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The Snows of Obsession

Snow drifted implacably out of the sky. The clear blue sky. Not a cloud to be seen anywhere. Overhead, the sun burned down on them, rays as warm as a torch shoved into the face, which only made the chill of the snowflakes that much more shocking.

Keanu frowned, holding out a hand to capture some as they fell. Cold. Very cold. You'd expect them to be wet, especially once they hit his hand given how much heat he generally radiated, but the snowflakes didn't melt at all. In fact, they seemed to get larger, stiffer, stronger the longer they lingered against his palm.

He brushed them off and shuddered.

A tropical rain forest was not a place for snow. Granted, this clearing wasn't exactly a forest. The trees around the edges teetered as if on the verge of falling inwards towards them. Every little breeze made them creak and groan.

The sounds were painfully loud compared to the complete silence. No animals, not even a single parrot screaming. No insects and there should have been millions. Not even a lizard basking in the sun beating down on them.

Just snow drifting endlessly down to blanket the slowly dying vines and shrubs.

"Is it just me or does this stuff not melt even if you breathe on it?" Cyrille asked. He looked to Keanu who nodded, unwilling to speak for some reason.

"I can't melt it," Garnett said as he used his magic to create flames around his hands. 

Even putting them directly in the snowbank growing at his feet, the snow didn't melt. To Keanu's eyes it looked as though the snow got colder and thicker the longer Garnet tried to melt it. The same could be said of Prince Cyrille's attempts to melt it with his breath.

Cyrille stuck out his tongue and, even as Keanu gasped, Xun was there to grab the back of his neck. She pulled his head back sharply, glowering at Cyrille as if he were a misbehaving toddler rather than a prince and seasoned adventurer.

Which.

Keanu turned and looked.

Akuchi had yet to enter the clearing. He stood with the horses, absently petting Cyrille's horse Sunshine. Who stamped her feet and whinnied quietly and generally looked as nervous as she ever had despite having achieved a bond with Cyrille that let them communicate mind-to-mind to a degree.

"Cyrille?" Keanu said, still staring at Sunshine who reared and then stomped both forefeet into the soft earth outside of the clearing. "What does Sunshine say about this? Horses senses are so very good, so much more attuned to danger than humans. Or even mine. Granted, if I were more powerful, older and better trained, I could likely figure this out. Unfortunately, I can't. But I do wonder why exactly Sunshine and the other horses flatly refuse to enter the clearing."

Cyrille stopped, turned and then stared back at Sunshine who went still as stone. He frowned, gestured on hand and then would have flinched if it weren't for Xun's grip on the back of his neck.

"Ah, she says that this is horrifically dangerous," Cyrille said, "that we shouldn't be in the falling ashes and that we're going to make it much worse if we stay out here much longer."

"Right," Xun said. "Come on, out of the clearing. You too, Garnett. Let's go."

She let Cyrille go so that she could grab Garnett's elbow. Which got her a nicely forceful punch to the shoulder and Garnett cursing at her. But they both began picking their way through the snowbanks to the edge of the clearing.

Cyrille didn't move.

"We do need to figure this out, Keanu," Cyrille protested, softly, gently, but with that sort of indomitable will that made him such a lovely First Follower for Keanu. "Leaving isn't going to help."

"I… can feel the snow draining me," Keanu admitted, also softly because he didn't particularly want to admit that to Xun and Garnett. Potential demigods they may be but they were considerably more mature than Keanu and he was coming to hate being treated as an infant by the others. "And you. Can you feel Akuchi? Your bond to him feels tenuous to me."

Cyrille's head snapped up, his eyes finally lifting from the impossible snow to Akuchi's face. Then he was moving, fast, almost running as he hurried to Akuchi's side. Keanu sighed with relief. Goodness, this whole situation was far too stressful.

He walked along after Cyrille, smiling at the way they all brushed off and compared how they felt. Keanu could just barely hear them. Their voices sounded impossibly distant, as though he was in Heaven and they were traveling somewhere, all their minds and hearts and souls focused on something else entirely.

Which was wrong.

Keanu was only fifteen feet away from them. He should be able to hear them clearly. For that matter, he should be able to just be there with them. There was no need for him to walk as though he was still mortal.

He stopped.

Tried to shift himself there.

Closed his eyes and tried again.

Opened them and began to shiver because the others were mounting up as if he wasn't standing right there, trapped in the snowy clearing by himself.

Oh dear. He was trapped. He truly was. And the others didn't seem to see it. Or they thought that he'd gone back to the heavens to consult with Shura Hanne, the God of the Sun and ruler of the pantheon.

Yes, that was what Cyrille thought. What he felt. Keanu could feel it. All of them were completely calm, totally accepting of Keanu being gone without a single word. Which, truly, he had done more than a few times lately. Shura Hanne had been working to train Keanu to use his powers as Demigod of Sacrifice and Chaos. Leaving without a word had become something of a habit.

One that made him easy to trap, it seemed.

"Cyrille!" Keanu shouted with all his divine power and with his voice.

The others didn't even twitch.

They couldn't hear him, couldn't see him, didn't know that he'd been trapped this way. Which meant that he was going to die because this was a threat that Keanu couldn't see or understand on his own. What could he do? Everything he'd done so far had only made the snow stronger.

He was doomed.

 

+++

 

Getting to the edge of the clearing took Keanu two hours. Every step he took seemed to only carry him a couple of inches forward. But he'd made it only to run up against an invisible wall that felt like glass while being as formless as air. He couldn't go forward, didn't dare go back. 

Whatever it was that had trapped him must be in the center of the clearing. It must. Where else would it be? The clearing was perfectly circular. Pure logic and magical theory said that the center of the space marked the spot where the power was concentrated. So going closer to the center would let this thing draw even more power out of him until he was consumed utterly and destroyed.

It would break Cyrille's heart.

Keanu couldn't allow that. Not ever. So he flung his power at the invisible barrier only to have the snow falling on his head thicken as it fell faster and faster.

Damn it. Not the correct solution.

Well, how about toppling one of the trees into the clearing? Maybe that would make it possible for Keanu to escape.

He struggled through the growing drifts towards one of the trees that leaned the farthest over the clearing. It's branches, long spindly things with great lobed leaves that were going a distinctly unhealthy shade of puce, hung just low enough for Keanu to grab one.

When he pulled, putting all his weight behind it, the tree's roots cracked and creaked, groaned and then snapped. The tree toppled inwards, nearly impacting Keanu. Then he shouted as trees all around the circle toppled inwards until the circle was exactly that much bigger.

Snow began to fall just on the other side of the up thrust root ball of the tree he'd toppled.

"Well, that wasn't effective," Keanu grumbled as he glared at the new snowfall. "I just gave it more to draw power from. "Such a lovely little trap. Whoever crafted it was quite determined, weren't they? Gods can enter but they're most certainly not allowed to leave. Damn it."

Well, the physical realm wasn't going to give him a solution to this problem so Keanu would just have to try something else. He stared around the now-wider circle and then raised an eyebrow that the snow further in looked to be slowly thinning. Not quickly, not fast enough for mortal eyes to notice it, but to his senses, the snow now falling at the edges was being taken from the center of the clearing.

"Now, isn't that fascinating," Keanu murmured. "And potentially useful. If I can't break out, perhaps I can clear a safe space in the center where I can ponder this without being drained."

The problem there being that none of the trees around the edges were leaning enough that Keanu could reach them so making the two to four hour struggle to get to the edge didn't make much sense. If he could have used his power to draw a tree in, well, that would be a completely different problem. The wall blocked all that so no, not an effective solution.

"Or can I?" 

Keanu stared towards the invisible wall blocking him in. One thing Shura Hanne always said was that Keanu had to let go of his physical form. Not necessarily stop having a physical form. For a demigod it was rather necessary for organizing ones' energies. No, what Keanu did too much of was keeping to the limitations of what his mortal form could do.

As a demigod he could change his shape and be something else. Larger, smaller, fatter, taller, tentacles a mile long instead of arms if he so chose. So Keanu nodded and chose to have tentacle arms that stretched and stretched and stretched towards the trees surrounding the clearing.

The further he stretched the harder it was to keep his arms up. It was as if he was reaching halfway around the world instead of across a relatively small clearing in the rain forest. Keanu grunted and put his arms back to normal.
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