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      Let your imagination run wild.

      Tell your story, whatever form it takes.

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Title Page]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        
          I. Part I - The Rot

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

        

      

      
        
          II. Part II - The sleep

        

        
          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

        

      

      
        
          III. Part III - The Walkers

        

        
          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

        

      

      
        
          IV. Part IV - The Wedding

        

        
          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Chapter 36

          

        

      

      
        
          V. Part V - Battle

        

        
          
            Chapter 37

          

          
            Chapter 38

          

          
            Chapter 39

          

          
            Chapter 40

          

          
            Chapter 41

          

        

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        About Lou Wilham

      

      
        Also by Lou Wilham

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        More Books You’ll Love

      

      
        The Castle of Thorns

      

      
        Rose & Claw

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      The tricky thing about stories is this, they all have to end somewhere. For some it's "and they lived happily ever after" for others it's simply "the end" more still have no ending at all, they just stop.

      This story will end thusly. . .

      A die cast.

      A fate wound up.

      A curse unbound.

      And many wishes granted.

      It began many years ago with a king who wished for a child, a prince who wished for an impossible love, and a goddess who granted both those wishes and one of her own. A silent, secret wish that she shared with no others, not even those closest to her. A wish that she kept close to herself, hidden away.

      Cricket was the answer to all of those wishes. But he had desires of his own. A life he wanted to lead. A love he wanted to marry. And a family he wanted to protect.

      It will come as no surprise to you, dear reader, that none of those things came easily. Life is like that, after all, it makes a mess of things, and very often people must take the long way around to get what they desire most.

      For Cricket that long way around involved the betrayal of his uncle, the death of his father, exile, war, a child, and the finding of his soulmate.

      For Takayoshi it involved a journey of self-discovery in as much as a journey of finding answers to save the man he loved, and finding the family he never knew he wanted.

      Both men had one more challenge to face before they could find happiness. One more war to win. . .

      And the goddess of the moon, Selene, could only do so much to aide them, to her continued frustration.

      "I heard there is war coming to Lunette," Jaxith said where he stood by Selene looking through the window of the palace of the gods that gave them the best view of Cricket—her son. It was tucked away, hidden from the other gods lest they discover her transgressions. Not that they did not already know, she was sure, but there was little proof of it yet. And even if there weren't, Selene wished to hoard this away to herself. Keep Cricket safe from their eyes as best she could. Her son. Her light.

      "You've heard correctly," Selene replied impassively, not taking her eyes off the glass. War was inevitable. The mortals of Cytheria had seen to that. Estia with zir deception, and quick hands. And Craven with his ruthlessness that seemed to know no bounds. If it were up to Selene she'd have removed the blight that was the king of Cytheria ages ago, but that would be meddling in such an obvious way that the other gods would turn against her. They would punish her. Just as they had punished him.

      "I heard there will be losses." Jaxith's voice pulled her from her thoughts, but only for a moment.

      Selene took a breath, pinching her eyes shut, and wondered who Jaxith had been speaking with. It was not uncommon for the gods to know the future, or at least glimpses of it. But the mortals who joined them once their time on the land had passed were never supposed to receive that information. Lest they do something intolerably stupid like try to interfere. Not that Selene could judge Jaxith for this. She too wanted to use what powers she had to see to it that what was to come would go easier for Cricket and his family. To protect her son's heart and his body. But as the other gods stayed out of mortal affairs so too must she. Even if that was her son down there.

      "On both sides, I imagine. That is what happens during a war." She knew what he was speaking of. She'd heard the same rumors. Whispers in the halls of the gods. Gossip. But that didn't make it untrue. They said in hushed tones that the sun would fall. They said behind their hands, leaning in close so that no one could read their lips that Helios had forsaken his kin. They said in darkened corners that the moon would break. They said that the curse of Venus would be the end of them both once and for all.

      "This will destroy him." Jaxith's hands twisted together, worry lingering in the lines of his face. He had grown younger since coming to them and reuniting with his wife. Taking on the appearance of the man his wife had married. But Selene could see the years now, the ones he had given to protect and raise her son—their son.

      "It will not." She needed for that to be true so badly it ached within her. How strange, a goddess knowing pain just the same as any mortal. Motherhood really had made her soft.

      "How can you be so sure?" Jaxith turned to face her, his brows raised high. There was hope in his eyes. Fragile and so, so mortal. Selene forgot sometimes that Jaxith was mortal. He was the father to a god, after all. But it was visible there now in the wrinkle between his brows. He was just a man standing before a god, begging for her to spare their child.

      Mortal.

      And so was their son, even if he had come from the powers of a goddess. The land saw to that. Stripped him of his immortality the way it would any other being. It was why the gods no longer walked on the land. Why they had cloistered themselves away in their realm separate from their descendants, and instead used their influence to move them around like pieces on a go board.

      But Fate would have her way. She always did. Even the gods could not go against her, though Selene had tried on more than one occasion. And what was to come was set in stone, there was no denying that, though Selene had tried.

      Jaxith shifted uncomfortably beside her indicating she had been silent for too long, and she sighed.

      "Because he is yours, and he is mine," she said simply. "And I have given him everything he needs, and you have taught him all you know. He will prevail. He will not break."

      "I pray that you're right." Jaxith returned to where he had been watching Cricket play with his daughter in the palace gardens. His smile was bright, brighter than it had been in some years. At ease. He did not know what was coming. And she could not warn him.

      "I pray that too," Selene agreed, her voice soft.

      If she was not. . . Well. She was a goddess. She did have one or two more tricks up her sleeve. And if there was a price to be paid for what she did, so be it.
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      "You cannot just elope!" Ignacia's exasperated tone echoed off the walls of his father's office—not his because he still felt every day as if he were playing pretend at being king. He hoped no one was nearby to hear his captain of the guard shouting at her king like this, that would damage even a pretend king's reputation. They probably weren't. He couldn't imagine Ignacia would make that kind of mistake. She must have Claudia nearby keeping people away from this section of the castle. Ignacia's hands twitched at her sides like she wanted to grab Cricket—her dear friend, her brother in many ways—and shake some sense into him.

      Joke's on her, that likely wouldn't help.

      "And why not?" Cricket asked, not looking up from his work to fix her with an expression of mild annoyance. Because what point was there? It had never stopped Ignacia from berating him before, it seemed very often that was simply the role of an elder sister. It hadn't stopped her from barging in about ten minutes ago.

      "Because."

      Cricket waited a beat, his scales scratching against the inside of his sleeve, making him itch, and when she didn't sound like she was going to continue any further he said, "I beg to differ. I think you'll find, Iggy, that since I'm king I can do whatever I please."

      He knew that wasn't true. If the last few months had taught Cricket anything, it was that he couldn't just do as he pleased simply because he was in charge. It was the exact opposite, actually. Everything he did now had to be thought through carefully. He had to consider all of the implications, and the impacts. His people depended on him to make good decisions. And when he made the wrong ones, bad things happened. Lives were lost. Homes were burned. Families were separated.

      The consequences of him not executing his uncle still echoed through the many empty buildings in the capital. Cricket hadn’t spent much time in the city since returning home, but the time he had spent there had him realizing how badly Sunil had treated his people. A quarter of the population wasn’t even remaining. They had either left      for safety, or died so Sunil could raise them for use in his undead army against Cricket. How Sunil meant to rule an empty kingdom, Cricket didn’t know. But every time he thought about the loss, his heart sank a little further in his chest.

      Lunette’s army too had been decimated by Sunil’s actions.

      And all of this was laid at Cricket’s feet. Every choice he made seemed to carry double the weight now. He had to be careful. Even when it came to wedding plans.

      "Yes," Takayoshi agreed when the silence stretched on too long and it looked like maybe Ignacia was going to start shouting again. He'd been quiet the entire time Ignacia was in the room, sitting back and taking in everything around him, as was his way. "Cricket is king. He can do what he likes."

      Cricket fought tooth and nail against the smile that threatened to overtake his face at Takayoshi's words. It was a trying thing, not grinning broadly at the man he loved. Not showing to the world just how soft he was for this one person. But Cricket managed somehow.

      Kings were not meant to be soft. He had learned that as well from his brush with his uncle. His softness had nearly cost him everything. His kingdom. His daughter. His family. The man he loved. If he was soft then others could take from him everything that he cared for. He could no longer afford to be soft.

      "That's all the more reason he can't," Ignacia hissed, her eyes darting to the closed door of his father's office as if she had just now realized that someone might be listening. They had done their best to ferret out Sunil's spies, but there was no way to tell if they had gotten them all, and Cricket wasn't willing to punish people on suspicion alone. There needed to be proof. Another example of his softness that was likely to get him into trouble, he recognized. But he would not cow to the pressure to become a tyrant like Sunil had been, like some other rulers were.

      "There is an expectation," Ignacia said.

      "Expectation," Cricket repeated in a murmur, and tightened his hold on his pen reflexively. He hated that word, hated the weight that came with it, settling heavy and suffocating on his shoulders. He missed the days when he was free. Just a silly little prince who could run out in the middle of his lessons to buy the last of the season's strawberries with his best friend. Years. That had been years ago. Before he'd met Takayoshi. Before he'd found his daughter. Before he'd lost a sister, a father, a friend. Before he was king.

      "Cricky," Ignacia's tone softened, and when he looked up he found her eyes had fixed him with a gentleness that made him feel small again. Gods, it had been so many years since he'd felt small like this. Like someone else was caring for him. Kings didn't get that. Not even from their elder sisters. "I know this isn't what you want to hear–"

      "But it's the truth," he said, cutting her off and shaking his head. He knew she was right. He'd known since this argument began. That he was just railing against the truth of it, the honesty. Plus it was kind of fun to get under Ignacia's skin a little. He hadn't allowed himself that in a while. A fact that Ignacia and Takayoshi both seemed to realize if the expressions on their faces were anything to go by. But Ignacia's sudden softness, the seriousness of her tone, cut through the playful mood.

      Even still⁠—

      "There is no time now for a proper ceremony," Takayoshi answered, as if he'd read Cricket's thoughts. He couldn't. Not when they weren't in their phoenix and dragon forms. But Takayoshi knew Cricket, down to his marrow. Cricket wondered how long Takayoshi had, sometimes. Wondered when it was that he'd given himself away so wholly to another. That first day as he flopped down across from Takayoshi and nearly spilled his tea? Or had the understanding come later? He didn't ask. He didn't really want the answer.

      "There isn't," Ignacia agreed. "You'll just have to wait until after we've finished cleaning up the mess Sunil left behind."

      Wait. More waiting. It had already been a month since the final battle with Cricket's uncle, and they were going to put this off even further? Acid churned in Cricket's stomach, making it burn.

      "Yoshi's curse. . . " The words scraped Cricket's throat raw. He hated the curse. That vile, foul thing. The thing that might one day take him from Takayoshi and his family. And all because of what? Because of a petty jealousy that was centuries old. A grudge that the caster had long since forgotten herself, if he were to guess. It wasn't that he was afraid to die. He never had been. It was the pain of the people he would leave behind that had him fighting to live now more than ever.

      It was also the vagueness of it. The amorphic cloud that hung over all their heads. That one day Takayoshi’s love would kill Cricket in some as yet unseen way. Sickness. Or war. Or— Well, maybe all the events of the past few years had been just that, the curse trying to kill Cricket. It had failed so far, but how much longer could he outrun it?

      "We have to join the sun and the⁠—"

      "We should perhaps speak with your mother before the ceremony, as well. To get her blessing." Takayoshi had begun doing that more and more these days, cutting people off when he had something to say. Growing impatient with waiting his turn. Maybe he always had been. Maybe it was just that before Cricket—before he'd decided to leave Helios and tame a dragon—Takayoshi was too polite to do so. Still holding fast to his uncle's rules. Rules that he had abandoned when he gave up trying to win his uncle's approval and followed Cricket down the mountain.

      "My mother." Cricket sighed, leaning back in the chair to run his hands through his hair. His fingers caught briefly on the antlers at his temples. They were still not quite as long as they had been before he'd found his pearl, but their presence combined with the scales itching under his clothing were a constant reminder that just as soon as Cricket had found his pearl, he'd lost it again. Some guardian of the people he was turning out to be.

      "Yes," Takayoshi insisted, seeming to understand that Cricket was reluctant      to speak to the lady Selene. There was sympathy in his expression too, his eyes softened around the corners. Which was deeply unsettling, although maybe not as unsettling as finding out that his mother was the goddess of the moon.

      Cricket hadn't wondered who his mother was since he was about five, and just a few weeks ago Takayoshi had given him the answer. A goddess. Who'd have thought? Not Cricket. They hadn't tried to contact Selene since he'd learned, and Takayoshi hadn't pushed him to. Cricket wondered if it was because Takayoshi saw the anxiety lingering in every movement when they spoke of her. The way his muscles seemed to twitch, and he struggled to meet anyone's eyes.

      What if she didn't like him? What if the reason she hadn't reached out to him all these years was because she didn't approve of what he'd become? What if he was left for his father in that forest because he was a mistake? The gods were fickle, and Cricket wouldn't put it past one of them to create a child and later regret the choice.

      "He's right." Ignacia kept her words gentle, as if she too saw the thought flitting across Cricket's mind. He was painfully transparent as of late, he supposed. Or maybe it was just them. Two of the three people in his life who knew him the best. Thankfully, Anstice wasn't there to stick her nose into things too. "Selene should be consulted on this union. Not that if she doesn't approve you'll listen, but it'd be a slight to not recognize her parentage and thus her place in this all together."

      Cricket twitched a little at the blow the word slight landed. No one wanted to slight the gods. There would be consequences. Consequences he and his kingdom couldn't afford to pay at this stage in the rebuilding process, or ever really. "All right. We'll speak to my mother, and ask for her approval. Now can we stop talking about my impending marriage for about two minutes so we can discuss the more serious matter of the refugees?"

      Ignacia nodded her agreement and settled into the chair on the other side of Cricket's desk next to Takayoshi. "We've managed to find homes for all of those displaced during Sunil's attacks. Unfortunately because of the number of people killed when he attacked the city directly, there was plenty of room for those from the nearby towns and villages."

      Cricket's heart clenched in his chest. It wounded him deeply to know so many of his people had suffered while he was away in Helios hiding from Sunil. But there was nothing that could be done for it now.

      "We'll still need to rebuild their homes," he said unfurling a map from a drawer. Each town Sunil decimated in his bid to become king sat a black dot, a blight, on the land. Cricket's kingdom was wounded, but not broken, he had to remind himself of that frequently. Sunil had not irreversibly ruined anything. "And see to their dead. I don't want any of those Sunil used in his attacks to be left unattended."

      "I've already got a team working on that. Claudia is just looking for someone who can go with them and perform the rights required to lay them to rest. Many of the priestesses who could were utilized by Sunil to raise the dead in his war." Ignacia's face twisted as if she'd swallowed something foul. "Those who didn't do so willingly were tortured within an inch of their lives."

      "I know you don't want to." Cricket's fingers tapped against the surface of his desk through the map, and he chewed on the inside of his cheek. They didn't need to be fighting amongst themselves at this particular moment, but someone needed to say this. Even if Ignacia were going to be angry with him for the suggestion. "But reach out to Anstice. She always kept meticulous records of those in any kind of power. She'll know who we can trust with this and who we can't."

      The scowl on Ignacia's face told him exactly how she felt about that particular suggestion. But if Cricket had to force this issue, he would. He couldn't have infighting in his family, even if Anstice was no longer a part of the kingdom of Lunette. He needed those closest to him, especially the Celestials—those with the power to shift into mythical creatures and wield great magic—to be a team. And the only way he could think to force his sisters to make up, was to make them speak to one another. It had always worked in the past. . .

      "Is that an order, Your Highness?" Ignacia asked, her tone flat.

      "Yes. It is." He tilted his chin back and met Ignacia's green eyes, daring her to go against him.

      She stared back for a moment, unblinking, and he recognized it as the intimidation tactic she'd used on him all his life. It worked sometimes still. When she was trying to bully him into doing something he knew was good for him, like speaking to his mother, like having a grand ceremony for his wedding. It wouldn't work now.

      Ignacia blinked first. She ducked her head in respect, but he would swear he heard a smile in her voice when she said, "Yes, Your Highness." Then, without further argument, she dismissed herself with a soft, "Claudia and I will get in contact right away."

      The door closed quietly behind her, leaving behind the heaviness of what lay between Cricket and Takayoshi in its wake.

      Cricket swallowed with an audible click in the ensuing silence, Takayohi's golden gaze burned into him like a brand. "I suppose you ought to show me the best way to reach my mother?"

      Takayoshi's lips twitched almost imperceptibly. "We will begin when the moon is at its zenith, that is the best time to speak with the goddess."

      "All right." Cricket let out a long slow breath that did nothing to quell the anxiety rolling through his belly making him queasy with it. "All right."

      Takayoshi rose from his chair, and leaned over the table to brush a kiss to Cricket's temple, so tender and quick it was hardly there at all. "You will be fine, my prince. She loves you."

      Cricket nodded, but didn't say anything. He could argue that point until he was blue in the face, but he supposed Takayoshi would know better than him, after all, he'd actually spoken to Selene. "Right. Okay. In the meantime, should we start looking at things for the wedding?"

      "If you would like." Takayoshi settled back into his chair, and pulled it in closer to the desk so they could work. Then he lifted his head to fix Cricket with the most genuine smile he thought he’d ever seen on Takayoshi’s face before. “I believe Becka would like to help.”

      Cricket laughed a little, shaking his head. “Was she standing out there when Iggy left?”

      “I believe so.”

      “Then by all means, let our daughter in.” Cricket leaned back in his chair, his hands settling on his stomach. “I’m sure she’ll have something to say about what I should and should not wear to our wedding.”

      “I believe she also wants to be involved in choosing the flowers.”

      “Of course she does.”

      The door to the office opened and in stepped Becka, her long      black hair tied up in a braid down her back, a smile split across her lips. “You’ll have to include sunflowers of course.”

      “Oh of course,” Cricket crowed. “In honor of our little sunflower.”

      “Not so little anymore.” Becka pouted, dropping into the chair beside Takayoshi.

      “No,” Cricket said with a wistfulness that left him aching. “Not so little anymore.”

      Then he leaned back and he let Becka’s excitement, and Takayoshi’s gentle guidance wash over him.
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      "Are you sure this will work?"

      Takayoshi would be offended by Cricket's question if it were not accompanied by the shifting of his weight from one foot to the other. It was honestly a little frightening how well Takayoshi could read Cricket these days. When they had been in Helios, Cricket seemed so guarded, so distant, and now Takayoshi wondered how he had missed all of the signs that Cricket felt the same way he did. The affection, and love was there clearly on his face any time he smiled at Takayoshi.

      Perhaps it was simply that Takayoshi had been in denial. That he was so sure that no one, least of all his own soulmate, could love him in that way that he had convinced himself Cricket was merely indifferent to him. How foolish he had been. Not just in that, but also in the time he wasted away from Cricket searching for a "cure" to his condition when there was none to be found. Still, had Takayoshi not gone on that journey, he never would have discovered Cricket's mother was the Lady Selene. That would have been a pity.

      "It will work," Takayoshi confirmed, his fingers working over the characters that he knew by heart now. He had not been in contact with Selene that often, but it did not take Takayoshi long to memorize things. Especially things that were this important. He sincerely hoped Selene answered this time and did not make him seem a liar. Not only because she should allow him to save some face in front of the man he loved, but also because Cricket might begin to think that his mother did not care for him. That simply would not do.

      Cricket shifted again, the floorboard creaking beneath him. Takayoshi would have preferred to do this in the gardens where the rain could wash the marks away, but Cricket had insisted on doing it in Cricket's private chambers. A room Takayoshi had not been in, because it seemed wholly improper. They were to be married, yes, but that did not mean Takayoshi should know what the inside of Cricket's private rooms looked like until that day. Call him old fashioned if you will.

      Which meant of course that he couldn’t help but notice the unmade bed through the door into the bedroom, dark blue sheets thrown about. Or the overflowing papers on the desk near the window. Or the book that lay forgotten on the table beside the chaise that they’d moved out of the front of the fireplace     . It all felt very Cricket, right down to the plush rug that was now rolled up in the corner.

      "What is it?" Takayoshi asked, abandoning his work, and rising to his feet to cross the room to where Cricket sat in a chair at his desk. He took Cricket's hands in his, giving them an affectionate squeeze, and bent to press a kiss to Cricket's lips before pressing on. "What is really wrong?"

      Cricket sighed—annoyed, perhaps, that Takayoshi had seen through him once again—and a little rush of happiness flooded Takayoshi's veins at that knowledge. He knew Cricket. Knew him well enough to read his tells when he was anxious, and for it to be annoying to the man himself. How novel.

      "Tell me," he prompted again, knowing that sometimes Cricket needed an extra push to get his words out. A funny little thing for someone who usually tended to be so verbose. Not that Takayoshi minded it at all. It was a privilege to see Cricket when he was feeling weak and unsure. Vulnerable. Something he did not show to many. "Let me help you."

      "What if she doesn't like me?" Cricket asked in a voice so small it nearly broke Takayoshi's heart.

      He wanted to tell Cricket that that was impossible. That everyone who met Cricket loved him on sight, himself included. That there was not a soul alive who could help but look at Cricket's light and not be warmed by it. But he knew all of those words would be lies, and empty platitudes. For there was the matter of Sunil. Someone who had helped to raise Cricket. Who had seen him when he was small and chubby cheeked, and hated him still. It baffled Takayoshi, but he supposed there was no accounting for taste and greed.

      Instead of saying those things, he knelt before Cricket, looking up into his face where Cricket had tried to hide behind his still unbearably short hair. Cricket's pale blue eyes flickered around Takayoshi's face as if he were searching for a lie. He would find none. Takayoshi did not lie, and even if he did, he would not lie about this. He would not lie to Cricket.

      "Your mother," Takayoshi began, taking Cricket's hands again and rubbing his thumbs along the thin skin at Cricket's wrists, "loves you very much."

      Cricket opened his mouth to protest, but Takayoshi did not give him room for that. He continued without pause.

      "She has done so much to prove that love to you. She sent you to King Jaxith who was good to you, and ensured you were happy all your life. She tied me to you so that I could protect you, and care for you. She gave you power to protect her people and defeat her enemies, and then allowed that power to grow enough that it could not be contained by a single person. The dragon, and phoenix are proof of her love, Cricket. She may not have spoken to you. She may not have touched your life directly. But she has helped you in a thousand other ways that we do not yet understand. Please," Takayoshi begged softly, "do not let what Sunil did to you color your world. You are better than that. Stronger than that."

      "Am I?" But it was asked like a joke.

      "I think you know very well that you are." Takayoshi smiled gently, and lifted Cricket's hands toward his face so he could brush kisses along his knuckles. "Now. Come. The sooner we receive your mother's blessing, the sooner we can be married."

      "Are you that eager to bind yourself to me?" Cricket's voice had gone light, and teasing, a smile twitching at the corners of his lips, barely restrained. Takayoshi's heart leapt in his chest. How he loved to see Cricket like this. Full of joy, and laughter. How he would give anything to ensure Cricket never had to know suffering. But he knew that was impossible. Suffering was a part of living. Suffering made the joy sweeter.

      "I think you know that I am." Takayoshi pushed up from where he had rested his weight back on his heels so that he could meet Cricket's searching lips halfway. A long lingering kiss. Heat buzzed along Takayoshi's nerves, setting every fiber of himself alight so much so he was amazed his phoenix fire did not catch on something. No. He would trade this for nothing. All of the suffering and the hardships, he would not trade, because it had led them here, brought them this. It was worth it in the end. And once Lunette was rebuilt, once they were married, he would make it so Cricket never had cause to be unhappy again.

      Cricket pulled away from the kiss to laugh, his eyes bright, and sparkling and so, so blue. Blue. It still took Takayoshi's breath away to see Cricket this way, surrounded by a world awash in color. He still shone brighter than everything else, even if Takayoshi could make out the deep blue of the walls now.

      "Better?" Takayoshi asked gently as he rose.

      "Better." Cricket agreed, and allowed Takayoshi to pull him to his feet. He took a deep inhale, and squeezed Takayoshi's hand before saying, "All right. Let's contact my mother."

      Takayoshi led Cricket to the circle. The dagger scraped against the sheath as he pulled it out, the blade glinting in the low light.

      "Should we kneel?" Cricket fidgeted a little more at Takayoshi's side, and Takayoshi turned to face him. To give Cricket his full attention in the hopes that it might bring him some peace. Cricket smiled, and that was enough.

      "I do not think that is necessary." Takayoshi rolled up his sleeve, mindful of the blood he would be spilling, and cut a small wound into his forearm. It was the fourth in a neat row of scars. Proof on his skin of all the times he had bled for Cricket. To bind him. To help him. To save him. To love him. And Takayoshi knew he would do it as many times as it took.

      The blood dripped onto the chalk circle, and the characters lit up near blinding, making Takayoshi see spots after. He blinked, his eyes watering against the light, but did not allow himself to close his eyes. He had to remain looking at Cricket, to ensure he was happy, to ensure he was not hurt by anything Selene had to say.

      "Lady Selene," Takayoshi said when silence remained, a held breath between them. "We seek your blessing for our coming marriage."

      "Well it's about time," Selene said, a laugh in her voice.

      Cricket laughed too, a short, sharp bark. Half surprise, half disbelief. "Is that a yes?"

      "Of course it's a yes, silly child." Selene chuckled, and Takayoshi could imagine her shaking her head exactly the way Cricket was doing. Her hair falling into her face to hide her eyes the way Cricket was. It was amazing how similar they were when they had not even spoken till now. "But, my darling," she said, her tone suddenly serious, "how are you?"

      Takayoshi reached for Cricket, gathered him into his arms, and pulled him to his chest to lend him support when it seemed that Cricket's knees might buckle under him. He pressed his face in close, his lips against Cricket's temple, to offer the comfort and reassurance he knew Cricket needed. It was a lot to meet one's parent for the first time. Even more to feel the weight of their caring heavy on one's chest. Takayoshi had never experienced it, but he could imagine how it must be. So he held on.

      "I am better than I was," Cricket said after a long moment of hiding his face in the fabric of Takayoshi's tunic, breathing in the warm air there. "I think. . ." Takayoshi heard Cricket swallow, the motion an audible click. Then he whispered, as if perhaps this ought to not be allowed for all the grief he had known, "I think I might be happy, mother."

      "Good," Selene said, and it sounded like she breathed the word. Like it was an exhalation of her own worry. "That's very good."

      "So we have your blessing then?" Cricket asked again, as if perhaps he could not believe it. As if he needed to be sure that this too would not be torn from his grasp. It would not be, not so long as Takayoshi had anything to say about it.

      "Of course you do." Selene huffed a laugh that was all exasperation. "As if I could deny you anything. But. . ." she paused here, seemed to take a moment to gather herself, and when her voice returned it was as stormy as the sea they had named after her. "You had better wait until you find your pearl again, my dear. There is. . ." Takayoshi may have been imagining it, the way her voice lowered as if she were concerned about being overheard. He may have been reading too much into things. But he did not think he was. "There is a war coming your way, and you both need to be ready."

      A war. Another war. How much more could the battered kingdom of Lunette take before it crumbled under the forces that stood against it? Takayoshi did not wish to find out.

      "Who?" Takayoshi asked, tightening his hold on Cricket, needing the weight of him in his arms as much as Cricket seemed to need the support. Cricket was there, safe and whole, for the moment. And whatever came their way next, they could face together, he was sure of it.

      "Cytheria." Selene sounded as if perhaps she were frowning, her tone gone grave. "Craven seeks to take over Lunette in its weakened state. He means to rule all of the lands he can. Lunette will be just the beginning."

      "He'll move to Helios when he's through here," Cricket said as if he could read Craven's movements as one might a map. Maybe he could. He had learned a fair bit about battle tactics in the last war, and he was consistently borrowing books to learn more. Takayoshi was proud of him and the ruler he was becoming. He would be a great king.

      "He will not get that far."

      "He won't," Cricket agreed, his fingers tight in Takayoshi's tunic. "We will stop him."

      Selene made a soft sound of acknowledgement. "I will do everything I can to help you, but I'm afraid it's not much. The gods can't be seen to be playing favorites."

      "Of course not." Cricket sounded very much like he wanted to roll his eyes, but had decided that might be disrespectful so he resisted.

      "Can we ask for one favor?" Takayoshi said, sure that Selene would deny them, and if she did they would simply fight through this as they always had before. "Is there a way to slow down Venus' curse? We plan to marry⁠—"

      "I'll do what I can." Selene sounded like she was smiling now, and Takayoshi wondered if that was because she had a secret she was not telling, but he decided it best not to ask. Let the goddess keep her secrets. So long as she helped him keep Cricket safe, she could lie as much as she liked. "But I have been here too long. Someone might take notice, and we're not meant to be communicating with the mortals. So I must bid you farewell."

      "Goodbye, Mother." Cricket leaned more heavily against Takayoshi.

      "We will speak again soon, Cricket."

      Then the light faded, and the connection closed. Cricket's knees buckled under him again. Humming gently to try to calm his rapid breathing, Takayoshi led Cricket back to the chair, and guided him to sit. When he knelt in front of Cricket again, his chest was heaving.

      "Look at me," Takayoshi prompted, and forced Cricket to tilt his chin down to meet his eyes. "In." He inhaled deeply to show Cricket what he meant. Then exhaled the word "out" a moment later. "Good," he murmured softly when Cricket had completed one deep cycle. "Again."

      "There's. . . There's. . . Another. . . A war." Cricket gasped.

      "We will speak of that in a moment. In." Takayoshi inhaled, held it, then murmured, "Out."

      Cricket and he took several more cycles of deep breaths until he was calmed down enough to breathe without Takayoshi's gentle reminders.

      "I will reach out to my sister," Takayoshi volunteered as he rose. "Perhaps she can send some back up forces. Are there any other allies we could speak to?”

      “I don’t know.” Cricket sighed, scrubbing at his face. “Craven may have already struck deals with them.”

      Takayoshi nodded. “Then it would be best to keep this close to the vest, and only deal with those we are sure of.”

      "I think so. But I'll meet with Claudia and Iggy right away. We need a plan in place."

      "We will have one," Takayoshi assured, brushing a piece of hair back from Cricket's face. "We can do this. Together."
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      Together, Takayoshi said.

      They would face everything that came for them from here on out together. It was a stressor as much as it was a relief. So much could go wrong. So much could end badly. But at least Cricket wouldn't have to be alone?

      Still, when it was time to head outside of the gates of the palace, and the capital, Claudia said, "You don't have to come with us to do this, Your Highness."

      She didn't know him well enough to know that he did, in fact, have to. She didn't know that he felt responsible for what Sunil had done in the name of stealing his crown from him. Maybe it wasn't his fault that his own uncle had turned against him in such a way. But it was his fault that he'd fled to Helios in a bid to protect himself and his daughter. It was his fault that he had left his kingdom virtually unprotected when he should have stayed and fought.

      What was done, was done, Cricket knew that well enough. That didn't mean he didn't have regrets. It didn't mean that he didn't feel it was his responsibility now to assess the damage left behind by their battle.

      "For your own safety," Claudia tried to argue, her tone unsure. She would make a good advisor, one day. She was knowledgeable, and kind. But the fact of the matter stood, she didn't know Cricket well enough yet. She didn't know that mentioning his safety wasn't going to stop him. If anything, it would only encourage him.

      "He will be all right, Claudia," Takayoshi said. He was ever present these days, always at Cricket's side. The calming presence Cricket desperately needed as he faced down the uncertainty of what was to come. As his mother's words rang in his ears. War is coming to Lunette. Craven means to take your kingdom.

      "I just. . ." Claudia shifted on her horse, her head turning to look at the streets of the capital. They had repaired what they could of the city Cricket had grown up in, but so much of it was beyond that. So much of it had to be leveled and rebuilt. None of it would ever be the same, and that knowledge sat a dull ache in Cricket's chest. Right alongside the place where his pearl had once been. "We should have brought more guards."

      "We have plenty." Takayoshi shook his head. Not that any of the guards could do quite what Cricket and his little family could. But maybe Claudia was uneasy because she wasn't a Celestial. She didn't wield the power to transform at will into a mythical being who could take a sword to the gut and keep fighting. That was fair, Cricket supposed. But. . . Well if Claudia and Ignacia kept going the way they were going, it wouldn't be long before she was an official member of the family. Cricket wondered what would happen then. Would the magic trickle down as it had with all the others? Or would it remain just those closest to him? He supposed they'd see. "And Leo has already gone beyond the wall to scout. He saw no dangers outside the usual."

      "I know. I know." But it didn't seem to ease any of Claudia's worries. "It's just with what. . ." She paused, pressing her lips together hard enough to make them go pale. "With what she said, we should likely be more careful."

      "There has been no word on Craven's movements yet," Cricket offered, and turned to wave at a little old woman leaning from her window to hang out her laundry. She smiled back, delight turning her eyes to crescents. "Besides, it's good if the people see me doing something about our problems. I can't just hide away in the castle and hope this all goes away. I have to show that I'm trying to right the wrongs my family committed."

      "That wasn't your fault," Claudia argued. Passion gleamed in her eyes, she hadn’t said as much but Takayohis assured Cricket that it bothered her still that he blamed himself for everything that had happened, and Cricket appreciated it. But even if she saw that there was no blame to be cast his way, that didn't mean all of his people felt the same. Especially those who had lost their homes, and their families. "That was⁠—"

      "Regardless," Cricket cut her off, and turned his head finally to meet her gaze. "I am going to do all that I can to fix what my family has broken. That means going beyond the wall and investigating why it's the only bit of land that hasn't grown grass since the spring."

      "Yes, Your Highness." Claudia ducked her head, seeming to realize that the discussion was over, and she should let it lie. If it had been Anstice, she wouldn't have let it go. Cricket's younger sister, the one raised to be his advisor, would have bullied and wheedled him until he did what she wanted him to. In fact, they wouldn't have left the castle without enough guards to qualify as a whole parade for the capital, and there would have been no talking her out of it—even if Cricket didn’t currently have enough for that. Claudia, it seemed, didn't feel comfortable enough in her position to do that.

      That might be for the best.

      "There is Leo," Takayoshi said, nudging his horse a little further ahead to meet the man waiting for them just outside of the city limits. Leo leaned heavily against a cane, his face hidden by a dark hood even in the summer heat. Cricket hadn't gotten the full story on him yet, but he knew that Leo was someone important, someone recognizable. And that he was on the run from Cytheria. Another way this war with Craven could potentially get personal.

      "I see you made it here in one piece," Leo said, tilting his head back so they could see his smile in the shadow of his hood.

      Claudia scoffed, but Takayoshi smiled gently, the corners of his mouth turned up just so. If Cricket were a lesser man, he might be jealous of that little smile. There was a bond between Takayoshi, Leo, and Claudia that he didn't fully know the depths of, and couldn't hope to interfere with. Born of blood and sweat. Born of danger and shared trauma. Thankfully, Cricket was not a lesser man.

      "I've seen no sign of Cytheria's forces," Leo continued conversationally as they all dismounted and walked out into the field of dead grass and blood-stained earth. So much of it was black from the blood of the fallen that Sunil had raised to fight his war for him. Still, Cricket could see the places where his own forces, his family, had bled for his kingdom. It turned his stomach, what little breakfast he'd managed to eat going sour. "But just because I can't see them, doesn't mean they haven't been there."

      "Very comforting." Claudia sighed, running a hand through her hair.

      "We won't be out here long." Cricket padded softly against the ground, worried he might disturb whatever spirits left over from those he himself had slain. So many lost. And for what? A plot of dead land.

      Crouching among the dried earth, Cricket looked out across the field. It was brown as far as the eye could see. Not even dried up bits of grass remained. Just dirt, and blood, and scorch marks from the battle that raged. Was this his fault too? Was this because he'd set fire to too much of it and it couldn't bounce back? Or was it because of what Sunil had done? Raised the dead, and drained the soil? There was no real way to be sure of causation, but one thing he did know as he pressed his hand to the earth and felt for the magic in the soil. . .

      "There is no magic left behind. No life." The words scraped sharp like blades in his throat, leaving behind a rawness that Cricket couldn't help but associate with the dungeons Sunil had locked him in not more than a few months ago. Panic set in a moment later. Squeezing his chest in a vice. Making it a struggle to expand his lungs. His vision swam, the world going liquid and wobbly. Weakness settled into his knees, but he hardly knew he was going down until he felt the pressure of someone's fingers on his elbow. Firm, unyielding.

      "My king," Takayoshi said, but the words reaching Cricket were muffled and indistinct, like they were coming through glass.

      Gods. How long would he suffer from these attacks? How much more weakness would he have to struggle through before he was normal again? Would he ever be normal again? Maybe not. Maybe this was a thing he would live with all of his life until he died. The shadow of what Sunil had done to him hanging over him every hour of the day.

      "I need you to breathe with me, Cricket."

      Cricket. Takayoshi never called him that. Not unless it was serious. Not unless he was upset in some way. What had Cricket done to upset him? He hadn't meant to. . .

      "Cricket." Takayoshi had raised his voice, almost yelling, and then there was a pressure on Cricket's shoulders. A squeeze so tight it pinched. The sharp pain brought him back to himself though. Placed him firmly back in his own body. "Good. That is good. Now. Breathe with me," Takayoshi instructed and took a deep inhale to show Cricket what he wanted him to do.

      Although it was a struggle, Cricket did it. He filled his lungs with air, almost surprised to find it fresh and clean, not filled with the stench of the dungeons. Where was he again? Oh yes. He was out in the field beyond the capital. There with Takayoshi, and the others to investigate the dead patch of land just outside the city.

      Sunil was dead.

      Lunette was rebuilding.

      Becka was safe.

      He was safe.

      "That is better," Takayoshi encouraged softly. He didn't lean in to press his forehead to Cricket's as he might have done if they were alone, but he also didn't go far, and didn't remove his hands from Cricket's shoulders. The continued pressure burned like a brand through Cricket's tunic. But it was a nice burn. A grounding burn. He needed that.

      Once he'd recovered himself, Takayoshi helped him to his feet. He continued to hold onto Cricket, large hands gripping his shoulders until he was sure Cricket could stand under his own power again. Then Takayoshi released him, and took a careful half step away.

      "What do you mean there is no magic left behind?" Claudia asked. She and the others had averted their eyes while Cricket panicked, and he wasn't really sure how to feel about that. Were they giving him his privacy? Or were they embarrassed for him? There was no need for them to be embarrassed on his account, he was plenty embarrassed himself. What sort of king had a panic attack simply investigating a plot of land?

      "I mean." Cricket bent to press his hand into the dirt again. His magic reached out, refreshing but warm, like the lake at peak summertime, but where normally there was an echo, an answering call, now there was nothing. An emptiness that left behind a hollow feeling in his veins Cricket didn't think he'd ever be able to put to words. It ached like old joints in the snow. "There's no magic left. Yoshi, feel it and tell me what you think."

      Takayoshi squatted beside Cricket, a posture that Cricket recognized he'd probably never used before, it did look rather undignified, and Takayoshi was nothing if not dignified. But he settled beside Cricket just the same, and pressed his hand to the dirt.

      After a moment of gentle prodding, Takayoshi hummed, the sound disconcerted. "It reminds me very much of when we encountered the hungry spirits in the forest. It is as if the land has been sapped of magic."

      "Either it was sapped by Sunil's tactics." Cricket agreed, vindicated by Takayoshi's assessment. "Or he's done something else to it."

      "What else could he have done to it?" Leo frowned. He looked like maybe he wanted to reach down and see for himself, but thus far the only one of them who could reach out to the magic of their world and have it react the way Cricket could was Takayoshi. Not even any of the other Celestials had managed it. Cricket wondered what that meant, but he didn't really have the energy to devote to it.

      "It could have been siphoned off for use in some other spell." Claudia started pacing, her fingers tapping against her face where she held her cheek. "Did he lay a trap maybe? Leave something behind to ensure that even if you took the kingdom you wouldn't keep it for long?"

      "It's possible." But Cricket hoped not. There was too much else to worry about now, he didn't have the extra resources to devote to more of Sunil's malicious tomfoolery.

      "We will check," Takayoshi volunteered. "Leo and I will take care of it. His Highness should focus on preparing for. . ." Takayoshi's words drifted off, unable or unwilling to say the word war, Cricket wasn't sure. But he was grateful for it nonetheless. There were too many ears here. And
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