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Wings of the Dreaming Abyss

Sweat dripped down Garnett's ribs to pool at the beltline. His armpits were a swamp. So were the backs of his knees. He'd given up wiping his forehead within a few minutes of entering Athalia's workshop. There was no point to it. The sweat wouldn't stop until he escaped the sweltering heat and humidity of her dye work. Thick mud brick walls covered with stucco usually did a wonderful job keeping the heat of the day outside but in Athalia's workshop, it was the opposite way around.

She was the only reason he was here. Frankly, all he really wanted to do was go research new spells for his tattoos at home. After losing a large chunk of the power he'd gained so unwillingly from the death of the Ancient Goddess Elah Andringa, Garnett was anxious to make up for it.

He'd come to rely on the power.

Stupid of him. So very stupid. Never rely on anything you didn't completely control. That was the way to end up dead or, worse, enslaved to some greedy god who would use you up and then throw you away.

His childhood under Gyanyu had taught him that.

"I think I'm going to faint from the heat," Akuchi murmured to Prince Cyrille.

"I think it's lovely," Prince Cyrille said.

A quick glance and yes, Akuchi definitely needed to sit down. He'd gone pale and clammy while Prince Cyrille looked as though he'd like to live into the workshop permanently. Understandable given how much he hated the cold up north.

"Sit down before you fall down," Garnett snapped at Akuchi. "Get him something to drink, Prince Cyrille. He's verging on heat prostration. I don't even need my tattoos to tell that."

Prince Cyrille looked, gasped and then pushed Akuchi out the door into the cooler air. Good. Hopefully Keanu would take care of both of them. The fewer people listened to this conversation, the better.

Not that he was going to attempt to get rid of Xun.

Xun Rosario, God-Killer and gardener, mother of the baby they'd accidentally created together during the eclipse last month, was already happily murmuring with Athalia about herbs, mordants and dye bath temperatures needed to achieve particular colors. He scowled as he waited for them to be done.

At least the baby wasn't his problem. Or Xun's. She'd backed off from it so fast that she left Garnett eating dust. Garnett had run, too, just as determined not to raise the child. He'd never wanted children, not when he lived under the thumb of Gyanyu, Goddess of the Rose Petals. Not when he was female and certainly not now that he was properly male.

It still surprised him that Xun had felt the same way, though.

He'd thought that one day she'd stop going on adventures, settle down and begin birthing a small army of stubborn, blunt children who would set the world on its ear. Just like Xun herself. She was certainly built for it, big breasted, wide hipped and powerfully muscled.

But no, she hated the thought and had said so in no uncertain terms.

"You're staring again," Xun said without looking over her shoulder.

"I was wondering why," Athalia agreed. 

Athalia did look, one eyebrow raised. As tall as Xun was short, Athalia had exactly the sort of grace one expected out of a dancer except that she'd lost her legs years ago in an accident. The legs she walked on now, thumping over to Garnett with perfect swaying dexterity between the steaming dye pots, were metal and wood padded with sheepskin.

"You look so alarmed, my friend," Athalia said. "What in under the Heavens has you so out of yourself?"

"A baby," Xun said. She chuckled at the stunned expression Athalia turned on her. "Hey, it was an accident. And not of the sex variety. We were fighting an Ancient God that didn't die cleanly and, well. I wished just a little too hard for it to have a new beginning. Both of us were touching it so…"

Xun shrugged.

Athalia started giggling, one long-fingered hand pressed against her lips. She turned sparkling eyes on Garnett. He groaned and glowered at Xun who just grinned back at him. Damn her. This was the part of the conversation he'd hoped to put off for at least several days. Trust Xun to start right off with it when they had no idea what Athalia even needed yet.

"Oh my," Athalia whispered. "No wonder you're as jumpy as a cat surrounded by hungry dogs. You did find someone to raise the child, yes?"

"One of Xun's sisters adopted it," Garnett said. He huffed at the shrug Xun gave them both. "She's got several others, just gave birth to a little girl. They'll nurse together and be raised as twins. Which is perfect. I want nothing to do with it. Just the sheer thought of it is horrifying."

Athalia patted his elbow. "I know, dear. Now, I've gossiped about work enough with your delightful Xun."

"She's not mine!" Garnett squawked.

"Nah, he's mine," Xun said and then howled with laughter when Garnett cursed at her. "Oh damn, I love doing that to him. He gets so mad. Not personal. He's part of my team. He's our mage. I'm the leader. Akuchi is our fighter and Prince Cyrille our scholar. And then Keanu, who you haven't met yet, is our darling baby demigod who gets into far too much trouble."

That set Athalia to blinking rapidly while waving her dye-stained hands at Garnett because until she'd gotten her legs, she'd been deaf so sign would always be her first language. Fixed legs had led to fixed ears draped with delicate wire arrays that spelled the sounds of the world to her brain. 

Her signs were garbled, 'what' mixing into 'that's ridiculous' and 'I'm proud of you' crossing with 'so appalled' to make a mash that had Garnett grinning, too.

"I suppose I did need to know your abilities," Athalia finally said once she'd managed to get her hands back under control. It took rather longer than was flattering but then Athalia had seen Garnett at his worst. "I'm not at all sure that this is a problem that needs adventurers of your caliber. I'd just hoped to have Garnett come to have a talk with an old friend of ours."

"Who?" Garnett asked.

The list was too long to make a guess. He'd lived in Mohren for years before being called upon to help save Prince Cyrille and Akuchi from the Valley of the Thorns. He still had a little house on the edge of town sealed up with spells and watched over by his neighbors. The garden was probably horribly overgrown. Which was part of why he'd intended to go home first and then talk. But it was Athalia.

He'd come to her before checking out his old house.

As if he could do anything else when she called.

She'd held his hand as he sobbed through the pain of his top surgery. When he was learning how to cast the spells that gave him full masculine appearance, Athalia had been the one to give him critiques and reassure him that he didn't have to look like a warrior to be a man. She'd taught him so much and even laughed at him as he cursed during every tattoo he'd gotten.

When Athalia called, Garnett answered.

It was simply true.

Athalia's lips went thin as she sighed. When she looked at him, eyes dark despite the ice-blue of her irises, his stomach dropped. That look narrowed the list dramatically. Down to one name, really.

"It's Kali," Athalia said with a pat for Garnett's shoulder. He'd flinched badly enough that yes, he deserved it. "He's gone… odd… the last month or so. It's as though the eclipse changed something in him. I don't know what but I thought if anyone could talk to him it would be you. He still loves you."

Garnett swallowed down the rising fear that had nothing to do with confronting his former lover. Kali Wruck, the man who had taught Garnett how to use enchanted tattoos to claim his true body, had changed during the eclipse.

"Of course we'll go talk to him," Garnett said.

He didn't thank Xun for not asking questions. 

Eventually. 

Maybe.

If this didn't turn out to be Garnett returning home to kill the man he'd once loved like life itself.

 

+++

 

The garden surrounding his home had gone wild during his absence. The lilacs had grown by a good two feet, both out and up. They'd finished blooming ages ago so the dry brown husks left by their blossoms littered the wall of them along the east line of his property. On the south line, the grapevines had grown into an unmanageable tangle but it looked as though someone had at least made an effort to prune them here and there. The clusters of grapes were still tiny but growing well. Wildflowers rampaged through the careful herb garden he'd planted in the front. He didn't need to look to know that the vegetable garden in the back was a riot. 

Garnett shook his head, one hand on the black iron gate. At least his house was intact. The spells to keep the windows and flat broad roof clean had worked. The stucco hadn't crumbled at all during his absence. It was still vaguely grey instead of properly white, legacy of Garnett's refusal to ask for help when he'd applied the stucco. And his stubbornness about fixing it once it was there.

Why change it when the grey worked just as well to deal with the heat of the sun as pure white?

"I'll just be out here," Xun said.

Her voice was so strange, wobbly and delighted, that Garnett stared at her. She beamed at him, fingers twitching. Garnett snorted and shook his head.

"There's a plan to it all," Garnett said. "Feel free to cut the lilacs back as much as necessary to clear out space for the mushroom beds underneath. Be careful of the blackberry bramble along the back line. The thorns aren't as bad as Dorji Kita's but they are sharp. And try to get rid of all those horrible flowers. My herbs are probably strangling. They have to be murdering the aloe."

Xun laughed and nodded.

He opened the gate and she was gone, pruning shears in her hands as she crooned to the plants and began
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