as he swallowed. Good, she thought.
“Ari.” Gino tried to place a calming hand on her shoulder, but she rotated her arm, shrugging free of his touch. 
“Why don’t we all have a snack?” Celeste suggested. She rose to her feet as she made an offering of her basket. Opening the lid, she revealed a pile of vibrant, triangular-shaped red fruit. Gino’s eyes sparkled, reflecting the fruit’s shine as a gasp escaped his lips.
“Strawberries,” he said reverently.
“Fresh from the Sunlands, with a little magical assistance, of course.”
Gino gingerly picked one strawberry from the basket, twisting and turning it as he inspected it from every angle. “These must have cost a fortune.”
“We had best enjoy them before they spoil, then,” Celeste said with a smile.
Arycelle took one berry and bit into it. Bright, sweet flavours, with a tart edge, lit the inside of her mouth and danced across her tongue. She regretted that it only lasted two bites, and a small part of her was jealous when Celeste offered the basket to Wil.
With all the eagerness and lack of self-control one could expect from an eight-year-old, her brother took a fistful of strawberries and shoved them into his mouth in one go. 
Instead of his expression melting into a blissful smile, his jaw clenched in disgust.
“Blech!” Wil’s reaction was immediate and violent. He spat the half-chewed strawberries into the muddy river. Doubling over, he clutched his stomach as he lurched toward the rushing water, as though he were about to vomit. With each of his deep, wracking coughs, Arycelle’s nails carved painful red crescents into her palms.
“You…um…don’t like them?” Celeste asked innocently.
“They’re awful!” Wil said between dry heaves. The pressure on Arycelle’s palms lessened as his spine straightened, and he turned toward Gino. “You actually eat these? Like, on purpose?”
“Kids in the Sunlands treat them like they’re candy,” Gino said.
Wil shuddered. “Candy’s supposed to taste good. These are just—” He lurched forward once again.
At first, Arycelle thought he may actually be puking. He remained hunched over, his face turned away from her. But Cara’s head rose like a soldier called to attention, and she abandoned her stick and rushed to Wil’s side, barking. He couldn’t reach down to try to settle her, for both his hands were occupied—clutching not his ailing stomach, but his chest. Arycelle saw him jerk backward, his shoulders tensing, as she heard the too-familiar, bone-chilling wheeze.
“Wil!” She raced toward him, kneeling in front of him and placing her hands on his arms, trying to steady him against the convulsive shudders that wracked his slight frame. His skin was pale, and there was a sheen of sweat forming upon his forehead as his panicked eyes flitted back and forth, searching for a way to end the tightness in his chest—to stop it from folding in on itself—and return the air to his lungs. 
In the end, she was helpless. She could do nothing but let the attack run its course, wishing that it both would, and would not, be the last. That it would never come again, and that this would not be the one to claim her brother’s life.
Because eight years ago, she had not been brave enough to wish that Wil would be born happy and healthy. And now, the enormity of what she needed to ask seemed too great for the stars that twinkled up above, even if it had been safe to whisper aloud. 
And so, waiting was all she could do. 

      [image: ]As a baby, there had been no shortage of air in Wil’s lungs. In fact, Arycelle had thought he’d never stop crying.
At first, everyone had welcomed his tears. Her mother had nearly wept along with him, overcome with relief when her son had emerged—rosy-cheeked, vocal, and very much alive. The midwife had glowed, and Arycelle remembered that she, too, had smiled when she’d first closed her hand around one of her wailing brother’s chubby fingers. But the wonder had quickly faded as Wil’s cries had persisted and the bags beneath her eyes had etched themselves deeper and deeper into her skin. She’d tried everything she could to block the noise, but her brother’s screams had proved victorious over both cotton and wax. 
She’d tried singing to him, then.
It had been Gino’s fault, really. Back in those days—before he’d gotten used to speaking their language—everything he said sounded like a song. Sleep deprivation had led to her narrating invented conversations between the two of them, and she’d mercilessly imitated the cadence of his voice. 
“No, Ari, you cannot use a scroll of silence on your baby brother. What if it doesn’t wear off, and he never speaks again!” she’d said on his behalf. Stupid Gino and his stupid logic. He wasn’t the one who had barely slept in three weeks. But that’s when she’d noticed the room was strangely quiet. Wil had ceased his wailing and was staring at her with his wide, watery blue eyes. 
“Merciful mists,” she’d whispered under her breath. Apparently, that had been the wrong thing to say, because Wil’s bottom lip had quivered and the wailing had begun anew. At her wit’s end, Arycelle had thrown her hands up in the air and stomped around the room. 
“Ari, Ari, look what you’ve done!” she’d chastised herself in Gino’s voice. Her frantic pace had slowed as she noticed that again, Wil had fallen silent.
Do you want a song? She’d hoped that was the case. She certainly couldn’t go through the rest of her life imitating Gino—there were probably rules against that. So, she’d placed her hand on the edge of Wil’s crib and, uttering a fervent plea to the mist, had begun to sing.
Why her melody had succeeded over the ones hummed by her mother and the nursemaids, she would never know, but that had been the first night since he was born that any of them had known a moment’s peace.
Her singing had calmed Wil then, and she supposed that was why she sang to him now, her worried vibrato accompanied by the rushing river and Wil’s desperate wheezes. Though neither Gino nor Celeste would fault her for it, it felt a foolish thing to do. Songs could not return what his illness had stolen away, no matter how sweetly they were sung. But Wil had always liked her singing—she’d caught him lingering in the halls while she practised, and stranded in the forest without any aid, she didn’t know what else to do.
Eventually, his panic subsided, and Gino scooped Wil into his arms, the four of them, plus Cara, racing back toward the festival grounds. By the time they reached the medical tent, the worst had passed, but Wil’s cheeks still lacked their usual colour, and he let out strained grunts as his chest rose and fell. One attendant went to fetch her parents, while another called upon her family’s physician, Dr. Stone, who was quick to start a series of routine examinations. When her mother arrived, she flew to Wil’s side, steadfastly refusing to leave. She whispered a litany of prayers as she pressed a cool cloth against his head, begging him to be all right. Her father, conversely, remained at the edge of the tent, holding Cara’s collar as he tried to keep the concerned dog away from Wil’s bed, as though he were unsure of what else he could do.
In the end, Arycelle was the one who suggested they leave, because she didn’t think her father would survive standing there, watching and waiting. She wasn’t sure she would, either. So, the two of them headed back out to the festival, along with Gino, leaving Celeste—who was quiet enough that her presence was easily overlooked—Cara, and her mother to watch over Wil. 
For the rest of the afternoon, Arycelle was the perfect daughter. She encouraged Gino to try to enjoy the festivities while she did both hers and Wil’s jobs: announcing the champions in the various contests that had taken place over the course of the day, presenting their awards, and serenading the victors. People laughed, joked, and gave each other congratulatory pats on the shoulder. They commended her father for his part in arranging such a wonderful event and complimented Arycelle for her performance, asking if she would join them as they continued their celebrations. Their hearts were light, unburdened, but she pleasantly declined. For once, her father said nothing to the contrary.
By the time they made it back to the medical tent, the sun was already dipping beneath the horizon. Hours had passed, but her mother had not moved from her brother’s side, though the lines of worry were no longer etched quite as deeply onto her forehead. Wil slept peacefully, his chest rising and falling at the gentle rate of someone at rest, his red hair no longer drenched in sweat. Despite this improvement, it was clear her mother intended to spend the night. She’d had the attendants prepare her a cot, and she urged the rest of them to return home.
Though Arycelle knew she should rest, she hadn’t been able to force her feet to
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