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Living Beginning of the Storm

Keanu clung to his form, barely maintaining his presence on the moral plane. Really, it was only Cyrille's determined whispered prayers that let him stay there. That plus Xun gripping his elbow and Garnett glaring at him like the demigod Garnett was close to becoming. The three of them kept him grounded even though the power of the ocean hammered against him, drove him away from them with every shush and swirl of the waves.

Open his fool mouth.

He never should have commented to High King Truc that the ocean was something he'd never seen up close. Actually, saying that was fine. He should have followed it by babbling about how the mere sight of it from the entrance of the Valley of the Thorns had been so overwhelming that he'd nearly lost his hold on physical form.

Baby gods should not confront the gods of the sea. They just shouldn't. and Keanu was absolutely a baby god, a demigod with hardly any power at all, so he shouldn't be here.

The roar of the waves echoed with the cries of the gods of the sea. So old. So strong. Like Dorji Kita and Elah Andringa before they died but more. Much more. These gods were on their prime, not slowly wasting way and fading as they lost followers. As they slowly fed on their own divine power, eating themselves from the inside out.

"Breathe," Xun murmured.

"I'm a demigod, dear Xun," Keanu said and didn't even bother to try to keep his voice from shaking as badly as his knees. "I don't need to breathe. It's not as though I have an actual physical body except when I want to. And I do want to. I'd hate to leave you to face… that…" He waved at the tide coming in. "By yourselves. No, I'm quite all right. Really."

"You're shaking like a leaf in a storm," Xun scolded him but she smiled and patted his hand gently so it was okay. "We do need to keep going up to the lighthouse at the point. Think you can make it?"

Keanu nodded.

He wasn't at all sure.

But he would do it. 

He would. It was just walking. Keanu could walk. He'd figured out walking the very next day after his death and rebirth as a god.

Truly, he should have kept his mouth shut and then he wouldn't be here, walking in the midst of storm of divine power that might yet tear him to little shreds. He focused on putting one foot in front of the other as Xun held his hand and Garnett glared holes in the back of Keanu's head while Cyrille's prayers cut through the terror.

"It's empty," Akuchi said, breathless from jogging out to the lighthouse and then back again while Keanu struggled to make his way into the heart of the sea's power. "No one left."

"That's expected," Garnett said, irritation radiating off him. "The High King told us that when he sent us."

"True," Akuchi said with a little frown at Garnett that was nearly as intimidating as Garnett's worst snarls. "But someone has been there recently. The oven was warm. There was a cup of tea on the table that was lukewarm."

"No one could have gotten there past us," Xun commented with a glance back the long, narrow, completely barren peninsula. "So it must be something different."

"The gods of the sea decided to have tea," Keanu said, attempting to joke only to whine as the waves around then roared and crashed as if he had unknowingly spoken the absolute truth. "Oh please. Don't tell me that I'm right."

Xun grinned at him and then stopped as the waves crashed dramatically again, faces forming for a moment in the spray. Then she raised an eyebrow and sighed. "I hope I don't have to kill another god today. I really don't want to. I'd much rather have a nice little problem that we can handle without violence."

The sea went smooth as glass, the waves barely lapping up against the shore as soon as Xun spoke. Keanu nearly giggled at their response but he was too relieved to be free of the battering of the gods of the sea's power to muster the energy. On the other hand, Cyrille's prayers suddenly felt a thousand times more effective. Garnett's cursing echoed over the now-silent peninsula.

"Well, that's better," Akuchi said as if nothing odd had just happened. "Let's go. I'd rather we were indoors. It looks like there's a storm coming in over the ocean."

Keanu looked and yes, there were clouds massing at the horizon. Strange dark clouds that hovered over the dividing line between sky and sea. He blinked, looking for the movement, the change, that always came with rain rising up in the sky as evaporated water that would soon coalesce around dust and fall back to the earth.

It wasn't there.

The clouds were stable, solid, as unmoving as a mountain of stone instead of air and water and heat. Garnett stared, moving to stand at Keanu's side. So did Xun who hummed and then growled deep in her throat.

"Those aren't clouds," Xun said. It was as far from a question as Keanu had ever heard from her.

"What are they?" Garnett asked and for the first time, he sounded uncertain of himself.

"I would guess," Keanu said, watching and blinking and watching and blinking and still seeing nothing change, "that this is what the Gods of the sea were talking about when they came up to the lighthouse for tea. Something is happening and they don't know how to handle it."

"But…" Cyrille paused his prayers for long enough to rest his hand on the center of Keanu's back. He didn't say anything further for a moment, long enough for them all to turn and look at him. "Why would my cousin send us here if it's something for deities to deal with?"

Keanu bit his lip, sure that he knew the answer for that question and hating what that answer had to be.

"The gods can't deal with it," Keanu suggested, fear rising again. "They need help and we've been chosen to give it to them."

 

+++

 

Where the peninsula was barren of all life, the lighthouse was a haven for life. 

For it. Not of it. There was nothing living in the lighthouse, not a mouse, a cockroach, not even a sea bird drifting lazily in the air overhead coming down to rest its wings for a moment before flying away. It was completely and utterly barren of life.

There was a lovely little entryway with one door that sealed so tight that no water would get in, not even if the waves surged up and hammered against it. That lowest layer had benches for removing ones' boots, hooks for hanging coats and storage barrels full of fresh water that had to have been hauled in from the mainland one by one.

Up the narrow staggered stairs that had more in common with a ship's ladder than the stairs that Keanu was familiar with, was a delightful little kitchen. No windows but then this level of the lighthouse was still low enough that windows would be shattered by the waves if a powerful storm came in. The oven, a big one made of adobe-covered bricks that had been painted white and then given a lovely blue line of trim around the opening of the oven, was in fact warm. There were four chairs around the round table. Two more rested against the wall near the spelled preservador where food was kept.

"Nothing odd about the food," Akuchi commented as he poked about in the preservador. "Plenty of food. All looks like it's still good to me."

Garnett joined him and tapped his tattoos. "It is. Nothing's touched the spells on it. I don't feel anything strange in here at all."

"Except for the tea," Xun agreed. 

She tapped one teacup with her red-stained finger. As soon as they walked into the lighthouse, Xun had pulled her scarf up over her nose, hiding the golden lower half of her face. At this moment, she looked very much like the Goddess of Death to be that she probably was. Her ax vibrated quietly on her back. The vibrations were likely small enough that Xun didn't notice them. She'd been feeling them for so long now that Keanu suspected she didn't notice them until they became audible to human ears.

Keanu noticed.

The wails of Dorji Kita were louder, just faintly, and the ax seemed angry at something. If an inanimate object that had not yet gained enough power to gain sentience could be angry, of course. He licked his lips and studied the room.

"There were four gods at the table," Keanu murmured. 

He wasn't surprised at all that the others stopped talking, stopped exploring, stared at him. Other than Cyrille who was still quietly praying to Keanu.

Keanu waved towards the two chairs against the wall. "Two more gods sat there. Or, more accurately, one sat while the other paced this end of the room. Back and forth, up and down the wall. Once across the ceiling but only the once. I imagine that it annoyed the others. When we're in the mortal world we're supposed to follow mortal expectations even if there are no mortals about."

"Angry?" Xun asked Keanu. Her finger dipped into the tea and it began to boil. She didn't seem to notice. "Sad? Worried? Can you tell what they were thinking?"

As the tea began to bubble violently, Xun pulled her finger out, shaking the liquid off. The boil stopped instantly. Oh yes, this place was so much more than just a lighthouse. So much more than Keanu could handle.

"Worried, I think," Keanu said much more hesitantly. "You must understand, Xun, that I can't read other gods' minds. They're so much stronger than me that they shield their thoughts without effort against me. But there's… a feeling of worry? Agitation, at least. There's. Well. There's far too much power here."

Garnett frowned at that, the considering one that carried with it the furious hissing of Elah Andringa as she died. His frown made the tea bubble, too. The table rattled slightly, responding to Garnett's unconscious power. Keanu reached out and touched the table, stilling the effect so that none of the others would notice.

It was only proper. None
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