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Chapter 101: The Broken Blades (2)

"Well?" the scarred leader called, impatience edging into his voice. "What’s it to be? The
easy way or the hard way?"

One of the bandits, a stocky man with arms covered in crude tattoos, stepped forward,
shoving Lyra roughly. "I say we just take it now. They’re half-dead already."

Lyra didn’t stumble. She held her ground, green eyes flashing with sudden, cold fury.
"Touch me again and you’ll lose that hand."

The tattooed man laughed, looking to his companions for appreciation of the joke. "Hear
that? The little girl's got—"

Lyra’s knife appeared at his throat, the movement so swift Apollo barely saw it happen.
"l am not," she said, her voice deadly quiet, "a little girl."

Tension crackled through the clearing. The other bandits raised their weapons, ready to
strike. Renna had her knife out too, standing back-to-back with Lyra in silent solidarity.

"Kill her," the scarred leader said casually, as if ordering a drink.

Thorin roared, axe swinging up as he lunged forward. Apollo caught him by the
shoulder, fingers digging into the dwarf’s thick muscle with surprising strength.

"Not yet," Apollo hissed, the gold in his veins flaring with warning. "They’re baiting us."

The scarred man raised an eyebrow, genuine surprise crossing his features at Apollo’s
restraint. He gestured, and the tattooed bandit stepped back, though his eyes promised
future violence.

"Smart," the leader acknowledged with a nod to Apollo. "Your dwarf friend would be
dead now. Bardin there" he pointed to a lanky man with a crossbow "never misses."

The standoff stretched, seconds bleeding into minutes as neither side yielded. Apollo
felt the bow’s guidance pulling him still eastward, beyond this human obstruction.
Whatever lay ahead was more important than this confrontation, yet there seemed no
way around it.



"Last chance," the scarred man said, his patience visibly thinning. "Surrender your
weapons, your supplies, and that bow. We'll even let you keep your lives. Fair trade,
considering where you are."

Apollo opened his mouth to respond, to attempt negotiation, when the tattooed bandit
lunged again, not at Lyra this time, but at Mira, grabbing her injured arm with deliberate
cruelty.

Her scream shattered the tense quiet.
Everything happened at once.

Tomas drove his knife into the tattooed man’s side, a desperate strike to free Mira.
Thorin broke from Apollo’s grip, his axe catching sunlight as it swept toward the nearest
bandit. Cale moved with practiced efficiency, his sword finding gaps in the makeshift
armor of the man to his right.

The clearing erupted into chaos.

Apollo nocked an arrow, the bow singing in his hands as he drew, then hesitated.
Against the corrupted beasts, he’d unleashed its full power without qualm. But these
were men. Misguided, dangerous, cruel, but men nonetheless.

The bow burned against his palm, hungry for release, eager to unleash the same divine
fire that had consumed the wolves.

He couldn’t do it.

Instead, he lowered his aim, sending a normal arrow, without the blue-gold fire, into the
shoulder of a bandit charging toward Nik. The man fell with a cry of pain rather than the
final silence of corruption’s cleansing.

All around him, his companions fought with desperate intensity. This was different from
their battles against the forest creatures, more personal, more brutal. No corruption
fueled their opponents, just human cruelty and the harsh calculus of survival.

Lyra danced between two attackers, her knife opening red lines across exposed flesh.
Thorin fought like a berserker, his axe whistling through the air with deceptive speed for
one so stocky. Renna had dropped her bow in favor of twin knives, moving with lethal
precision through the melee.

Apollo fired again and again, each shot precise but deliberately non-lethal. The bow
protested his restraint, growing hotter in his hands with each arrow that flew without its
full power. The gold in his veins surged with battle rhythm, yet he held back the divine
strength that could have ended the fight in moments.



‘'These are not monsters to be purged,’ he reminded himself as he sent another bandit
staggering backward with an arrow to the thigh. 'They’re men. Misguided, desperate
men.’

The scarred leader seemed to realize their mistake in underestimating Apollo’s group.
He barked an order, and several of his men broke away, melting back into the forest
with the practiced ease of those who knew its paths intimately.

Apollo found himself face to face with the leader himself, the man’s filed teeth bared in a
grimace of effort as their weapons locked, bow against sword. They strained against
each other, a test of strength that Apollo could have won easily with his divine heritage,
but he held back, muscles trembling with the effort of restraint.

' could break him,” Apollo thought, the gold in his veins singing with barely contained
power. ‘One surge of strength and this would be over.’ But something in the man’s
desperate eyes gave him pause, not just greed, but the hollow look of someone who
had compromised everything to survive.

The scarred leader’s sword wavered against the bow’s pressure. "What are you?" he
gasped, genuine confusion replacing his earlier confidence. "You should be dead.
Exhausted. Weak."

Apollo pushed harder, forcing the man back a step. Around them, the battle raged with
brutal intensity. Thorin’s axe had found its mark in another bandit’s chest, the blue glow
of its enchantment flickering as it bit deep.

Cale fought with methodical precision, his blade opening red wounds that spoke of
military training. Yet for all their skill, Apollo could see his companions tiring.

The bow burned against his palm, demanding release. The gold in his veins surged with
each heartbeat, urging him to unleash its full power. Just one arrow, blazing with divine
fire, would end this confrontation in seconds.

‘But at what cost?’ he wondered, seeing the fear creeping into the bandits’ eyes as they
realized they’d bitten off more than they could chew. 'What becomes of a god who
burns down men for the crime of desperation?’

A scream from behind made him turn. One of the bandits had gotten past their
defenses, his crude blade slicing across Nik’s arm. The performer stumbled backward,
blood streaming between his fingers as he tried to stanch the wound.

"Nik!" Mira cried, moving to help despite her own injuries.
The moment of distraction cost Apollo. The scarred leader’s sword slipped past his

guard, the point finding the gap between his ribs with surgical precision. Pain flared
white-hot through his chest, the blade scraping against bone as it penetrated.



Apollo staggered, the bow nearly slipping from suddenly nerveless fingers. The gold in
his veins responded to the injury with volcanic fury, flooding his system with divine wrath
that demanded retribution. The bow blazed in his hands, no longer merely warm but
burning with the fire of righteous anger.

‘Now,’ something whispered in his mind, not the bow, but something deeper,
older. ‘Now you understand the necessity of power. Strike them down before they can
hurt your companions further.’

The arrow that formed on the bowstring was pure light, crackling with the same blue-
gold fire that had incinerated the corrupted wolves. Apollo drew back, the weapon’s full
power flowing through him like molten metal. The bandits froze, sensing the shift in the
air, the sudden charge of divine energy that made their hair stand on end.

One shot. That’s all it would take. One arrow to end this threat, to protect his
companions, to clear their path forward.

Chapter 102: Fire in the Veins (1)

The arrow blazed between Apollo’s fingers, divine light coalescing into something
terrible and beautiful. Time seemed to slow as he held the full power of his godhood at
his fingertips, a fragment of the sun itself ready to be unleashed.

The scarred bandit leader’s eyes widened, reflecting the unearthly glow as
understanding dawned, he was looking at his own annihilation.

"Apollo, do it!" Thorin roared, his voice thick with battle-fury. "End them!"

"No!" Mira screamed, her face ghostly in the arrow’s radiance. "They’re just men!"
The bandits stood frozen, weapons forgotten in their hands as they stared at the
impossible light. Some fell to their knees, mouths forming silent prayers to gods who

had long abandoned this twisted place.

‘This is what they fear,” Apollo realized, feeling the weight of divinity burning his
fingertips. ‘Not death, but judgment.’

The gold in his veins surged, demanding release, demanding the satisfaction of power
unleashed. The bow sang in his grip, eager for bloodshed, for purification through divine
fire. For a heartbeat, Apollo was no longer exile but god again, holding mortal lives in
the balance.

Lyra’s voice cut through his haze of power. "Apollo! This isn’t you!"



With a wrenching effort that sent pain lancing through his wounded side, Apollo shifted
his aim at the last moment. The arrow of light streaked downward, striking the earth
between the two groups.

The impact shattered the forest’s unnatural silence. A column of blue-gold flame
erupted from the ground, throwing bandits backward like leaves in a storm wind. The
earth itself split open, a jagged wound ten feet long and glowing with residual divine
energy.

Heat washed over Apollo’s face as the shockwave rolled outward, flattening grass and
sending small stones skittering across the clearing.

When the light faded, a smoldering trench separated Apollo’s group from their attackers.
The bandits who still stood stared with naked terror at the display of power, weapons
hanging forgotten at their sides.

"Go," Apollo commanded, his voice carrying the faintest echo of divine authority. "Now."

They ran. Scrambling over each other in their haste to escape, the bandits fled into the
twisted forest, dropping weapons and supplies in their panic.

Within moments, only the scarred leader remained, his feet planted on the far side of
the glowing trench, sword still gripped in white-knuckled hands.

"What are you?" he asked, voice barely audible over the sizzle of burning earth.

Apollo met his gaze across the divide, the bow still warm in his hands. "Someone
passing through," he said simply. "As | told you before."

The scarred man spat on the ground, his momentary fear hardening into something
darker. "No man can do that," he said, gesturing toward the smoldering earth. "No living
thing in this forest carries that kind of power except—"

"Except the corruption,” Apollo finished for him. "Is that what you think | am?"

The leader’s scarred face twisted in a grimace that might have been a smile. "l think
you’re something worse." Without warning, he leapt across the trench, sword sweeping
in a vicious arc toward Apollo’s throat.

Apollo barely had time to raise the bow to block the strike. The weapons met with a
clash that sent sparks flying, metal against wood that should have splintered but held
firm. The leader pressed forward, his face inches from Apollo’s, close enough that
Apollo could smell the sweet-rot of corruption lingering on his breath.

"You think you’re the first to come through here with power?" the man hissed, pushing
harder against the bow. "The forest always takes it in the end. Takes everything."



Apollo could have ended it in an instant. The gold in his veins begged to be unleashed,
to flow through his limbs with divine strength and crush this mortal like an insect.
Instead, he fought with deliberate restraint, matching the man’s ferocity with controlled
defense.

They broke apart, circling each other in the aftermath of divine fire. The scarred leader
attacked again, his movements betraying years of desperate survival, no formal training
but the brutal efficiency of a man who had Killed to live. His blade whistled past Apollo’s
ear, close enough to stir his hair.

Apollo countered with the bow, using it as both shield and club. Each impact jarred his
wounded side, sending fresh pain lancing through his chest. Blood soaked his tunic,
warm against his skin as the leader’s earlier strike took its toll.

"You bleed," the man observed, a predatory gleam in his eyes. "Whatever you are, you
bleed.”

He pressed his advantage, forcing Apollo backward with a flurry of strikes. Each blow
came closer than the last, the leader’s confidence growing as Apollo’s strength seemed
to wane.

‘He thinks I’'m weakening,” Apollo realized, tasting blood where he’d bitten his
cheek. ‘Let him think it.’

Apollo stumbled deliberately, allowing his injured side to dip toward the ground. The
scarred leader saw his opening and lunged forward, sword aimed at Apollo’s exposed
neck, exactly as Apollo had anticipated.

With speed that belied his apparent weakness, Apollo twisted aside. The leader’s
momentum carried him forward into empty air. Before he could recover, Apollo brought
the bow around in a sweeping arc that connected with the back of the man’s knees.

The leader crashed to the ground, sword spinning from his grip. Apollo stood over him,
the bow raised for a killing blow, the gold in his veins singing with the promise of victory.

One strike. That’s all it would take.

The scarred man glared up at him, hatred and fear mingling in his eyes. "Do it," he spat.
"Finish what you started."

Apollo lowered the bow slowly, the gold in his veins cooling to a steady pulse. "No."
Confusion replaced fear on the leader’s face. "What?"

"l said no." Apollo stepped back, allowing the man space to rise. "Take your men and
go. Don’t follow us. Don’t come near us again."



The scarred leader pushed himself to his feet, wariness evident in every line of his
body. He retrieved his sword without taking his eyes off Apollo, as if expecting the
mercy to be a trick.

"This isn’t over," he said, backing toward the forest edge. "The wood remembers. And
sodo l."

Apollo watched him disappear into the twisted trees, the bow still warm in his hands,
though the divine fire had faded to embers. Only when the last sound of the leader’s
retreat had vanished did he allow himself to sag, one hand pressing against the wound
in his side.

Mira rushed to him, her own injuries forgotten in her concern. "You’'re bleeding badly."

The others gathered around him, their faces reflecting a complex mixture of awe, fear,
and gratitude. Thorin’s expression was particularly thunderous, his thick brows drawn
together in an unspoken question.

Chapter 103: Fire in the Veins (2)

"Why did you let him go?" the dwarf demanded finally. "After what they did? After what
they tried to do?"

Apollo sank to his knees, suddenly lightheaded as the gold in his veins retreated from
the wound in his side. "Because he’s not our enemy," he said, his voice sounding
distant to his own ears. "Not our real enemy."

"Could have fooled me," Nik said weakly from where he sat, clutching his injured arm.
Blood seeped between his fingers despite his pressure on the wound.

Cale knelt beside Nik, examining the cut with a soldier’s practiced eye. "It's deep, but
clean. We need to bind it before you lose more blood."

Mira tore strips from her already ragged cloak, her face pale with concern as she
worked to bandage Nik's arm. "The bleeding won’t stop," she said, her voice tight with
worry. "It's not clotting properly."

Lyra approached Apollo, her green eyes studying him with that same penetrating gaze
that seemed to see more than he wanted to reveal. Without a word, she helped him
remove his tunic to expose the wound in his side. The scarred leader’s blade had
slipped between his ribs, leaving a neat puncture that welled with fresh blood each time
Apollo breathed.

"Not as bad as it could be," she said quietly, pressing a folded cloth against the wound.
"But it needs cleaning and binding."



Apollo nodded, too exhausted to speak as the adrenaline of battle faded. The gold in his
veins had retreated to a dull throb, conserving its strength to heal his injured body. He
would recover faster than any mortal, but the wound still burned with each breath.

Thorin paced the clearing, his axe still in hand as if expecting the bandits to return at
any moment. "We should have finished them," he muttered. "All of them. They’ll be
back, and next time they’ll bring more men."

"And we’d be no better than they are," Cale countered, finishing the bandage on Nik’s
arm with a tight knot. "Killing in defense is one thing. Slaughter is another."

"Tell that to Nik’s arm," Thorin snapped. "Or Mira’s. They didn’t show mercy, so why
should we?"

"Because we choose to," Lyra said quietly, her hands steady as she wrapped a
bandage around Apollo’s torso. "That’s the difference between us and them. Between
us and the forest."

The argument continued as they gathered their scattered possessions and prepared to
move on. Apollo listened without joining in, the bow a reassuring weight across his
knees as Lyra finished tending his wound.

The weapon had cooled completely now, though he could still feel its pull eastward, an
insistent tug that seemed more urgent after their encounter with the bandits.

"We need to find shelter before dark,” Renna announced, scanning the forest with wary
eyes. "Somewhere defensible, in case they decide to come back."

No one argued. With painful slowness, they gathered their remaining supplies and
formed their usual traveling formation, though now their movements were hampered by
fresh injuries.

Apollo took his position at the front, the bow in hand rather than across his back, its
guidance pulling him ever eastward.

They found a suitable campsite as twilight deepened the forest’'s shadows, a small rise
with a fallen tree that formed a natural barricade on one side.

Thorin and Cale worked together to build a fire, their earlier argument set aside in the
practical necessity of survival. Renna scouted the perimeter, setting simple alarms that
would warn of approaching danger.

By the time true darkness fell, they had established a semblance of safety. The fire cast
flickering light across exhausted faces as they shared what remained of their rations,
pitifully small portions that did little to restore their strength.



Apollo sat slightly apart from the others, the bow across his knees as he stared into the
flames. The gold in his veins had begun the work of healing his wound, but the process
was slower than it should have been, as if something in the bandit leader’s blade had
carried a taint that resisted divine recovery.

"Why didn’t you kill him?" Thorin asked suddenly, breaking the uneasy silence that had
fallen over the camp. The dwarf’'s voice was quieter now, curious rather than
accusatory. "You had the power. We all saw it."

All eyes turned to Apollo, waiting for his answer. Even Nik, pale from blood loss,
watched him with unexpected intensity.

"There’s been enough death," Apollo said finally, his fingers tracing the bow’s intricate
patterns as if seeking guidance from the ancient weapon. "The bow wanted me to Kill
him. | could feel it urging me forward, demanding justice." He looked up, meeting
Thorin’s questioning gaze. "But justice and vengeance aren’t the same thing."

The fire crackled, sending sparks spiraling into the darkness above. Apollo watched
them fade, each tiny light extinguished by the night’s breath.

"Those men were desperate," he continued. "Corrupted not by the forest’s gold but by
fear and survival. Killing them wouldn’t have cleansed anything."

Thorin grunted, not entirely convinced but unwilling to argue further. The dwarf turned
his attention back to his axe, running a whetstone along its edge with practiced
precision.

"The arrow you fired," Lyra said softly, her green eyes reflecting the firelight. "I've never
seen anything like it."

Apollo tensed, feeling the weight of the others’ attention. The gold in his veins pulsed
with warning, urging caution. He’d revealed too much in the heat of battle, let slip power
that raised questions he couldn’t answer.

"The bow," he said simply, offering the same half-truth he’d given before. "It has...
properties | don’t fully understand."

"Properties," Cale repeated, the word hanging between them like smoke. "That’s one
way to describe tearing open the earth with light."

Apollo met his gaze steadily, though the pain in his side flared with each breath. "Would
you prefer | had killed them? Used that power on men instead of the ground?"

Cale looked away first, his weathered face troubled in the flickering light. "No," he
admitted. "But I'd prefer to understand what we’re traveling with. Or who."



The conversation lapsed into uneasy silence. Apollo felt the distance growing between
himself and the others, not physical space but something deeper. Trust strained to
breaking by power they couldn’t comprehend, by mysteries he refused to explain.

‘'They’re afraid of me now,” he thought, watching their furtive glances when they thought
he wasn’t looking. 'Not just wary, but truly afraid.’

The realization stung more than he expected. These mortals, with their brief, brilliant
lives and fragile bodies, had become more than just traveling companions.

Their courage in the face of horrors that would break most gods impressed him. Their
resilience humbled him. And now they feared him.

"We should rest,” Renna announced, breaking the uncomfortable silence. "I'll take first
watch."

They settled into their usual rotation, though Apollo noted how they positioned
themselves differently than before, no longer clustered together for warmth and
protection, but spread in a loose circle with him at its edge. Only Mira seemed
untroubled by the day’s revelations, settling her bedroll near his with a small smile of
thanks.

"That arrow," she whispered as the others drifted toward sleep. "It was beautiful."

Chapter 104: Whispers Beneath the Roots

Dawn broke grudgingly over the campsite, pale light filtering through twisted branches
to illuminate the aftermath of yesterday’s violence. Apollo winced as he shifted, the
wound in his side protesting the movement despite the gold in his veins working steadily
through the night to mend torn flesh.

The others were already stirring, their movements stiff and cautious. No one spoke. No
one needed to.

The tension hung in the air like morning mist, palpable in the way Thorin kept one hand
perpetually near his axe, in the quick, sidelong glances Cale cast toward Apollo when
he thought himself unobserved.

'They fear me now,’ Apollo thought, watching Lyra methodically roll her bedding with
movements that betrayed neither pain nor fatigue. ‘Not the forest, not the bandits. Me.’

The bow thrummed against his back with renewed urgency, more insistent than it had
been since he’d first claimed it. The sensation wasn’t quite pain, but something adjacent
to it, a pull that made standing still almost physically uncomfortable.



"We should move," he said, breaking the silence that had stretched too long. His voice
sounded foreign to his own ears, roughened by thirst and something else. Something
that tasted like regret.

Thorin grunted acknowledgment without meeting his gaze. The dwarf’s shoulders
remained bunched with unspoken tension as he hefted his pack. "Which way?" he
asked, the question directed at no one in particular, though they all knew only Apollo
could answer.

"East," Apollo replied, the bow’s guidance unwavering despite his wound, despite his
companions’ fractured trust. "Always east."

They formed their line with practiced efficiency, though Apollo noted how the formation
had subtly shifted. Cale now positioned himself between Apollo and the others, sword
within easy reach. Not a threat, not yet, but a precaution. A barrier.

The gold in his veins cooled with something close to sorrow. ’Is this what it means to be
mortal?’ he wondered. 'To be feared by those you would protect?’

The forest swallowed them once more as they left the relative safety of their camp, but
something had changed in the twisted landscape.

The dense growth that had pressed against them for days seemed to be thinning, trees
standing further apart, their gnarled trunks no longer reaching for travelers with branch-
fingers.

"The light’s different," Mira observed, her voice barely above a whisper. She alone
seemed unchanged by yesterday’s revelations, moving close to Apollo as they walked.
"Clearer somehow."

She was right. Sunlight penetrated the canopy in distinct shafts rather than the diffuse,
sickly glow that had illuminated their journey thus far. The forest floor, too, had changed,
fewer twisted roots erupting from corrupted soil, more patches of ordinary dirt and
stone.

The bow’s insistence grew with each step, vibrating against Apollo’s spine with almost
painful intensity. ‘It wants something ahead,’ he realized. 'Something important.
Something urgent.’

"Look at this," Cale called, halting beside a large boulder that jutted from the forest floor
like a broken tooth. His fingers traced patterns on the stone’s weathered surface.
"These markings, they’re not natural."

Apollo approached, the gold in his veins quickening as he recognized what Cale had
found. Beneath centuries of weathering and moss, geometric patterns had been carved



into the stone, not random scratches but deliberate design. Triangles and spirals
arranged in configurations that stirred something deep in Apollo’s memory.

‘Greek,’ he thought, fingers brushing the ancient markings. ‘Old Greek. Older than
mortal memory.’

"Just weathering," Thorin declared, peering at the stone with skeptical eyes. "Wind and
water do strange things to rock over time."

"No," Apollo said before he could stop himself. "These are carvings. Deliberate."”

Lyra studied his face with that penetrating gaze that seemed to peel back layers. "You
recognize them," she said. Not a question.

Apollo hesitated, caught between truth and necessary deception. "They’re similar to
markings I've seen in ancient temples," he said finally. "Very old."

As they continued, more signs appeared, similar markings on trees and stones, growing
clearer and more frequent with each passing mile. The forest continued to thin, giving
way to what might once have been a path, though centuries of neglect had nearly
erased it.

"We're following something," Renna observed, her hunter’s instincts alert despite her
exhaustion. "A road, maybe. Or a trail."

The bow’s vibration intensified to a constant, demanding hum against Apollo’s back.
Whatever waited ahead, they were getting closer. The gold in his veins responded in
kind, warming beneath his skin despite the cool morning air.

They crested a gentle rise, and Apollo stopped so abruptly that Nik nearly collided with
him. Before them lay a clearing unlike any they’d encountered in the twisted forest.
Sunlight poured unobstructed through the canopy, illuminating fallen columns and
broken stone partly reclaimed by the earth.

"Ruins," Cale breathed, stepping forward with reverent caution. "Ancient ones."

The group spread out among the fallen stones, their earlier wariness momentarily
forgotten in the face of this unexpected discovery. Apollo moved forward as if in a
dream, the bow a counterpoint of warmth against his back as the gold in his veins sang
in recognition.

He knew this place. Or rather, he knew what it had been.

Lyra knelt beside a column half-buried in earth and vines. With careful fingers, she
brushed away moss to reveal carvings that had somehow withstood the centuries,



waves etched in flowing lines, dolphins leaping between them, and in the center, a
symbol that made Apollo’s breath catch in his throat.

A trident.

"Look at this," she called, her voice carrying an edge of wonder. "Some kind of sea
imagery. And this symbol in the center, it almost looks like a three-pronged spear.”

The others gathered around, examining the revealed carving with curious eyes. Thorin
ran his thick fingers along the trident’s outline, his expression thoughtful.

"Some old god of the sea, perhaps," he suggested. "Humans worshipped all manner of
strange deities before the Enlightenment."

Apollo kept his face carefully neutral as the gold in his veins surged with
recognition. ‘Poseidon,’

he thought, something like nostalgia twisting in his chest. ‘My uncle. His temple stood here
once.’

"These are everywhere," Nik called, limping between fallen stones. "Waves and fish and
that three-pronged thing. Must have been quite the shrine back in the day."

Apollo moved among the ruins with growing certainty, the bow guiding him toward the
clearing’s center where a massive tree stood. Unlike the twisted growth that dominated
the forest, this oak grew straight and true, its trunk wider than three men could encircle,
its branches spreading in a canopy that dappled the ground with gentle shadows.

At its base, ancient roots curled into the earth like protective fingers, cradling something
that made the gold in Apollo’s veins sing with recognition.

A spring.

Water bubbled from between the roots, impossibly clear and still despite its constant
movement. Unlike the corrupted stream they’d encountered days before, this water
radiated no wrongness, no taint of golden corruption. Instead, it glowed with faint, bluish
light that pulsed in rhythm with the bow against Apollo’s spine.

"Water," Mira whispered, stepping forward with undisguised longing. Their supplies had
dwindled dangerously over the past days.

"Wait," Apollo cautioned, though the gold in his veins registered no danger. "Let me
check if it's safe."

He approached the spring cautiously, kneeling beside the crystalline pool. The water
seemed to hum as he drew near, a sound felt rather than heard, vibrating through bone



and blood. He dipped his fingers into the cool liquid, half expecting it to burn or freeze or
transform at his touch.

Instead, it simply parted around his skin, pure and clean as the mountain springs of his
divine youth. The gold in his veins responded with warmth rather than warning,
recognizing the water’s ancient power.

"It's safe," he announced, bringing a handful to his lips. The water tasted of minerals
and something else, something old and deep that spoke of Poseidon’s domain.

The others approached with varying degrees of caution. Mira knelt beside Apollo, her
face reflected in perfect detail on the water’s mirror surface as she drank deeply. Thorin
hung back, suspicion evident in his stance.

"l don’t trust water that glows," the dwarf muttered, though his cracked lips betrayed his
thirst.

"It feels... strange," Lyra said, her fingers hovering just above the surface. "Not wrong,
but... alive somehow."

"It's beautiful," Mira countered, refilling her waterskin with reverent care.

Apollo watched as Cale approached the spring last, his movements hesitant in a way
they hadn’t been before. The young man knelt at the water’s edge, opposite Apollo, his
reflection sharp against the glowing surface.

The moment Cale’s knees touched the ground, the spring’s gentle movement stilled
completely. The water flattened to a perfect mirror, reflecting his face with unnatural
clarity.

Cale’s breath caught, a small sound of surprise escaping his lips as he leaned forward.
The water remained perfectly still, responding to his presence in a way it hadn’t for the
others. As he extended a tentative hand toward the surface, the faint glow intensified,
pulsing in rhythm with his heartbeat rather than the spring’s natural flow.

The gold in Apollo’s veins surged in sudden recognition, humming with a frequency that
matched the water’s response to Cale. ‘Poseidon’s blood,’ he realized, the truth
breaking over him like a wave. 'The boy carries Poseidon’s bloodline.’

Chapter 105: Echoes of the Deep

Apollo remained perfectly still, careful to keep his expression neutral as he observed
this revelation. The bow vibrated against his back as if in confirmation, recognizing the
divine heritage that flowed in Cale’s veins, diluted by generations, perhaps, but
undeniably present.



Cale pressed a hand against his chest, confusion evident in his furrowed brow. "Does
anyone else feel that?" he asked, voice barely above a whisper. "Like... like it's calling
to me?"

Thorin scoffed. "It's just water, boy. Unusual water, granted, but nothing magical about
it."

But Apollo saw the truth in the way Cale’s fingers trembled, in the unconscious lean of
his body toward the spring. The water recognized its kin, responding to the distant echo
of Poseidon’s power that lived in the young man’s blood.

"It does seem rather taken with you," Lyra observed, her sharp eyes missing nothing.
"The glow is stronger when you’re near it."

Cale stared into the perfect mirror of his reflection, transfixed. "I feel something," he
murmured. "Something | can’t explain. Like... like remembering something | never
knew."

The spring pulsed once more, sending a ripple across its surface that somehow

disturbed nothing, the reflection remaining perfect despite the movement. Apollo
watched in silence, the gold in his veins thrumming with recognition of this divine
bloodline, this echo of his uncle’s power.

'‘Does he know?’ Apollo wondered, studying Cale’s face for signs of understanding. 'Has
he felt this connection before, or is this the first awakening of his heritage?’

Apollo watched as the last of their waterskins filled, the spring’s water glimmering with
that strange blue luminescence even as it disappeared into leather pouches. The gold in
his veins hummed softly, recognizing the ancient power that dwelled in this place, a
fragment of his uncle’s domain somehow preserved deep within the twisted forest.

"We should take more,” Mira suggested, capping her waterskin with reluctance. "Who
knows when we’ll find water this pure again?"

Thorin grunted, securing his own container to his belt with movements that betrayed his
unease. "We've lingered long enough. This place..." He glanced at Cale, who still knelt
beside the spring, fingers trailing through the water as if unable to break contact. "This
place isn’t natural."

"It's the only natural thing we've found in this cursed forest," Mira countered, her good
arm gesturing toward the ancient oak that sheltered the spring. "Look how it grows,
straight and true, not twisted like everything else."



Apollo shouldered his pack, wincing slightly as the movement pulled at his healing
wound. The gold in his veins had worked through the night, knitting flesh and muscle,
but the injury remained tender, a reminder of human fragility he was still learning to
accommodate.

"Cale," he called gently. "We need to move on."

The young man looked up, his expression dazed as if waking from a dream. "Yes, of
course." He withdrew his hand from the water with visible reluctance. The spring’s glow
dimmed slightly as he stood, responding to his departure in a way Apollo couldn’t
ignore.

‘Definitely Poseidon’s blood,” he thought, watching as Cale gathered his belongings with
distracted movements. ‘Diluted by generations, perhaps, but unmistakable.’

They left the ruins with backward glances, each step away from the spring feeling
heavier than the last. Apollo sensed the bow’s continued pull eastward, more insistent
now that they’d found the temple ruins.

Whatever waited ahead was connected to this place, to the spring, to Cale’s heritage,
pieces of a puzzle Apollo was only beginning to understand.

"l don’t trust water that glows," Thorin muttered as they picked their way through fallen
columns. "And | certainly don’t trust water that plays favorites." His eyes flicked toward
Cale, suspicion evident in the tightness around his mouth.

"It was beautiful," Mira insisted, her voice carrying a dreamy quality that hadn’t been
there before. "I've never felt so... refreshed. So clean."

Lyra said nothing, her green eyes moving between Apollo and Cale with thoughtful
assessment. Apollo could almost see the connections forming in her mind, the
guestions taking shape behind her careful silence. Of all his companions, she was the
one who noticed too much, who pieced together fragments others overlooked.

The forest changed as they traveled east, the transformation subtle at first but
increasingly undeniable. The twisted trees that had defined their journey thinned,
standing further apart, allowing more sunlight to reach the forest floor.

The oppressive weight of corruption that had hung in the air like a physical presence
gradually lifted, replaced by something else, something that made the gold in Apollo’s
veins stir with recognition.

Salt. There was salt in the air.



Apollo paused, drawing a deep breath through his nose. The scent was faint but
unmistakable, the mineral tang of ocean brine, impossible this far inland yet undeniably
present. The bow thrummed against his back as if in confirmation.

"Do you smell that?" Mira asked, her face tilting upward to catch the breeze. "It smells
like... like the sea."

"That’s ridiculous," Thorin scoffed, though Apollo noted how the dwarf’s nostrils flared,
testing the air. "We’re a hundred leagues from any coast."

"She’s right," Renna confirmed, her hunter’s senses as sharp as ever. "Salt in the air.
And something else... something | can’t quite place."

Apollo knelt suddenly, fingers brushing aside fallen leaves to reveal what had caught his
eye, a small, spiraled shell half-buried in the forest soil. He lifted it carefully, the delicate
whorl perfectly preserved despite its impossible location. The gold in his veins warmed
as he turned it over in his palm, recognizing the signature of his uncle’s domain.

"Look," he said, holding out the shell for the others to see. "Seashells. In the forest."
Mira’s eyes widened with wonder. "But how? We’re nowhere near the ocean."

"Another trick," Thorin declared, though uncertainty had crept into his gruff voice. "This
place is full of them. Glowing water, corrupted wolves, and now the sea in the middle of
a forest? It’s trying to confuse us."

More shells appeared as they continued, scattered across the path like breadcrumbs
leading them forward. Small at first, tiny spirals and bivalves that might have been
mistaken for unusual stones, then larger specimens partially buried in the increasingly
sandy soil.

Cale walked with growing restlessness, his earlier daze replaced by nervous energy.
His steps quickened, then slowed, his head turning at sounds no one else seemed to
hear. Twice Apollo caught him pausing, head tilted as if listening to a distant call.

"Are you all right?" Apollo asked quietly, falling into step beside him.

Cale startled, as if he’d forgotten he wasn’t alone. "l... yes. | think so. It’s just..." He
hesitated, brow furrowing. "Do you hear that? Like water. Rushing water."

Apollo listened carefully but heard nothing beyond the usual forest sounds—wind
through leaves, the crunch of their footsteps, distant birdsong that had returned as they
moved away from the most corrupted sections of the wood.

"l don’t hear anything," he admitted, watching Cale’s face closely.



The young man frowned, rubbing at his ear as if trying to clear it. "It's there. Like... like
waves breaking. Far away, but getting closer." His feet shifted in the sandy soil, weight
transferring forward as if drawn by an invisible tide. "l feel like I've been here before.
Like | know where we’re going."

Apollo noted how Cale’s movements had changed, no longer the careful steps of
someone navigating unknown territory, but the confident stride of a traveler on familiar
ground.

His hand no longer hovered near his sword hilt; instead, it swung freely at his side,
fingers occasionally brushing the shells and sand as if confirming their reality.

"The blood awakens,’ Apollo thought, the gold in his veins resonating with what he
observed. ‘Poseidon’s heritage stirring after generations of dormancy.’

They crested a small rise, and Cale froze mid-step, his breath catching audibly. Before
them lay a small clearing where the forest floor had given way completely to sand, pale,
fine-grained sand that could only have come from a beach.

In its center, half-buried in the unexpected dune, a stone slab protruded at an angle, its
surface carved with intricate wave patterns that swirled around a central symbol.

Another trident.

"What is this place?" Thorin demanded, axe already half-drawn as if expecting an
attack.

Apollo hung back, watching as Cale moved forward with dreamlike steps, drawn to the
stone as if by invisible threads. The bow pulsed warmly against Apollo’s spine,
responding to the proximity of Poseidon’s symbol, to the presence of the god’s bloodline
in Cale.

"It looks like some kind of marker," Lyra observed, following Cale at a cautious distance.
"Similar to the carvings we found at the ruins."

Cale knelt beside the stone, sand shifting beneath his weight. His hand reached out,
fingers hovering just above the carved trident as if feeling heat radiating from the
ancient symbol.

"Don’t touch it," Thorin warned, too late.

Cale’s fingers made contact with the weathered stone, and light bloomed beneath his
touch, a soft blue radiance that traced the carved patterns like water flowing through
channels. The waves and swirls illuminated one by one, spreading outward from the
trident in ripples of azure light that pulsed in rhythm with Cale’s heartbeat.



"By the Forge," Thorin breathed, stepping back involuntarily.

The light faded as quickly as it had appeared, leaving the stone seemingly unchanged.
Cale yanked his hand back, staring at his fingertips as if expecting them to be burned or
transformed.

"l didn’t—" he stammered, looking up at the circle of shocked faces. "l didn’t do
anything. It just... happened.”

Chapter 106: The Ocean in the Forest (1)

Apollo felt the bow vibrate against his back in harmony with the gold in his veins, both
responding to this clear manifestation of Poseidon’s power. He kept his expression
carefully neutral, though his mind raced with implications.

The connection was stronger than he’d realized, Cale’s dormant heritage responding to
the symbols of his divine ancestor with increasing intensity.

"What in all hells was that?" Thorin demanded, rounding on Cale with undisguised
suspicion. "First the water, now this stone, what aren’t you telling us, boy?"

"Nothing!" Cale protested, scrambling to his feet. Sand clung to his knees, pale against
the dark fabric of his trousers. "l don’t know why these things are happening!"

"Leave him alone,"” Mira stepped between them, her earlier dreaminess hardened into
protective fury. "He'’s as confused as the rest of us."

"Is he?" Thorin’s thick eyebrows drew together, his gaze shifting between Cale and
Apollo with growing suspicion. "Strange things have followed us since we entered this
forest, but they’ve gotten stranger since we found that spring. Since the water reacted to
him."

"That doesn’t make it his fault," Mira insisted.

"No? Then whose fault is it?" The dwarf’s voice rose, echoing through the suddenly still
forest. "These aren’t coincidences. Shells appearing in a forest. Salt in the air a hundred
leagues from the sea. Stones that light up at his touch. He’s attracting something, and |
want to know what before it gets us all killed!"

"You’re being ridiculous," Mira shot back. "Cale hasn’t done anything wrong!"

"l didn’t say wrong," Thorin growled. "l said dangerous. There’s a difference."

The argument spread, voices rising and falling as the group fractured along invisible
lines. Nik sided with Mira, his loyalty to Cale unshaken despite his own obvious unease.



Renna remained neutral, her hunter’'s pragmatism keeping her focused on survival
rather than blame.

Cale himself stood silent, his face pale beneath its tan, fingers still tingling from contact
with the ancient stone.

Through it all, Lyra watched, not just Cale, but Apollo. Her green eyes moved between
them with that same calculating assessment, piecing together a puzzle whose shape
was becoming clearer with each strange occurrence.

"Enough," Apollo said finally, his voice cutting through the arguments. "Blame solves
nothing. We need to keep moving before dark."

The bow pulled him eastward with renewed urgency, its guidance no longer gentle but
insistent, almost demanding. Whatever waited ahead had grown more important, more
immediate with each step they took.

They continued in tense silence, the group no longer a cohesive unit but a collection of
individuals bound by circumstance rather than trust. Thorin walked apart, his axe no
longer secured at his back but held loosely in his hand, ready.

The silence weighed on Apollo’s shoulders as heavily as the bow across his back. No
one had spoken since Cale’s hand had touched the carved stone, lighting it up like a
beacon in the growing dark. The group moved in fragmented formation now, their earlier
cohesion shattered by suspicion.

"They’re breaking apart,” Apollo thought, watching Thorin’s rigid posture ahead. The
dwarf’s shoulders were bunched beneath his pack, one hand never straying far from his
axe. 'Just when we need unity most.’

Thorin spat on the ground, his voice carrying back to them all. "l don’t trust any of this.
First the water responds to him, now stones light up at his touch? What’s next, trees
bowing as he passes?"

"Leave him be," Mira snapped, positioning herself protectively beside Cale. Her injured
arm was cradled against her chest, but her good hand rested meaningfully on her knife.
"He’s done nothing wrong."

"He’s done nothing he understands," Nik added, his usually cheerful face
uncharacteristically serious. "That doesn’t make it dangerous."

Renna moved ahead of them all, her hunter’s instincts driving her to scout their path
rather than engage in the argument. She slipped between trees with practiced ease,
occasionally pausing to examine something on the ground before continuing.



The bow pulsed against Apollo’s spine, more insistent than ever. It wasn’t merely
guiding him now but demanding, its vibration intensifying with each step east until it felt
like a living thing pressing between his shoulders.

The sensation bordered on pain, a constant, rhythmic thrumming that matched the
quickening pace of the gold in his veins.

He caught Lyra watching him, her green eyes missing nothing, not the way his hand
occasionally reached back to adjust the bow’s position, nor the slight wince that crossed
his face when its vibration peaked. She shifted her gaze to Cale, then back to Apollo,
her expression unreadable.

‘She’s connecting us,’ Apollo realized. 'Seeing patterns I'd rather remain hidden.’

"The soil’'s changing," Renna called back, her voice cutting through the tense silence.
She knelt, fingers sifting through what lay beneath the sparse underbrush. "It’s... sand?"

Apollo moved forward, the bow’s thrumming intensifying as he joined the hunter. She
was right. The dark forest loam had given way to something paler, coarser,
unmistakably sand that crunched beneath his boots. Not the fine-grained, white sand of
beaches, but something rougher, mixed still with soil and forest debris yet undeniably
out of place this far inland.

"More shells too," Renna added, holding up a spiral the size of her thumbnail. "And look
at this." She pointed to what Apollo had mistaken for a twisted root, a piece of driftwood,
bleached and smooth, half-buried in the sandy soil.

As they pressed on, the transformation became impossible to ignore. Patches of sand
expanded, connecting like islands joining to form a continent across the forest floor.
Shells appeared with increasing frequency, not just tiny specimens but larger conchs
and scallops that would normally require proximity to the sea.

Mira bent to retrieve a strand of dried seaweed, turning it wonderingly between her

fingers. "It's beautiful," she murmured, her earlier defensiveness momentarily forgotten.
"But how? We’re nowhere near the coast."

"It's a curse," Thorin muttered, kicking at a particularly large conch with the toe of his
boot. "This whole forest is wrong. Now it’s trying to become something else entirely."

Cale had grown increasingly restless as they traveled. His steps quickened, then
slowed, hands clenching and unclenching at his sides.

Chapter 107: The Ocean in the Forest (2)

His head kept turning, not in the cautious scanning of a wary traveler but as if
responding to a sound just beyond hearing.



"There’s something..." he began, then stopped, frustration evident in the furrow of his
brow. "Can’t you feel it?"

Apollo could. Beyond the bow’s insistent thrumming, beyond the gold warming in his
veins, something pulled at his awareness, a rhythm, faint but growing stronger with
each step east. It reminded him of heartbeats, of tides, of the endless pulse of his
uncle’s domain.

The first sound was so faint that Apollo thought he’d imagined it, a distant rushing that
might have been wind through trees. But there was no wind in this strange, still forest.
The sound came again, stronger this time, a rhythmic crash and retreat that stirred
ancient memories in Apollo’s blood.

"Water," Cale whispered, his face transformed with sudden certainty. "l hear water.
Like... like waves breaking."

"That’s impossible," Thorin began, but his objection died as the sound came again,
louder, unmistakable.

The crash of surf against shore.

"l hear it too," Mira said, wonder replacing wariness in her voice. "But how? There’s no
ocean for a hundred leagues.”

For most of them, the sound remained distant, muffled as if heard through layers of
forest. But Apollo watched as Cale’s entire body responded to it, head tilting, breathing
synchronized to the rhythm, feet shifting in the sand as if already feeling the pull of
tides.

‘He hears it clearly,” Apollo realized. ‘As if standing on the shore itself.’
The bow’s vibration had become nearly unbearable now, a constant pressure that made
Apollo’s shoulders ache with its insistence. Whatever waited ahead was close, so close

the weapon seemed almost frantic in its urgency.

"This way," Cale said suddenly, changing direction slightly. His voice held none of its
earlier uncertainty. "The sound is stronger here."

No one argued. Even Thorin, for all his suspicion, followed without complaint as Cale
led them up a gentle rise where the trees thinned further. Sand shifted beneath their

boots, making the climb more difficult than it should have been, small avalanches of

shells and pebbles sliding back with each step.

They reached the crest together, and as one, they stopped.

Before them lay the impossible.



Where forest should have continued stretching toward the horizon, a vast expanse of
water spread instead, endless blue reaching toward a distant sky, waves rolling and
breaking against a shore that couldn’t possibly exist.

The treeline ended abruptly at a beach of pale sand, as if the forest had decided simply
to surrender to this ocean that had no business existing in its heart.

Apollo heard Thorin’s sharp intake of breath, felt Mira’s hand clutch his arm in shock.
His own pulse quickened as he took in the scale of the impossibility before them, not a
lake or pond, but a true ocean stretching beyond sight.

"It can’t be real," Nik whispered, his voice barely audible above the crash of surf. "We’re
a hundred leagues from any coast."

But it was real. The salt in the air, the cry of distant seabirds, the rhythmic pulse of
waves breaking against sand, all of it tangible, immediate, undeniable.

And rising from the water near the shore, broken pillars and shattered archways jutted
like the bones of something ancient and vast. White marble gleamed in the sunlight,
columns half-submerged in the rolling surf, steps descending into azure depths.

A temple. A drowned temple to Poseidon.

The bow erupted into violent motion against Apollo’s back, no longer merely vibrating
but thrashing like a living thing. The pain was sudden and sharp, the weapon
demanding not just movement but immediate action. It pulled him toward the ruins with
such force that he had to brace his feet to keep from staggering forward.

Apollo clenched his jaw against the sensation, one hand reaching back to steady the
bow as if that might calm its frenzy. The gold in his veins burned in response, flowing
toward the weapon as if answering its call.

‘It wants the temple,’ he realized, fighting to keep his expression neutral despite the
bow’s painful insistence. ’It recognizes Poseidon’s sanctuary.’

He felt Lyra’s eyes on him, her attention drawn by his subtle struggle with the weapon.
Her gaze narrowed, noting the way his hand pressed against the bow, the slight tension
in his jaw that betrayed discomfort. She said nothing, but Apollo could almost see her
adding this reaction to the catalog of mysteries she was assembling.

Before anyone could speak, Cale moved. Not the cautious step of someone
approaching an unknown shore, but the confident stride of a man returning home after
long absence. He crossed the boundary where forest met beach without hesitation, his
boots sinking into soft sand.

"Cale, wait," Thorin called, but the young man seemed beyond hearing.



With movements that spoke of compulsion rather than choice, Cale dropped his pack on
the sand. His sword belt followed, then his boots, shed without breaking stride as he
approached the water’s edge. The waves seemed to respond to his presence, their
rhythm changing subtly, crests rising higher as if straining to meet him.

"What is he doing?" Mira whispered, fear replacing wonder in her voice.

Apollo could only watch as Cale reached the wet sand where waves lapped against the
shore. The young man paused there, toes curling into the damp ground, face tilted
toward the ruined temple that rose from deeper water.

The ocean heaved once, a swell rising unnaturally high before subsiding, as if taking a
deep breath. When Cale stepped forward, barefoot into the surf, the water responded,
rising to meet him, curling around his ankles with deliberate gentleness.

Another step, and the waves parted slightly, making way for him as he waded deeper.
The water swirled around his calves, then his knees, responding to his presence in
ways that defied natural movement.

It clung to him not as water should, but as something alive and aware, recognizing the
blood that flowed in his veins.

Apollo felt the bow quiet suddenly against his back, its violent thrashing replaced by a
steady, expectant hum. The gold in his veins cooled to matching rhythm, both watching,
waiting to see what would happen as Poseidon’s descendant approached the ruined
temple of his ancestor.

The group stood frozen on the shore, united in stunned silence as Cale continued into
the surf. With each step he took, the ocean seemed to lean closer, waves rising and
falling in perfect harmony with his breath, as if the vast, ancient sea had found
something it had been seeking for centuries.

And found it at last.

Chapter 108: The Temple Beneath (1)

Cale waded deeper into the impossible ocean, his movements no longer his own. The
water embraced him, curling and swirling around his body not as ordinary waves would,

but like an attentive servant welcoming home a long-absent master.

It parted before him, then closed behind, leaving barely a ripple where any natural sea
would churn.

Apollo felt the bow against his back suddenly calm its violent thrashing, settling instead
into a steady, rhythmic pulse that matched perfectly with Cale’s steps into the surf.



The gold in his veins hummed in harmony, recognizing the connection between the
young man and the ancient power that saturated this place.

‘Poseidon’s blood calls to his domain,” Apollo thought, watching as Cale moved with
dreamlike certainty toward the half-submerged temple. ’And his domain answers.’

"What's happening to him?" Mira’s voice trembled as she stepped forward, her injured
arm forgotten in her concern. "The water, it's moving wrong. It's moving for him."

"It recognizes him," Apollo said softly, the words escaping before he could consider their
wisdom.

Mira turned to him, hope and fear warring in her expression. "Then he’s safe? The
ocean won’t hurt him?"

"l wouldn’t count on that," Thorin growled, his thick fingers clenching and unclenching
around his axe haft. "Nothing in this forest has been kind so far. Why would an ocean
that shouldn’t exist be any different?"

Nik limped to the water’s edge, his injured arm cradled against his chest. "Cale!" he
called, his voice carrying across the unnaturally still surface. "Cale, come back!"

If Cale heard, he gave no sign. He continued forward, now waist-deep in the azure
waters that swirled around him with deliberate care.

The drowned temple drew him onward, broken columns and shattered archways rising
from the depths like the skeleton of some ancient, magnificent beast.

"We have to follow him," Mira decided, already shrugging off her pack. "He needs us."

Thorin’s hand shot out, catching her uninjured arm in a firm grip. "Have you lost your
mind? That’s not natural water. Look at how it moves, like it’s alive.”

"All the more reason not to let him face it alone!" Mira wrenched free, her eyes flashing.
"He’s our friend. He needs us."

"He’s not even aware we exist right now," Thorin countered. "Look at him! Whatever’s
happening has nothing to do with us, and everything to do with whatever power brought
an ocean to the middle of a forest."

Renna stood slightly apart, her hunter’s eyes assessing the situation with calculated
precision. "The water is behaving strangely," she acknowledged, "but it's not attacking
him. If anything, it seems... protective.”

"Or luring him,"” Thorin insisted. "Like a spider drawing prey into its web."



Apollo felt Lyra’s presence before he saw her, the slight shift in air as she moved to
stand beside him. Her green eyes fixed on his face with that same penetrating
assessment that seemed to strip away layers of careful concealment.

"You know what this is," she said quietly, not a question but a statement. "The bow, the
temple, Cale, you understand the connection."

Apollo kept his expression neutral despite the sudden increase in his heartbeat. "I have
theories, nothing more."

"Lies don’t suit you," Lyra replied, her voice dropping lower. "That bow nearly tore itself
from your back when we first saw the temple. Now it's humming like a satisfied cat while
Cale communes with an ocean that shouldn’t exist. Tell me what you know."

The directness of her challenge caught Apollo off-guard. The gold in his veins
qguickened with warning, urging caution, reminding him of the dangers of revealing too
much to mortals. But looking into her unwavering gaze, he found himself wanting to
share at least a portion of the truth.

"The temple was built for a sea god," he said carefully. "Ancient, powerful. The bow
recognizes its purpose, as does the water. And somehow..." he hesitated, weighing his
words, "somehow Cale carries something of that god’s essence within him."

Lyra’s eyes narrowed slightly. "A descendant? Is that possible?"

Apollo said nothing, but the gold in his veins pulsed in confirmation. Before Lyra could
press further, Mira’s voice rose in alarm.

"Look! The water, it's changing again!"

The ocean’s surface, which had been swirling around Cale in gentle patterns, suddenly
shifted. Waves that had been breaking naturally against the shore flattened, forming an
unnaturally straight line that stretched from the beach directly to the temple ruins.

Where Cale walked, the water parted shallowly, creating a pathway of sorts, not dry
land, but a submerged trail where the depth remained consistent at ankle height.

More strangely still, objects began emerging from beneath the surface, shells larger
than any Apollo had seen before, stones encrusted with barnacles and sea growth,
even fragments of marble that might once have been part of the temple itself.

They broke the surface in a deliberate line, forming stepping places along the half-
submerged path.

"It's making a road," Nik breathed, wonder momentarily overcoming his caution. "The
ocean is building him a road."



"Not just for him," Renna observed, pointing to how the path widened behind Cale, the
stepping stones multiplying. "It's inviting us to follow."

Thorin spat onto the sand. "Or it’s baiting a larger trap."

"I'm going," Mira announced, already unlacing her boots. "Cale wouldn’t abandon any of
us. | won’t abandon him."

Before anyone could stop her, she stepped onto the first shell, a massive scallop half-
buried in the sand where water met shore.

The ocean lapped gently around her bare feet, blue-tinged water swirling once before
settling into the same unnatural stillness it displayed around Cale.

"It's warm," she said with surprise. "And... it feels almost soft."

Nik hesitated only briefly before limping forward to join her. "If you’re going, I’'m going,"
he declared, though his voice betrayed more fear than confidence. "Cale would do the
same for me."

They proceeded cautiously, following the half-submerged path that continued to form
ahead of them, shells and stones rising from the depths just before they needed the
next step.

The ocean remained impossibly calm along their route while continuing to break in
natural waves elsewhere, as if concentrating its attention on maintaining this passage.

Thorin remained rooted to the beach, his expression thunderous. "This is madness," he
growled, watching as Mira and Nik advanced further along the strange path. "I'll not
drown chasing a boy's visions."

"Then stay here alone,” Renna said pragmatically, already removing her own boots.
"Though I'd wager splitting our group is more dangerous than whatever waits in that
temple.”

"You too?" Thorin's bushy eyebrows shot up in disbelief. "I thought you had more
sense."

Renna shrugged, tucking her boots into her pack. "I've survived this long by recognizing
when the flow of events is too strong to fight. This ocean, this temple, whatever's
happening to Cale, it's all connected to our path forward. Fighting it seems... unwise."

"Unwise," Thorin repeated, his voice heavy with disgust. "Drowning seems more than
unwise. It seems fatal."

"Then stay dry and alive on shore," Renna replied evenly. "But alone."



The hunter stepped onto the path, her movements precise and confident despite the
strangeness of their situation. The water swirled once around her ankles, then settled
into the same gentle flow that accompanied the others.

Apollo felt the bow's thrumming intensify, no longer painful but eager, pulling him toward
the temple with undisguised anticipation.

The gold in his veins surged in response, warming beneath his skin as if recognizing
something long forgotten waiting amid those ruined columns.

Lyra still stood beside him, her assessment now encompassing the entire impossible
scene, the ocean, the temple, Cale's communion with the waters, and the path that had
formed to welcome followers.

"After you," she said quietly. "I want to see what that bow does when you step onto the
path."

Apollo met her gaze, finding no hostility there, only keen interest and unwavering
determination. Without a word, he moved forward, feeling the bow's excitement build
with each step toward the water's edge.

The moment his boot touched the first shell, the bow released a single, pure note, not
audible to human ears, but Apollo felt it resonate through the gold in his veins like a bell
struck in perfect pitch.

The ocean responded instantly, the water around his foot glowing briefly with the same
blue-gold light that had emanated from his arrows.

Lyra's sharp intake of breath told him she'd seen it too. "l thought as much," she
murmured. "It recognizes you as well, though differently than Cale."

She stepped onto the path beside him, her green eyes never leaving his face. The
water swirled around her feet normally, offering neither the reverential treatment it gave
Cale nor the momentary illumination it had shown Apollo.

Just ordinary water behaving in an extraordinary pattern.
Thorin remained on shore, watching their progress with increasing agitation. The dwarf
paced back and forth, axe gripped so tightly his knuckles shone white against his

weathered skin.

Finally, with a curse that would have made a sailor blush, he yanked off his boots and
stuffed them into his pack.

"If you all drown, don't expect me to fish out your corpses," he grumbled, stepping
reluctantly onto the path. The water seemed to hesitate around his feet, as if



considering whether to accept this reluctant traveler, before settling into the same
pattern it showed for the others.

They moved forward in loose formation, following Cale's unwavering progress toward
the temple. As they drew nearer, the ruins rose higher from the water, broken columns
of pristine white marble, collapsed archways that must once have soared fifty feet above
the ground, and at the center, a structure that remained partially intact despite centuries
submerged.

Apollo noticed something strange happening beneath the water's surface. Carvings that
had been weathered by time and tide began to glow with faint blue radiance, the same
patterns they'd seen in the forest ruins, but more elaborate, more numerous.

Waves and dolphins, sea creatures both real and mythical, and everywhere, the trident
symbol that had marked Cale's connection to this place.

The light spread outward from where Cale walked, illuminating their path with soft blue
radiance that shimmered beneath the surface.

It revealed the true scale of what lay beneath, not just a temple, but an entire complex
that must have covered acres before the waters claimed it.

The bow thrummed against Apollo's back with increasing urgency, not painful now but
eager, like a hound straining at its leash when the hunt's quarry is sighted.

It pulled him forward with unmistakable purpose, drawing him toward something waiting
within the temple's heart.

'It knows this place," Apollo realized, feeling the gold in his veins respond to the bow's
excitement. 'lIt was made here, or blessed here, or connected to this place somehow.'

Cale had reached the first steps of the temple proper, a broad staircase that rose from
the water like a pathway to another world. He paused there, still waist-deep in the
impossible ocean, his gaze fixed on something the others couldn't yet see.

The water continued to swirl around him, caressing rather than hindering, moving with
deliberate purpose that defied natural currents.

Apollo felt the bow's vibration change subtly as he approached the submerged stairs, no
longer merely eager but reverent, as if recognizing sacred ground. The gold in his veins
responded in kind, warming beneath his skin with familiar recognition.

"It's massive," Mira whispered, her voice carrying easily across the unnaturally still
water. "The temple must have been... incredible.”



"Before it sank into an ocean that doesn't exist?" Thorin muttered, though his gruff voice
couldn't entirely hide his awe. "I've seen dwarven halls carved from living mountain, but
nothing like this."

Lyra moved closer to Apollo, her steps measured and careful on the half-submerged
pathway. "The carvings are getting clearer," she observed, pointing to where intricate
designs glowed beneath the surface. "And they're all connected somehow."

She was right. What had seemed like separate patterns, waves and creatures, symbols
and script, now revealed themselves as parts of a vast, continuous design that flowed
beneath their feet.

The blue illumination pulsed gently, matching the rhythm of the bow against Apollo's
back.

Cale began climbing the temple steps.

The ocean parted like a faithful servant as Cale waded deeper into the impossible sea.
The water swirled around his legs, not with the chaotic churn of natural waves but with
deliberate, almost reverent movement.

It caressed his skin, then pulled back, leaving barely a ripple in its wake as he advanced
toward the submerged temple.

Apollo felt the bow against his back settle into a steady rhythm, its earlier frenzy
replaced by a calm pulsing that matched Cale's measured steps.

The gold in his veins cooled to the same tempo, no longer burning with urgency but
humming with satisfied recognition.

"Look at the water," Mira whispered, her voice barely audible over the gentle lapping of
waves. "It's moving for him, like it knows him."

"Or it's hunting him," Thorin countered, his thick fingers still clenched around his axe
haft. "I've seen predators lure their prey with gentle movements before they strike."

Nik shook his head, his usual humor absent from his pale face. "This isn't predatory.
It's... welcoming him. Can't you feel it?"

"All | feel is wrong," Thorin growled. "Oceans don't appear in forests. Water doesn't part
for men. Everything about this reeks of trap."

Apollo watched as Cale reached a point where the water should have risen to his chest,
yet somehow remained at his waist, the surface dipping unnaturally around his form.
The young man's movements had taken on a dreamlike quality, as if he walked not
through water but through memories that had waited centuries for his return.



"The sea recognizes him," Apollo said quietly, the words slipping out before he could
reconsider their wisdom.

Lyra's head snapped toward him, her green eyes narrowing with sudden intensity.
"Recognizes?" She moved closer, her voice dropping so the others couldn't hear. "You
know more than you're telling us."

Apollo kept his expression carefully neutral despite the sudden quickening of his pulse.
"l have theories, nothing more."”

"No." Lyra stepped directly into his path, blocking his view of Cale and the temple
beyond. "Not theories. Knowledge. You've known something was happening since we
found that spring, since the water responded to him. What aren't you telling us?"

The directness of her challenge caught Apollo off-guard. The gold in his veins warmed
with warning, urging caution. "This isn't the time—"

"It's exactly the time," she insisted, her voice low but unyielding. "Our friend is wading

into an impossible ocean toward a temple that shouldn't exist. What do you know about
it?"

Apollo measured his response carefully, aware of how much hung in the balance. "The
temple belongs to a sea god," he admitted finally. "Ancient. Powerful. Long forgotten by
most."

"And Cale?" Lyra pressed, her gaze unflinching. "What's his connection to all this?"

The gold in Apollo's veins pulsed faster, warning against revealing too much. "The water
responds to him in ways it shouldn't.”

"Is he a descendant?" Lyra's question cut straight to the heart of what Apollo had
suspected since the spring. "Does he carry this sea god's blood?"

Before Apollo could answer, Mira's voice rose in alarm behind them. "Something's
happening to the water!"

They turned to see the ocean's surface transforming before their eyes. The waves that
had been breaking naturally against the shore suddenly flattened, forming an
unnaturally straight corridor that stretched from the beach directly to the temple ruins.

The water within this pathway didn't disappear, it remained a few inches deep, just
enough to cover one's ankles, but it separated distinctly from the deeper waters on
either side.

More remarkably, objects began rising from beneath the surface, shells larger than
dinner plates, pieces of driftwood polished smooth by centuries underwater, fragments



of marble that must once have been part of the temple itself. They emerged in a
deliberate pattern, creating stepping points along the half-submerged path.

"It's building a road," Nik breathed, wonder momentarily overcoming his fear. "The
ocean is making us a path to follow him."

Thorin spat onto the sand, his expression thunderous. "It's making us a path to our
deaths. Only a fool walks into such an obvious trap."

"I'm going," Mira announced, already unlacing her boots. "Cale wouldn't abandon any of
us. | won't abandon him."

"Mira, wait—" Thorin began, but she had already stepped onto the first shell, a massive
scallop half-buried where water met shore.

The ocean lapped gently around her bare feet, swirling once before settling into an
unnatural stillness. Her face registered surprise, then wonder.

"It's warm," she said softly. "And... it feels almost soft. Like it's welcoming me."

She took another step, then another, following the strange pathway that continued to
form ahead of her. The water remained calm around her ankles, behaving nothing like
natural seawater should.

Nik hesitated only briefly before limping forward to join her. "If you're going, I'm going,"
he declared, though Apollo noted how his fingers trembled as he removed his boots.
"Cale would do the same for any of us."

Renna approached the water's edge with characteristic pragmatism, studying the
phenomenon with careful eyes. She knelt, dipping her fingers into the shallow path, then
brought them to her nose and lips.

"Salt," she confirmed, rising smoothly to her feet. "Real seawater, though it's behaving
unlike any I've seen."” She removed her boots methodically, securing them to her pack.
"I'll go. Whatever awaits in that temple seems connected to our path forward."

Thorin remained rooted to the beach, his expression darkening with each person who
joined the procession. "This is madness," he growled. "I'll not drown chasing visions and
spirits."

Apollo felt the bow's gentle humming intensify as he approached the water's edge. It
pulled him forward with subtle insistence, eager to follow the path toward the ancient
temple. The gold in his veins responded in kind, warming beneath his skin as if
recognizing something long forgotten waiting among those ruined columns.



Lyra moved beside him, her green eyes missing nothing. "After you," she said quietly. "I
want to see what happens when you step onto that path."

Apollo met her gaze, finding no hostility there, only keen interest and unwavering
determination. Without a word, he moved forward, feeling the bow's excitement build
with each step toward the water's edge.

The moment his boot touched the first shell, the bow released a single, pure note, not
audible but felt deep in his bones, resonating through the gold in his veins like a struck
bell. The water around his foot glowed briefly with the same blue-gold light that had
emanated from his arrows, then settled back into gentle movement.

Lyra's sharp intake of breath told him she'd seen it too. "l thought as much," she
murmured. "It recognizes you as well, though differently than Cale."

She stepped onto the path beside him, her movements graceful and measured. The
water swirled around her feet normally, offering neither the reverence it showed Cale
nor the momentary illumination it had given Apollo.

Thorin watched their progress with increasing agitation, pacing back and forth on the
shore. His knuckles whitened around his axe haft as he muttered curses under his
breath. Finally, with a particularly colorful expletive, he yanked off his boots and stuffed
them into his pack.

"If you all drown," he growled, stepping reluctantly onto the path, "don't expect me to
fish out your corpses.”

The water hesitated around his feet, as if considering whether to accept this reluctant
traveler, before settling into the same gentle pattern it showed the others.

Together, they advanced along the living pathway, the temple ruins rising higher as they
approached.

Beneath the water's surface, carvings began to glow with soft blue radiance, intricate
designs of waves and sea creatures, flowing in continuous patterns that connected like
the veins of some vast organism.

The trident symbol appeared repeatedly, pulsing with particular brightness whenever
Cale passed above it.

The bow thrummed eagerly against Apollo's back, not with the painful insistence of
earlier but with the anticipation of homecoming. Each step closer to the temple
intensified its response, the silent vibration traveling through his body to resonate with
the gold in his veins.



They approached the temple's great stairs, a broad staircase that rose from the water
like a pathway between worlds. Cale had already begun climbing, the ocean continuing
its strange behavior, parting around him to maintain the same depth despite the rising
steps.

Apollo watched as water flowed impossibly upward alongside Cale, defying every
natural law to maintain its connection with Poseidon's descendant.

The sight stirred memories of his uncle's power, the sea god's dominion over waters
that obeyed his will without question, that moved as extensions of his very thought.

The bow's eager humming reached a crescendo as Apollo placed his foot on the first
step, following Cale toward whatever awaited them in the heart of the drowned temple.

The first step sent shockwaves through the bow that Apollo felt like physical blows
against his spine. The weapon didn't just hum now, it sang, a wordless melody that
vibrated through his bones and made the gold in his veins dance with recognition.

Each subsequent step up the temple stairs intensified the sensation until Apollo had to
clench his jaw to keep from gasping aloud.

'It remembers this place,' he thought, one hand instinctively reaching back to steady the
bow against his shoulder. ‘It was forged here, or blessed here, or...'

The thought died as they climbed higher, the water continuing its impossible behavior
around Cale's form.

It flowed upward alongside him like a living thing, maintaining perfect contact with his
skin despite the rising stone beneath their feet.



