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Chapter 56: Beyond the Walls

The tunnel narrowed to a cruel joke of a passage, forcing Apollo deeper into the rancid
water until it lapped at his chin.

The stench invaded his nostrils, rotting vegetation and worse things, the accumulated
filth of a city that preferred its waste forgotten. Each forward movement required a full-
body contortion, shoulders scraping against slimy stone as he inched through the
constricting darkness.

‘Just a little further,” he told himself, though his body screamed otherwise. The divine
light he’d forced down earlier now pressed outward like a living thing, seeking escape.

It burned beneath his skin, molten gold trying to reclaim its rightful place in the world.
Apollo clamped down harder, jaw clenched so tight his teeth might crack. Each second
of containment sent fresh waves of agony through his veins, acid eating him from within.

Behind him, water splashed as the others struggled through the narrowing passage.
Nik’s breathing had grown rapid and shallow, edging toward panic.

"Something—something just—" Nik’s voice rose sharply, followed by a strangled yelp.
"It touched my face! Gods, something furry touched my face!"

A frantic splashing followed, then Lyra’s harsh whisper: "Stop thrashing! It's just rats.
They’re more afraid of you than—"

"Don’t," Nik hissed. "Don’t you dare finish that sentence with than you are of them.” I'm
exactly the right amount of afraid!"

Apollo might have smiled in different circumstances. Instead, he focused on the next
excruciating movement forward, the next breath of foul air.

The gold in his veins surged again, responding to his distress with ancient instinct,
protect, illuminate, burn away the darkness. He forced it deeper, grinding his teeth
against the pain. If it flared now, in this tight space, with the others so close behind...

Boots thundered on the stones above, the vibrations traveling through the tunnel walls.
Voices filtered down through cracks in the ancient masonry, sharp, urgent commands
cutting through the splash of their passage.



"Southeast quadrant, sweep it again!"
"The priest says they’re still within the walls. The Eye doesn't lie."
"Check the drainage systems. All of them."

Apollo froze, the others instantly stilling behind him. Through a hairline fracture in the
tunnel ceiling, a blue glow seeped in, the unmistakable color of the detection lanterns.

The light swept across the stone inches from his face, searching, hungry. He held his
breath, forcing the gold so deep inside himself that he felt hollow, carved out.

The light paused, hovering, then moved on.
"Nothing here," a voice called, frustration evident. "Moving to section four."

The footsteps receded, but no one moved. The tension held them like insects in amber,
waiting, listening for any sign they’d been discovered.

"Well, congratulations," the relic’s voice cut through the silence, loud enough for all to
hear despite emanating from Apollo’s submerged pack. "You’ve officially won the city’s
annual rat race. First prize: typhoid fever. Or perhaps cholera. The jury’s still
deliberating."

"Shut up," Renna hissed from somewhere in the line. "Or | swear I'll find a way to melt
you down and make you into fishing weights."

The relic’s laughter echoed in the confined space, a sound like metal grinding against
stone. "Delightful as always, spear-maiden. Your wit is almost as sharp as your weapon.
Almost."

Apollo said nothing, conserving his energy for the battle raging inside him. The gold
pressed against its constraints, seeking any weakness in his control. Each pulse sent
fresh pain radiating outward. He forced himself to move again, one agonizing inch at a
time.

"Wait," Cale’s quiet voice drifted from ahead. Apollo hadn’t even realized the man had
moved past him in the darkness. "I see moonlight. Tunnel outlet ahead."

Hope surged, nearly as painful as the trapped divinity. Apollo pushed forward with
renewed purpose, following the barely perceptible silhouette of Cale’s form.

The tunnel widened slightly, enough that he could lift his head above the water, but then
he saw the problem, the outlet was half-collapsed, a jumble of stone and debris blocking
their escape.



Water rose steadily around their legs, backing up behind the blockage. Cale was
already at work, trying to shift the smaller pieces, but the larger stones remained
immovable.

"We need to clear it," Lyra said, voice tight with urgency as she squeezed past Apollo to
help. "The water’s rising too fast."

Thorin pushed forward, his broad shoulders scraping painfully against the tunnel walls.
"Let me," he growled, positioning himself before the largest of the blocking stones. With
a grunt that seemed torn from the depths of his being, he heaved against it, muscles
straining beneath his soaked clothing.

The stone shifted slightly, then settled back. Water now reached their waists, cold and
insistent.

Lyra braced herself against the tunnel wall, providing counter-pressure as Thorin
prepared for another attempt. "Together," she said, nodding to Cale, who positioned
himself on Thorin’s other side.

Apollo watched, the rising water now reaching his chest. The gold in his veins pulsed in
time with his racing heart, demanding release. He could help, just a touch of divine
strength, just enough to move the stone. No one would notice in the darkness, in the
chaos.

He edged forward, placing his hand beside Thorin’s on the largest boulder. As the dwarf
counted down for another push, Apollo let the tiniest thread of gold flow into his
fingertips. Not enough to glow, not enough to be seen, just enough to add his strength
to the effort.

"Now!" Thorin bellowed.

They pushed as one, shoulders straining, feet slipping on the slimy tunnel floor. For a
heartbeat, nothing happened. Then, with a grinding sound that vibrated through Apollo’s
bones, the stone shifted. Moved. Rolled aside.

"Still pretending to be ordinary, little sun?" the relic whispered, its voice pitched for
Apollo’s ears alone. "How long can you keep up the charade?"

Apollo had no time to respond. Water, freed from its containment, surged forward with
unexpected force. It swept them along, tumbling through the newly cleared opening and
out into the night air.

They spilled into a shallow marsh beyond the city wall, a tangled mass of limbs and
curses and gasping breaths.



The sudden silence was shocking after the confined echo of the tunnel. Apollo found
himself sprawled in reed-choked water, the night sky spinning overhead, stars
impossibly bright after so long in darkness. His lungs burned as he gulped clean air,
each breath a reminder that he’'d survived, they’d all survived.

Around him, the others struggled to their feet, coughing and spitting out the foul water.
They were covered in slime and filth, clothes plastered to their bodies, hair hanging in
sodden clumps. In any other circumstance, it might have been comical.

Behind them, the city blazed with activity. Horns sounded from the battlements, their
urgent notes carrying clear across the marsh. Bells rang from a dozen towers, calling
guards to their posts. Torches flickered along the top of the wall, moving in organized
patterns as search parties coordinated their efforts.

From their vantage in the reeds, the wall loomed impossibly high, a barrier between
them and the danger they’d barely escaped. No one had noticed their emergence into
the marsh, not yet. The search remained focused within the city, the guards certain their
quarry couldn’t have escaped.

Apollo felt a flicker of relief, quickly smothered by the tension that radiated from his
companions. They had escaped the immediate danger, but something had broken
between them, trust, perhaps, or the illusion of understanding.

Thorin spat a mouthful of swamp water onto the muddy ground, his expression
darkening as he turned to Apollo. "Unnatural tricks," he muttered, loud enough for
everyone to hear. "First the light show at the inn, then the stone moves too easily. What
are you not telling us?"

Apollo opened his mouth, but Nik cut in before he could respond, words tumbling out in
nervous succession.

"What did you do back there? In the inn, | mean. And just now? Was that magic? Real
magic? Not the fire-priest kind, but something else? Something bigger? How did you
learn it? Can you teach—"

"Nik," Lyra’s voice sliced through his questions. She hadn’t spoken directly to Apollo,
hadn’t even looked at him since they’d emerged from the tunnel. Now she did, her
green eyes hard and evaluating in the moonlight, measuring him as one might measure
a weapon, for utility, for danger, for whether it was still safe to keep close at hand.

"We need to keep moving," Renna said, wringing water from her hair with efficient
twists. "Put distance between us and the city before they widen their search.” Her voice
softened fractionally as she glanced at Apollo. "We’re not dead, thanks to him.
Whatever else he is or isn’t, that counts for something."



The defense was practical, not emotional. Apollo heard the calculation beneath it, he
was useful, therefore worth keeping, at least for now. The trust that had begun to form
between them had evaporated like morning mist.

The relic chose this moment to laugh, the sound startlingly loud in the quiet marsh. "Oh,
this is delicious," it said, voice dripping with amusement. "Look how quickly the so-
called heroes turn on one another when power enters the equation. First sign of the
extraordinary, and out come the knives, metaphorical for now, but how long until they’re
real?"

Apollo said nothing. He stood slightly apart from the others, the night wind cold on his
damp skin, carrying the scent of mud and distant rain. The gold in his veins had quieted
to a dull throb, no longer fighting for release but waiting, patient as only immortal things
could be.

He had revealed too much and not enough. The questions would come later, he knew,
when they had found safety, when the immediate danger had passed. Questions he
couldn’t answer truthfully without revealing everything.

The marsh stretched before them, a dark expanse leading away from the city and its
searching guards. Apollo took a step forward, then another, moving deeper into the
wilderness. After a moment’s hesitation, he heard the others follow, their footsteps
squelching in the soft ground.

The rift between them widened with each step, invisible but undeniable. Apollo kept his
gaze fixed ahead, ignoring the weight of their stares on his back and the cold certainty
that nothing would be the same again.

Chapter 57: Through the Marsh

Black water rose to Apollo’s knees as he pushed through the tangled reeds, each step
releasing bubbles of fetid gas that burst around him with soft, wet pops. The city wall
still loomed behind them, its torches flickering like angry eyes watching their retreat.

'They hate me now,’ Apollo thought, feeling the weight of the others’ stares on his
back. 'Or worse, they fear me.’

The marsh stretched before them in endless darkness, broken only by the occasional
glimmer of moonlight on stagnant pools.

The sounds of pursuit had faded to distant echoes, horns calling to each other across
the city battlements, bells marking the progress of search parties. Not gone, but no
longer immediate.

"Keep moving," Lyra called from somewhere to his right, her voice tight with barely
controlled tension. "They’ll widen the search by dawn."



Apollo said nothing, conserving his strength. The gold in his veins had gone dormant
again, retreating to a dull ache that throbbed in time with his heartbeat. Using even that
small amount of power in the tunnel had cost him more than the others could
understand.

Thorin splashed noisily behind him, muttering curses that grew more elaborate with
each step. "Unnatural,” the dwarf grumbled, loud enough to carry. "Tricks and lies since
the beginning. Light pouring from his hands like he’s some kind of—"

"We're alive, aren’t we?" Renna cut in, her spear serving as a makeshift walking stick in
the treacherous mud. "Save the complaints for when we’re safe."

"Safe?" Thorin’s laugh held no humor. "With him? Who knows what else he’s hiding? Ill
be watching you," he added, raising his voice to ensure Apollo heard. "Day and night.
No more surprises."

A chorus of insects rose around them, whining in Apollo’s ears, their tiny bodies
illuminated occasionally by flashes of phosphorescence in the murky water.

Something slithered past his ankle, snake or eel, impossible to tell in the darkness. The
marsh was alive in ways the city had never been, teeming with creatures that had never
known walls or rules.

Nik skittered sideways, nearly falling as his foot sank unexpectedly into deeper mud.
"Did you see that?" he gasped, pointing at ripples spreading across a nearby pool.
"Something’s in there. Something big."

"Probably just a fish," Cale said, his calm voice a counterpoint to Nik’s rising panic.

"Just a fish? Just a fish?" Nik’s words tumbled over each other, gaining speed as his
anxiety mounted. "Do you know how many parasites live in swamp water? Brain-eating
amoebas. Flesh-dissolving bacteria. Things that crawl inside you while you sleep and—"

"Nik," Lyra’s voice cracked like a whip. "Focus."

Nik fell silent for a moment, then started again, softer but no less frantic. "But did you
see what he did? The light? It came right out of his skin, like he was burning from the
inside, but not burning, just... glowing. Golden. Like a—"

"Like a what?" Apollo asked, the words escaping before he could stop them. He turned,
facing Nik fully for the first time since their escape.

Nik swallowed, Adam’s apple bobbing visibly even in the dim light. "Like a... | don’t
know. Nothing I've ever seen before." His eyes were wide, reflecting the distant
torchlight from the city walls. "What are you?"



The question hung in the air between them, heavy with implications. Apollo felt the
others waiting for his answer, their movements slowing, bodies tensing.

"I'm the same person | was yesterday," he said finally, the half-truth bitter on his tongue.
"The one who helped you escape.”

"With ’'unnatural tricks,™ Thorin interjected, the last words dripping with suspicion.
"We need to keep moving," Lyra said, deliberately stepping between them. Her green
eyes caught the moonlight as she glanced at Apollo, her expression unreadable.
"Whatever this is, we deal with it when we’re not being hunted."

They pressed on, the city falling farther behind with each labored step. The reeds grew
thicker, forcing them to push through walls of vegetation that scraped against exposed
skin and caught in hair and clothing. Mud sucked greedily at their boots, each step
requiring conscious effort to avoid being trapped.

"Well, well," the relic’s voice suddenly cut through the chorus of insects and splashing
water. "The mighty heroes, reduced to wading through sewage. | must say, you all smell
significantly worse than when we started. A remarkable achievement.”

No one responded, though Apollo heard Renna’s sharp intake of breath and Thorin’s
muffled curse.

"Silent treatment? How mature," the relic continued, its voice emanating from Apollo’s
pack with unnerving clarity. "Though | suppose I'd be sulking too if I'd just discovered
one of my companions was something other than human. Oh wait...did | say that out

loud?"

Apollo felt the others’ stares intensify, burning into his back like physical wounds. The
relic’s words hung in the air, too specific to dismiss, too vague to confirm outright.

"Ignore it," he said, not turning to face them. "It wants discord. Division."

"At least he’s right about that," Renna muttered, but her voice lacked conviction.

They trudged onward in strained silence, broken only by the constant symphony of
marsh sounds...water bubbling, insects humming, the occasional splash as something
unseen moved through the deeper pools. The city’s torches had dwindled to pinpricks of

light behind them, no longer illuminating their path.

After what felt like hours, Cale raised a hand, signaling a halt. "There," he said, pointing
to a slight rise in the otherwise flat landscape. "Ground’s higher. Drier."

The small island...it barely deserved the name, rose perhaps two feet above the
surrounding marsh, a patch of relatively solid earth where the reeds thinned out enough



to allow movement. It wasn’t much, but after hours of wading through water and mud, it
seemed like sanctuary.

They climbed onto it gratefully, collapsing in various states of exhaustion. Apollo found a
spot slightly apart from the others, dropping his pack beside him with a wet thud. His
muscles screamed with fatigue, the combination of physical exertion and magical
depletion leaving him hollow.

No one spoke at first. They simply sat, breathing heavily, wringing water from clothing
and emptying boots of accumulated muck. The silence grew, stretching between them
like a physical thing, taut with unasked questions.

Thorin broke it first, his voice low but carrying clearly in the still air. "So. The light. The
strength. The stone that moved too easily." His eyes never left Apollo’s face, searching
for answers in his expression. "What are you?"

Apollo met his gaze steadily, though it cost him effort. "Someone who helped you
escape. Someone who’s traveled with you for weeks. That hasn’t changed."

"Everything’s changed," Thorin countered, fingers tightening around his axe handle.
"You've been lying since the beginning."

"Not lying," Apollo corrected. "Omitting."
"Same difference," Thorin spat.

Nik leaned forward, his earlier fear temporarily overcome by curiosity. "But the magic, it
wasn't like the priest’s fire. It was different. Older somehow. More... real." His eyes
gleamed with fascination. "Is it because of your Aether core? Is it stronger than you
said? Are you actually Tier 5? Or higher?"

Before Apollo could answer, Lyra cut in, her voice sharp as a blade. "It doesn’t matter
what he is. What matters is whether he’s a danger to us."

The words struck Apollo like a physical blow. He’d known their trust was fragile, but to
hear it stated so baldly, that he was now categorized as a potential threat rather than an
ally, sent a wave of isolation through him colder than the marsh water.

"I'm not," he said simply, unable to offer more without revealing everything.
"The golden man doth protest too much," the relic chimed in, its voice dripping with
malicious glee. "But then, what would a fallen star know about danger? About

consequence? Gods play such different games than mortals.”

Apollo felt the blood drain from his face. The relic had gone too far this time, too
specific, too close to truths he couldn’t afford to have exposed.



"Shut up," Renna snapped, glaring at Apollo’s pack. "All of you. There are still patrols
out there. Or have you forgotten we’re being hunted?"

Her words brought a momentary unity, a shared recognition of immediate danger that
transcended their internal conflicts. Heads turned toward the distant city wall, where
torches still moved in organized patterns.

"We rest," Lyra decided, assuming command with practiced ease. "One hour, no more.
Then we move deeper into the marsh before dawn."

No one argued. They settled into an uneasy silence, each lost in private thoughts.
Apollo felt the distance between himself and the others as a physical ache, more painful
than his exhausted muscles or the gold still throbbing faintly beneath his skin.

The marsh stretched endlessly before them, wild and unknowable. The city loomed
behind, a reminder of dangers narrowly escaped. But the real threat, Apollo realized,
might be the fracturing trust within their small group. Whatever hunted them from the
city was less dangerous than the suspicion now growing between companions.

"They’ll never understand what | was,’ he thought, gazing up at the stars that seemed
suddenly cold and distant. ‘Only what | am now, something they can’t categorize, can’t
trust.’

The silence deepened as they rested, each lost in private calculations of risk and
benefit, of trust and survival. The wilderness around them pulsed with life, hostile,
indifferent, but somehow less threatening than the questions hanging in the air between
them.

Chapter 58: What We Hide

The raised patch of earth beneath Apollo felt like a floating island in a sea of darkness.
Not just the physical darkness of the marsh, but the heavier shadow that had fallen
between him and his companions since the city. Their silence weighed more than his
sodden pack, more than the relic nestled within it.

"I'll leave at dawn," Apollo said finally, the words falling into the quiet like stones into still
water. "You'll move faster without me. And you won’t have to—" he hesitated, tasting
the bitterness of the truth, "—fear what | might do."”

The gold in his veins retreated further at the admission, a cold ache that spread through
his limbs. He kept his gaze fixed on the distant glimmer of starlight reflecting off the
marsh water, unable to look at their faces.

Thorin grunted, the sound carrying clear approval. "Sensible," the dwarf muttered,
fingers still wrapped around his axe handle as they had been since the tunnel.
"Should’ve happened sooner."



Renna stiffened, her back straightening as if she’d been struck. Her eyes darted
between Apollo and the others, calculating something Apollo couldn’t read.

Lyra’s frown deepened, carving lines around her mouth that hadn’t been there weeks
ago when they’d first met. She said nothing, but her hand drifted closer to her knife—a
gesture so small it might have been unconscious.

The silence stretched, broken only by the chorus of insects and the occasional plop of
something disturbing the water’s surface. Apollo felt each heartbeat like a countdown,
marking the moments until dawn would separate him from the first companions he’d had
since his fall.

Nik sighed heavily, the sound startling in its suddenness. He'd been uncharacteristically
quiet since they’d made camp, hunched over with his arms wrapped around his knees.

"Don’t bother," he said, voice rough with exhaustion. "It won’t solve anything."

Apollo turned to him, surprised by the intervention. Nik's usual easy smile was nowhere
to be seen, replaced by something older, wearier.

"We’'re all hiding things," Nik continued, not meeting anyone’s eyes. "Every single one of
us." He picked up a small stone, turning it over in his fingers before tossing it into the
darkness. The splash seemed to punctuate his words. "You think I'm proud of
everything I've done? You think any of us are?"

His gaze swept across their small circle, challenging each of them in turn. "It’s not just
him. It's the nature of people. We’re all carrying things we don’t say out loud."

Thorin’s beard twitched, mouth opening as if to argue, then closing again. His shoulders
slumped slightly, the perpetual tension in them easing a fraction. The silence that
followed his non-response spoke volumes.

Lyra’s expression flickered, a momentary crack in her carefully maintained composure.
Something in Nik’s words had struck home...Apollo could see it in the way her eyes
darted away, in the slight tightening of her jaw before she mastered herself again.

Renna exhaled slowly, the sound carrying with it what might have been relief. She didn’t
speak, but her white-knuckled grip on her spear relaxed visibly, the weapon settling
across her lap rather than held at the ready.

Even Cale, who had maintained his usual impassive demeanor throughout the entire
ordeal, betrayed a flicker of unease. It was nothing more than a slight shift in posture, a
momentary lowering of his perpetual guard, but from Cale, it might as well have been a
confession shouted from rooftops.



Apollo felt something unexpected move through him, not the warm surge of divine
power, but something more human. More fragile. Nik’s defense wasn’t born of trust or
even friendship, but of resignation, a weary acceptance that secrets were simply part of
survival.

‘He’s not wrong,’ Apollo thought, watching the play of emotions across faces that had
become familiar over weeks of travel. ‘But he doesn’t know how deep my secrets go.’

Still, the tension that had coiled around them since the city eased, not dissipating
entirely but transforming into something less immediate, less dangerous. They didn’t
forgive him, couldn’t, without understanding what they were forgiving, but they also
didn’t condemn him.

For the first time since the gold had flared beneath his skin in that inn room, Apollo felt
he could breathe without the weight of their suspicion crushing his lungs.

One by one, they settled into uneasy rest. Thorin propped himself against his pack, axe
still within easy reach but no longer clutched in a death grip.

Renna stretched out her legs, wincing as mud-caked boots caught on her torn trousers.
Lyra positioned herself where she could see both Apollo and the direction they’d come
from, still vigilant but no longer poised to strike at the slightest movement.

Nik curled onto his side, using his arm as a pillow, his back deliberately turned toward
Apollo in what might have been the greatest show of trust anyone had offered him since
his fall.

Apollo leaned back, feeling the damp earth beneath his palms. The marsh hummed
around them, frogs and insects and the occasional splash of something larger moving
through the water. The night sky stretched overhead, stars scattered across its vastness
like memories of a home he might never see again.

They weren'’t bound by trust now, or even by shared purpose. What held them together
was simpler, more fundamental, the recognition that none of them were innocent, that
each carried shadows they’d rather keep buried.

It wasn’t much, Apollo knew. But for tonight, in this moment, it was enough.

The silence returned, settling over them like a blanket, not comfortable, exactly, but no
longer hostile. The marsh continued its nighttime symphony, indifferent to their human

struggles. Apollo closed his eyes, feeling the gold in his veins settle into a steady, quiet
rhythm, matching the pulse of the wilderness around them.

Dawn broke reluctantly, its faint light struggling through a fog so thick Apollo could taste
it, metallic and wrong, like blood diluted with pond water. The marsh had changed



overnight. What had been merely unpleasant now felt actively hostile, the air heavy
against his skin as if the very atmosphere had solidified around them.

Apollo sat up, wincing as his muscles protested the movement. The gold in his veins
remained dormant, a cold weight that offered no comfort. He watched the others rise
one by one, their movements stiff, faces drawn with exhaustion. The unspoken tension
from the previous night hung between them, a barrier more substantial than the fog.

Lyra shook water from her bedroll, her expression closed. "We need to move," she said,
the first words anyone had spoken since waking. "The city patrols could range this far
by midday."

Thorin grunted assent, securing his axe with practiced efficiency. Renna tested the
balance of her spear, while Nik fumbled with the straps of his pack, fingers clumsy with
cold and fatigue. Cale simply stood, watching the mist with unblinking intensity.

Apollo gathered his own belongings, the relic a silent weight against his spine. Its
unusual quiet bothered him more than its mockery, as if it were waiting, listening for
something beyond their awareness.

He paused, suddenly aware of what was missing.

'The insects,’ he realized, scanning the reeds around their small island. ‘'They’re gone.’

Chapter 59: The Watchers in the Marsh

The constant background hum that had accompanied them through the marsh had
vanished. No droning mosquitoes, no chirping frogs, no buzzing flies. The silence
pressed against his ears like a physical force.

"Something’s wrong," Apollo said, voice low but carrying in the unnatural quiet.

Lyra turned, one hand already moving toward her knife. "What?"

"Listen."

They froze, heads tilting as they registered the absence. The marsh had gone
completely silent around them, the only sound the occasional drip of water from the fog-

laden reeds.

"Could be the weather,” Renna suggested, but her grip on her spear betrayed her
unease. "Animals sense storms before we do."

Apollo shook his head. "It's not that." He couldn’t explain the certainty he felt, the
wrongness that prickled along his skin.



A soft splash drew their attention to a pool of standing water beside their camp. Ripples
spread across its surface in perfect concentric circles, though no wind stirred the heavy
air. They watched, transfixed, as a second set of ripples joined the first, then a third,
each originating from a different point along the pool’s edge.

Cale moved first, crouching at the water’s edge. His fingers traced the soft mud,
expression sharpening as he found something. "Tracks," he said, voice barely above a
whisper. "Fresh."

Apollo joined him, stomach tightening at what he saw. The impressions in the mud were
unmistakably footprints, but wrong, too long, too narrow, with strange protrusions where
toes should be. They led both into and out of the water, a circle of activity that
surrounded their small island.

"Those aren’t human," Renna breathed, stating the obvious but necessary.

"Not animal either," Thorin added, his usual gruffness subdued. "Not any I've seen."
Nik edged closer to the center of their island, eyes darting nervously between the water
and the surrounding reeds. "I've heard stories," he said, voice higher than usual. "About
things in marshes like this. Spirits that look like reeds until they move. Things that drag
travelers under and... and keep them there."

"Folk tales," Thorin dismissed, but without conviction.

"Every tale starts somewhere," Cale murmured, straightening up from his examination
of the tracks.

The ripples in the pool intensified, water lapping at the edges with increasing urgency.
Apollo felt a prickling sensation along his spine that had nothing to do with the relic. The
gold in his veins stirred faintly, responding to a threat his conscious mind hadn’t yet
processed.

"There," Lyra said sharply, pointing toward a deeper section of marsh.
Apollo followed her gaze and felt his breath catch. Beneath the water’s surface, faint
blue-green lights glowed, pulsing with a rhythm that mimicked heartbeats. As they

watched, the lights began to move, drifting closer to their island with deliberate purpose.

"What in the seven hells?" Renna whispered, raising her spear defensively. "Are those
torches?"

"No," Apollo said, the certainty cold in his stomach. "They’re moving too... fluidly."

The lights weaved between the reeds, sometimes disappearing completely only to
reappear closer, always closer. Not random movement, but coordinated, intelligent.



They circled the island now, a ring of ghostly illumination that tightened with each
passing moment.

Without discussion, the group formed a defensive circle, backs to each other, weapons
drawn. Apollo found himself between Lyra and Cale, the solid presence of the others
grounding him as the lights closed in.

"This isn’t soldiers," Thorin spat, his axe gleaming dully in the strange light. "This is
worse."

As if summoned by his words, the water directly before them bulged upward. Reeds
parted as a figure rose from the depths, humanoid but wrong in ways that made Apollo’s
eyes hurt to process.

It stood taller than any man, its limbs elongated and jointed in impossible places. Marsh
plants draped its form like clothing, water streaming from a body that seemed more
plant than flesh.

But its eyes, those were the worst part. They glowed with the same blue-green light
they’'d seen beneath the water, pulsing in time with a heartbeat Apollo couldn’t hear but
somehow felt.

"Warm-blooded trespassers," the figure said, its voice a layered chorus that seemed to
come from everywhere at once. Male and female, old and young, all speaking in
perfect, terrible unison. "Carriers of fire. Thieves of dry land."

Apollo’s hand moved instinctively toward his chest, feeling the gold stir reluctantly in
response to the creature’s presence. Not divine, this thing, but old. Older perhaps than
many of the gods he’d once called family.

"We’re just passing through," Lyra said, her voice remarkably steady. "We mean no
harm to your marsh."

The creature’s head tilted at an angle no human neck could achieve. Water dripped
from what might have been a mouth, or simply a tear in the reeds that covered its face.

"Passing through," it echoed, the chorus of voices separating briefly before merging
again. "All say this. All bring destruction. Fire and metal and death."

"Oh, look at that...talking pond scum," the relic’s voice suddenly cut through the tension,
loud enough for all to hear. "And here | thought this marsh couldn’t get any more
charming."

The creature’s glowing eyes fixed on Apollo’s pack, narrowing to slits of cold fire. "Old
one," it hissed, recognition in its many-layered voice. "Broken one. You bring worse
than fire."



Apollo felt rather than saw the others’ attention shift briefly to him, questions forming
that he couldn’t answer. Not now. Perhaps not ever.

"We'll leave your territory," he said, addressing the creature directly. "Show us the way
out, and we’ll trouble you no more."

A sound emerged from the thing’s mouth-like opening, not laughter, exactly, but a
rhythmic clicking that might have been its equivalent. "No leaving," it said, the chorus of
voices rising and falling like waves. "No path out. Only down."

As it spoke, more shapes rose from the water around their island. Dozens of them, each
similar to the first but with subtle variations, some taller, some broader, some with extra
limbs that curved like scythes.

All had the same glowing eyes, all moved with the same fluid grace that suggested
bones were optional rather than necessary.

The creatures formed a complete circle now, cutting off any route of escape. Not an
army, Apollo thought, but enough. More than enough to overwhelm them if it came to
fighting.

Renna swore under her breath. Thorin’s knuckles whitened around his axe handle. Nik’s
breathing grew rapid and shallow.

Cale remained utterly still, only his eyes moving as he assessed their situation. Lyra
shifted her weight, knife ready, but the set of her shoulders told Apollo she’d reached
the same conclusion he had.

They couldn’t run. They couldn’t negotiate. They were surrounded by creatures older
than civilization, beings that saw humans as invaders in a territory that had been theirs
since before recorded history.

Apollo’s hand pressed against his chest, feeling the gold stir reluctantly in his veins
once more. He had power, not what he once commanded, but perhaps enough. The
guestion was whether using it would save them or simply provoke these ancient marsh
dwellers to immediate violence.

The lead creature took a step closer, water sluicing from its reed-covered form. Its
glowing eyes fixed on Apollo with terrible recognition.

"The broken sun bleeds gold," it said, its chorus of voices dropping to a whisper that
somehow carried more menace than a shout. "We remember your kind, star-child. We
remember what you took from us."



Chapter 60: The Marsh Dwellers’ Wrath

The lead marsh spirit's arm rose in a fluid, impossible motion, reeds and water dripping
as it extended skyward. Time seemed to slow for Apollo as he watched that inhuman
limb hang suspended for one terrible heartbeat.

Then the world exploded into chaos.

The circle of creatures surged forward as one, a wave of twisted limbs and glowing eyes
crashing toward their tiny island. Water rose with them, slamming against the patch of
earth with enough force to make it tremble beneath Apollo’s feet. Mud turned to slick
soup, sending him staggering as he fought to keep his balance.

"Hold your ground!" Lyra shouted, her voice nearly lost in the roar of water and the
eerie, layered chorus emanating from dozens of marsh spirit throats.

Thorin was the first to move, his stocky frame suddenly animated with berserker fury.
The dwarf charged forward with a bellow that seemed to shake the very air, his axe
carving a gleaming arc through the morning mist. It connected with the nearest spirit,
tearing through reeds and something beneath that crunched like brittle bone.

"Come on then!" he roared, already swinging for his next target. "I've killed prettier
things than you before breakfast!"

Renna moved with practiced precision, her spear a constant blur of motion. She didn’t
waste energy on battle cries, saving her breath for the work of keeping the creatures at
bay. The spear’s tip flashed in and out, puncturing reed-covered forms that recoiled
from the cold iron.

Apollo drew his sword, its familiar weight offering little comfort against the tide of ancient
marsh dwellers. The gold in his veins stirred, responding to the danger, but he forced it
down. ‘Not yet,’ he thought desperately. ‘Not if there’s another way.’

A creature lunged at him, limbs elongating impossibly as it crossed the distance. Apollo
sidestepped, bringing his blade down in a clean arc that severed the thing’s arm at what
might have been an elbow.

But instead of blood, only brackish water and mud spilled from the wound. Before his
eyes, the severed limb began to reform, reeds and water knitting together in a
grotesque parody of healing.

"They don’t die properly!" Nik shouted, his voice high with panic as he slashed at a spirit
that had gotten too close. He and Lyra had instinctively moved back-to-back, creating a
defensive position that let them cover each other’s blind spots.



"Keep cutting!" Lyra called back, her knife finding the glowing eyes of one creature. It
shrieked, a sound like wind through hollow reeds, and fell back momentarily. "The eyes!
Go for the eyes!"

Apollo tried to process this information, but three more spirits surged toward him at
once. He spun, blade flashing, cutting through reed-flesh that parted too easily and
reformed too quickly. Water lapped at his ankles, then his calves, their island shrinking
as the marsh itself seemed to rise around them.

Across the diminishing circle of mud, Cale moved with unexpected grace for his size.
His sword cut through a spirit with brutal efficiency, the creature falling apart into
separate components of reed and mud.

But even as it dissolved, another lashed out from behind, its scythe-like limb wrapping
around Cale’s leg. The quiet man grunted in pain as barbs dug into his flesh, the spirit
already pulling him toward the deeper water.

Apollo lunged toward him, but another creature blocked his path, its mouth-like opening
spreading wide to reveal rows of what looked like sharpened driftwood.

He cut at it desperately, trying to clear a path to Cale, who was now being dragged inch
by inch toward the marsh despite his attempts to anchor himself with his sword.

Near the center of their rapidly shrinking island, Nik cried out. Apollo turned to see the
young man caught in the grip of a particularly massive spirit, its elongated arms
wrapped around his torso, dragging him backward toward the water. Nik’s knife flashed
uselessly against the creature’s reed-covered form, each cut simply passing through
without causing lasting damage.

"Help!" Nik gasped, eyes wide with terror as the water reached his waist. "It's pulling me
under!"

Something snapped inside Apollo at the sight. The carefully maintained control, the
desperate suppression of his true nature, all of it crumbled in an instant of pure,
protective rage.

‘No more hiding,” he thought as the gold in his veins surged upward, no longer content
to remain dormant. ‘Not at the cost of their lives.’

The power flooded through him, molten and familiar, racing along pathways that had
been cold for too long. It burst from his skin in waves of brilliant golden light, illuminating
the gloomy marsh like a second sun.

The light burned through the mist, through the reeds, through the very substance of the
spirits themselves.



The creature holding Nik recoiled with a shriek, its arms unwinding as it retreated from
the searing brilliance. Nik fell forward, splashing into the shallow water before
scrambling back toward the center of the island, his expression a mixture of relief and
shock as he stared at Apollo.

"Finally, sunshine!" the relic’s voice cut through the momentary lull, gleeful and
mocking. "l was starting to think you’d forgotten what you are."

Apollo ignored it, focusing instead on directing the golden energy outward in controlled
bursts. Each pulse drove the marsh spirits back, their glowing eyes dimming in the face
of his radiance. The gold flowed through his hands, down his blade, transforming the
ordinary steel into something that hummed with power.

The others had frozen momentarily, weapons still raised but movements halted as they
stared at Apollo’s transformation.

Then Lyra, ever practical, seized the advantage. She drove her knife into the eye of a
spirit that had paused, transfixed by the golden light. Renna followed her lead, her spear
finding vulnerable points in the momentarily distracted creatures.

Thorin roared with renewed vigor, his axe smashing through a spirit with enough force
to scatter its components across the water’s surface. "Whatever you're doing," he
shouted to Apollo, "keep doing it!"

The marsh spirits hesitated, their fluid movements becoming erratic as they faced an
enemy they hadn’t encountered in centuries.

Apollo felt the gold respond to his will, flowing more freely now that he’d stopped fighting
it. He raised his hands, calling forth more of the power that had once been as natural to
him as breathing.

Golden light gathered between his palms, condensing into a sphere of pure energy that
pulsed in time with his heartbeat. With a gesture that felt like remembering rather than
learning, he sent it outward, directing it into the water surrounding their island.

The effect was immediate and devastating. The water began to boil, steam rising in
great clouds as the divine energy transferred its heat. Spirits caught in the affected area
writhed and dissolved, their reed-bodies unable to maintain cohesion in the suddenly
hostile environment.

The leader of the marsh spirits, the first to have risen, the one who had recognized what
Apollo was, raised its elongated arms in what might have been surrender or preparation
for a final attack. Its many-layered voice rose above the hissing steam and the cries of
its followers.



"The sun returns,” it intoned, glowing eyes fixed on Apollo. "But too late, too diminished.
The marsh remembers. The marsh waits."

With a shriek that seemed to pierce Apollo’s very bones, the leader dissolved, reeds
and mud and glowing light separating and sinking beneath the dark water. The
remaining spirits followed, retreating from the golden radiance that had proven stronger
than their ancient darkness.

One by one, the blue-green lights winked out beneath the water’s surface. The
unnatural fog began to lift, revealing a marsh that stretched endlessly in all directions,
its secrets once more hidden beneath an innocent-seeming surface.

Silence fell, heavier than before, pregnant with implications. The water around their
island stilled, though their patch of earth was now half its original size, more mud than
solid ground. Apollo felt the gold retreating beneath his skin, the brief surge of power
leaving him trembling with exhaustion.

"You made new friends, sun-boy," the relic chuckled from his pack, its voice carrying
clearly in the sudden quiet. "Shame they hate you even more than the rest of us."

Apollo turned slowly to face his companions, unsure what he would find in their
expressions. They stood bloodied and panting, clothes torn and soaked, weapons still
clutched in white-knuckled grips. No one spoke. No one moved.

The marsh had marked them, he realized with grim certainty. But so had he, with a
revelation that could never be taken back. Whatever trust Nik’s words had tentatively
rebuilt the night before had been shattered by the golden light that no mortal should
possess.

He opened his mouth to speak, though what he could possibly say, he didn’t know. The
silence stretched between them, as vast and treacherous as the marsh itself.

Lyra was the first to break the silence. "What in the seven hells was that?" Her voice
trembled,not with fear, Apollo realized, but with barely contained fury. The knife in her
hand caught the strengthening sunlight, its edge still dripping with whatever passed for
blood among the marsh spirits.

Apollo felt hollowed out, drained in a way that went beyond physical exhaustion. The
gold in his veins had retreated to a dull ache, leaving him light-headed and unsteady.
He swayed slightly, planting his feet wider to maintain balance on the shrinking island.



