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Chapter 63: Small Joys

Apollo woke to the clattering symphony of a village coming to life. Wooden wheels
rumbled over cobblestones, their steady rhythm punctuated by the distant ring of a
blacksmith’s hammer striking hot metal. Children’s voices rose and fell like birdsong,
their laughter carrying through the open window of his room at the inn.

He lay still for a moment, savoring the unfamiliar sensation of waking without dread. The
gold in his veins hummed contentedly, a warm current flowing just beneath his skin.

Not the painful burning of power suppressed, nor the desperate surge of battle, but a
steady presence that felt, for the first time since his fall, almost natural.

"This is how mortals begin each day,’ he thought, listening to the ordinary sounds of life
continuing outside. ‘Not with the weight of divinity, but with simple purpose.’

The floorboards creaked as he rose, muscles still aching from their marsh ordeal but
healing faster than before. The fragments of the shattered relic had changed something
within him, not restoring his godhood, but strengthening what remained, making it more
his own.

Downstairs, the scent of fresh bread and sizzling bacon drew him to the common room.
His companions were already gathered around their usual table, plates piled high with
food. Thorin’s voice carried across the room, his complaint clear before Apollo even
reached them.

"—softest beds I've ever had the misfortune to sleep in," the dwarf grumbled, gesturing
with a piece of bacon for emphasis. "Like lying on a cloud. Might as well sleep standing
up. A proper bed should have some resistance, something solid to push back against a
man’s spine."

Despite his complaints, Thorin’s plate contained enough food for two men, and he was
already signaling the serving girl for seconds. His beard had been freshly braided, the
singed ends trimmed away, returning some of his dignity after their marsh ordeal.

Lyra looked up as Apollo approached, a hint of amusement softening her usually
guarded expression. "Morning," she said, sliding a plate toward the empty seat beside
her. "Better eat before Thorin claims it all for himself."

Apollo settled onto the bench, the wood warm and smooth beneath him. The plate
before him steamed invitingly, eggs with bright yellow yolks, thick slices of bread still



warm from the oven, strips of bacon crisp at the edges. He felt a smile tug at his lips,
unexpected but welcome.

"Sleep well?" Renna asked, her spear propped against the wall behind her, within easy
reach but peace-tied once more. Her dark hair was pulled back in a simple knot,
revealing a face that looked younger in the soft morning light.

"Better than | have in weeks," Apollo admitted, breaking the yolk of an egg and watching
the golden liquid pool on his plate. The color reminded him of the light that had poured
from his skin during the marsh battle, but the memory no longer carried the sting of
exposure. These companions had seen what he was, or at least a glimpse of it, and
they remained.

Nik looked more refreshed than any of them, his natural resilience evident in the
animated way he recounted a dream to anyone who would listen. "—and then the
marsh spirit turned into a beautiful woman, but she still had those glowing eyes, and she
offered me a crown made of reeds, which | obviously accepted because dream-logic,
right?"

Cale shook his head slightly, the barest hint of amusement visible in the relaxation of his
perpetually tense shoulders. He ate methodically, his weapons arranged beside him on
the bench in preparation for the day’s maintenance.

"We should resupply while we're here," Lyra said, her practical nature asserting itself
even in this moment of relative peace. "Replace what we lost in the marsh. Stock up
before we move on."

The others nodded, the unspoken agreement passing between them: this village was a
respite, not a destination. Whatever had begun in that underground temple, whatever
hunted them from the city, it wouldn’t stop searching. Better to be prepared.

"The market should be in full swing by now," Thorin said, finally pushing away his empty
plate with a satisfied grunt. "Saw them setting up stalls when | looked out earlier.”

They finished their meal and stepped out into the bright morning sunshine, the village
street bustling with activity.

Market day had transformed the modest settlement, drawing farmers from outlying
homesteads and craftspeople eager to display their wares. Colorful awnings stretched
over wooden stalls, protecting goods from the sun while creating a patchwork of shade
and light along the main thoroughfare.

Lyra immediately took charge, her green eyes scanning the market with a hunter’s
precision. "We’'ll split up," she decided. "Cover more ground that way. Meet back here at
midday."



The group dispersed, each drawn to different sections of the market. Apollo found
himself wandering alone, oddly content to observe the rhythms of village life without
purpose or urgency.

The gold in his veins settled into a pleasant warmth as he moved through the crowd, his
senses drinking in the vibrant tapestry of mortal existence.

He paused at a baker’s stall, watching with fascination as the man shaped dough with
practiced hands.

The baker’s fingers moved with a certainty born of years of repetition, transforming
formless mass into perfect rounds ready for the oven. Apollo found himself mesmerized
by the simple alchemy of it, flour and water becoming sustenance through mortal skill
alone, no divine intervention required.

"You knead bread before?" the baker asked, noticing Apollo’s interest. His face was
ruddy from the heat of his ovens, flour dusting his forearms like fine snow.

"No," Apollo admitted, studying the man’s technique with genuine curiosity. "It seems...
meditative."

The baker laughed, a hearty sound that came from deep in his chest. "That’s one word
for it. Backbreaking’s another. But satisfying, I'll give you that." He tore off a piece of
dough and offered it to Apollo. "Here, try your hand."

Apollo accepted the dough, surprised by its living quality, the way it yielded to pressure
yet resisted tearing, how it warmed beneath his fingers as he worked it. The baker
corrected his technique with good-natured patience, showing him how to fold and press
rather than simply squeeze.

‘Such a simple thing,’ Apollo thought as he returned the shaped dough to the baker. "Yet
they've built entire lives around these crafts, finding meaning in creation rather than
power.’

He continued through the market, stopping to observe a woman spinning wool into
thread, the wheel turning hypnotically as fibers twisted into something stronger than
their individual strands. Children darted between stalls, engaged in games with rules
only they understood, their faces alight with the serious business of play.

Near the village green, a group of boys and girls chased a flock of chickens that had
escaped their coop, the birds scattering in indignant flurries of feathers. Apollo watched,
unexpectedly charmed by the children’s determination and the chickens’ equally
stubborn refusal to be herded. The chaos followed its own perfect logic, a dance of
pursuit and evasion that needed no divine orchestration.



"They do this every market day," a voice said beside him. Apollo turned to find an
elderly woman watching the scene with fond exasperation. "Marta’s coop always has a
loose board, and the children always volunteer to help catch them." She chuckled.
"Though | suspect they're the ones who loosen the board in the first place."

Apollo smiled, recognizing the mischief for what it was, not malice, but the simple joy of
creating excitement in a predictable world. "They seem to be enjoying the chase more
than the capture.”

"Isn’t that always the way?" the old woman replied with unexpected wisdom. "The
pursuit matters more than the prize, in the end.”

The words struck Apollo with peculiar force. How many centuries had he spent in
pursuit of divine recognition, of his father’s approval, of power for its own sake? And
now, stripped of his godhood, he found more satisfaction in watching children chase
chickens than he ever had in the grand schemes of Olympus.

Across the market, he spotted his companions engaged in their own pursuits. Renna
stood at a carpenter’s stall, testing the balance and weight of various wooden spear
shafts.

Her movements were precise as she checked each for straightness, running her fingers
along the grain with expert attention. The carpenter watched with professional respect,
clearly recognizing a warrior who knew her cratft.

Nearby, Nik had found his way to a cloth merchant’s stall, though Apollo suspected his
interest had less to do with fabrics than with the merchant’s daughter, a pretty young
woman with chestnut hair who laughed at whatever tale Nik was spinning.

The young man leaned casually against the stall, his posture deliberately elegant, one
hand gesturing expansively as he spoke.

"—of course, my father’s estates in the eastern provinces are considerably larger,"
Apollo overheard as he drifted closer, amused by Nik’s transformation into a wandering
nobleman. "But one tires of the formal gardens and endless banquets. | find the
authentic character of villages like yours far more refreshing.”

Chapter 64: Threads of Rest

A shout erupted from the village square, drawing Apollo’s attention from Nik’s elaborate
fabrications. A crowd had gathered around one of the wooden tables normally used for
displaying market goods, now repurposed for a different kind of commerce altogether.

"Another challenger!" someone called out, followed by raucous laughter and the
distinctive thud of coins hitting wood.



Apollo drifted closer, curious. The crowd parted just enough to reveal Thorin seated at
the table, his sleeve rolled up to expose a forearm corded with muscle. Across from him
sat a red-faced farmer, his arm trembling as Thorin inexorably forced it down to the
table’s surface.

"And that makes three!" declared a self-appointed referee, slapping the table as the
farmer’s hand touched wood. "The dwarf remains undefeated!"

Thorin grinned through his beard, collecting a small pile of copper coins with his free
hand. "Any other takers?" he called, voice booming with newfound confidence. "Or have
all you farmers gone soft from riding your plows instead of pulling them?"

The gathered villagers hooted and jeered good-naturedly. Apollo leaned against a
nearby post, amused by the dwarf’'s showmanship. After weeks of grim vigilance and
hard travel, the simple pleasure of Thorin’s bragging felt refreshingly ordinary.

"I'll have a go," came a voice from the back of the crowd.

The villagers turned, then parted with a mixture of amusement and reverence as a wiry
old man stepped forward. His skin was tanned to leather by decades in the sun, white
hair wispy around a face mapped with wrinkles.

He couldn’t have weighed more than half what Thorin did, his frame so slight that his
clothes hung on him like laundry on a line.

Thorin’s eyebrows rose, disappearing beneath the fall of his hair. "No disrespect,
grandfather, but I'd hate to snap that twig you call an arm.”

The old man said nothing, simply settling onto the bench across from Thorin and placing
his elbow on the table. His hand, when extended, looked like gnarled roots, twisted with
age but somehow immovable, fixed to the earth by forces older than memory.

"Your funeral," Thorin muttered, clasping the old man’s hand.
The referee counted down, and the contest began. Apollo expected it to end quickly, a
token effort from the old man followed by a gentle defeat. Instead, both arms remained

perfectly vertical, neither giving an inch.

Thorin’s confident grin faltered, then transformed into a grimace of effort. A vein bulged
in his forehead as he applied more pressure.

The old man’s arm trembled slightly but held firm. His face betrayed no strain, no effort,
only the faintest suggestion of a smile playing at the corners of his mouth.

"Come on, Thorin," Renna called from somewhere in the crowd. "Don’t let him show you
up!"



Thorin growled, his face flushing deeper as he committed more of his strength to the
contest. Slowly, by fractions, the old man’s arm began to bend backward. The crowd
murmured in appreciation, several onlookers nodding as if this outcome had been
inevitable.

Then something shifted. The old man’s eyes narrowed slightly, and he adjusted his grip.
His arm stopped its backward travel, steadied, then began, impossibly, to push back.

Thorin’s eyes widened in genuine shock. He leaned his weight forward, shoulders
bunching with effort, but could not halt the old man’s inexorable advance. Their joined
hands passed the centerpoint, now tilting decidedly in the old man’s favor.

Just when defeat seemed certain, the old man’s arm spasmed. A fleeting grimace
crossed his weathered face. Thorin seized the opportunity, summoning a final surge of
strength that slammed the old man’s hand to the table with enough force to make the
coins jump.

The crowd erupted in cheers and groans, money changing hands as bets were settled.
The old man flexed his fingers, the ghost of a smile still haunting his face.

"Good match," he said simply, rising from the bench with surprising grace.

Thorin sat stunned, staring at his own hand as if it had betrayed him. "How did you—"
he began, then stopped, shaking his head in bewilderment.

The old man paused. "Sixty years pulling nets from the river," he said, patting Thorin’s
shoulder with his gnarled hand. "Strength isn’t always about size, master dwarf."

He melted back into the crowd, leaving Thorin flustered and oddly quiet. When the next
challenger approached, a burly blacksmith with arms like tree trunks, Thorin seemed
distracted, his earlier bravado replaced by thoughtful concentration.

Apollo smiled to himself, oddly touched by the dwarf's humbling. Even gods could learn
from mortals, it seemed, a lesson he was still struggling to accept himself.

Across the market, he spotted Lyra engaged in fierce negotiation with a spice merchant.
Her stance was deceptively casual, but Apollo recognized the intensity in her green
eyes as she examined a small packet of dried herbs.

"Three copper for this?" she was saying, voice pitched to carry just far enough for
nearby merchants to overhear. "When the trader in Saltspire sells twice this amount for
the same price?"

The merchant’s smile thinned. "Saltspire is a coastal port with direct trade routes. We're
inland, everything costs more to transport.”



Lyra set the packet down with deliberate care. "Of course. | understand completely.”
She turned as if to leave, then paused. "Though | was planning to purchase quite a bit
more than just this. Our group needs supplies for the road ahead, salt, preserved
meats, dried fruits." She shrugged. "But if your prices are fixed, perhaps the next village
will be more reasonable.”

Apollo watched with admiration as Lyra worked her magic, not the golden power that
flowed through his veins, but the equally potent alchemy of negotiation. The merchant’s
resistance crumbled in stages: first the defensive crossing of arms, then the calculating
squint, finally the resigned sigh.

"Two copper for the packet,” the merchant conceded. "And | might be able to offer a
further discount if your purchase is substantial enough."

Lyra’s smile was brief but genuine. "Let’s discuss quantities, then."

By the time she finished her circuit of the market, Lyra had accumulated an impressive
array of supplies for half what they would have ordinarily paid. The merchants grumbled
but seemed to harbor no ill will, in fact, several nodded to her with something like
respect as she passed.

"Impressive," Apollo said when she joined him near the village well. "l haven’t seen
bargaining like that since Hermes talked Zeus out of—" He caught himself, clearing his
throat. "Since | visited the bazaars in the east."

Lyra adjusted the pack slung over her shoulder, its weight considerably increased by
her purchases. "My mother taught me. She always said that a fair price is whatever two
people agree upon, and that most people agree too quickly."”

A commotion near the edge of the square drew their attention. Renna stood surrounded
by a group of boys ranging from perhaps eight to fourteen years of age, each clutching
a makeshift spear fashioned from a straight branch. She had removed the metal head
from her own weapon, demonstrating proper technique with the wooden shaft alone.

"No, no, your grip is all wrong," she was saying to a gangly youth whose arms seemed
too long for his body. "You’re choking it. Hold it like this." She adjusted his hands on the
shaft, moving them farther apart. "Feel how much more control that gives you? Now try
the thrust again.”

The boy lunged awkwardly, nearly overbalancing. Renna steadied him with a hand on
his shoulder. "Better. Again, but this time step with the thrust. Your body and the spear
move as one."

Apollo watched, surprised by her patience. Renna had always seemed the most
pragmatic of their group, focused on survival rather than teaching. Yet here she was,
correcting stances and demonstrating footwork with the care of a dedicated instructor.



"My brother was about their age," Lyra said quietly beside him, following his gaze. "She
lost him in a border skirmish. Raiders came through their village."

Apollo nodded, understanding blooming in his chest. Teaching these boys wasn'’t just
about spear technique, it was about preparation, about survival. Renna was giving them
something she hadn’t been able to give her brother.

A small hand tugged at Apollo’s sleeve, interrupting his thoughts. He looked down to
find a young girl with dark braids and missing front teeth smiling up at him.

"Want to play with us?" she asked, pointing to where several children had arranged a
pyramid of clay cups on a flat stone about twenty paces away.

"They’re trying to knock them down with stones," Lyra explained, amusement coloring
her voice. "A popular game in these parts."”

Apollo hesitated. Games had never been his domain, that was more Apollo’s brother’s
area. Competition, yes. Music, absolutely. But simple play? He couldn’t remember the
last time he’d engaged in anything so... purposeless.

The girl’s hopeful expression decided him. "Alright," he agreed, allowing himself to be
led toward the other children.

They greeted him with the easy acceptance only children can offer, immediately
handing him three smooth stones worn round by the river. The rules were simple: knock
down the cups from a marked distance, scoring points based on which cups fell.

Apollo weighed the first stone in his hand, calculating trajectory and force with what
remained of his divine perception. He drew back his arm and threw with what he
thought was perfect precision.

The stone sailed wide, missing the entire arrangement by at least a foot.

The children giggled, not unkindly. "That’s alright," said the girl who had recruited him.
"Try again!"

Apollo frowned, focusing more intently on his target. His second throw was closer but
still clipped only the edge of the lowest cup, which wobbled but remained standing. His
third throw was perhaps his worst, flying high over the entire arrangement and bouncing
off the wall behind.

The children’s laughter grew, their delight in his failure completely without malice. One
boy of about six patted Apollo’s arm consolingly. "It's okay. My father can’t hit them
either, and he’s really old like you."



Apollo couldn’t help it, he laughed. Not the measured, dignified chuckle he had trained
himself to use in mortal company, but a genuine, spontaneous sound that bubbled up
from some long-untapped source within him. The children laughed with him, their simple
joy infectious.

‘When was the last time | failed at something and it didn’t matter?’ he wondered,
accepting another stone from a small boy with solemn eyes. 'When was the last time |
was simply... playing?’

He threw again and missed again, each failure met with more laughter, including,
increasingly, his own. The gold in his veins warmed pleasantly, not with power but with
something that felt like contentment.

There was healing in this simple game, in the freedom to fail without consequence, in
the children’s uncomplicated acceptance.

As afternoon mellowed toward evening, the market began to wind down. Merchants
packed away unsold goods, farmers loaded empty carts for the journey home, and
villagers drifted toward the central green where a different sort of entertainment was
taking shape.

Nik stood at the center of a growing crowd, his arms spread wide in dramatic gesture.
"—and there we were, surrounded on all sides!"

Chapter 65: Stories by Firelight

"—and there we were, surrounded on all sides!" Nik’s voice carried across the village
green, his arms spread wide as if to encompass the imaginary dangers he described.
"Marsh spirits rising from the water like vengeful ghosts, their eyes glowing with ancient
malice!"

Apollo winced as the gathered villagers gasped appreciatively. The twilight had drawn

most of the village to the green, where they sat on blankets or stood in clusters, faces

turned toward Nik like flowers toward the sun. Children perched on parents’ shoulders,
eyes wide with delighted terror.

"The smallest among us," Nik continued, gesturing toward Thorin with theatrical gravity,
"proved to be a whirlwind of dwarven fury! His axe cleaved through the spirits as if they
were nothing but morning mist, each blow accompanied by a battle cry that shook the
very reeds!"

Thorin, far from objecting to this characterization, puffed out his chest and stroked his
beard with obvious satisfaction. He nodded solemnly, as if confirming every outlandish
detail.



"And Lyra—" Nik spun, pointing to where she stood at the edge of the crowd, "—moved
like a shadow among shadows! Her blade found the creatures’ glowing eyes with such
precision that three fell before they even realized she was among them!"

Lyra rolled her eyes, but Apollo caught the hint of a smile tugging at her lips before she
hid it behind her cup.

"Renna held the line with her spear, creating a wall of steel that no spirit dared cross!"
Nik thrust an imaginary spear forward, mimicking Renna’s stance with exaggerated
precision. "The very marsh trembled at her advance!"

Renna crossed her arms, her face flushing with embarrassment. "That’s not how spears
work," she muttered, though not loudly enough to interrupt the performance.

"But then,"” Nik dropped his voice dramatically, forcing the villagers to lean in, "when all
seemed lost, when the spirits had us surrounded and the water rose to drown us—"

Apollo felt his stomach tighten. He knew what came next in this tale.
"—our mysterious companion revealed his true nature!" Nik’s finger shot out, pointing
directly at Apollo. "Light poured from his very skin, golden as the sun itself! The spirits

cowered before him, shrieking as they retreated into the depths from which they came!"

The villagers turned as one to stare at Apollo, their expressions a mixture of awe and
disbelief. A child whispered loudly, "Is he really made of light, mama?"

‘Not anymore,’

Apollo thought, heat rising to his face. The gold in his veins stirred uncomfortably, as if
responding to the memory Nik had conjured.

"l think you’ve had too much ale," Apollo called out, trying to deflect the attention. "The
marsh gas must have affected your memory."

The crowd laughed, but their eyes remained curious, evaluating him with new interest.

"Mock my account if you will," Nik replied with a dramatic sigh, "but the marsh knows
the truth. And so do my companions.”

He launched into an elaborate description of their escape, the tunnel that had nearly
collapsed, the city guards who had hunted them through the night.

With each telling detail, the story grew more fantastic, the tunnel became a labyrinth of
ancient design, the guards transformed into an army of fire-wielding zealots, their
escape elevated to a feat worthy of legend.



"And now we stand before you," Nik concluded, bowing deeply, "humble travelers
seeking only rest before we continue our quest!"

The silence that followed lasted only a heartbeat before the village erupted in cheers
and applause. Children jumped to their feet, mimicking battle stances with imaginary
weapons. Several of the village elders nodded appreciatively, clearly filing away the tale
for future retellings around winter hearths.

"Well," an older woman said, stepping forward from the crowd, "heroes or not, you must
be hungry after such adventures. We’ve prepared a meal to welcome you properly to
our village."

As if on cue, several villagers appeared carrying steaming pots and trays laden with
food. Tables that had held market goods earlier in the day were now arranged in a long
line, quickly covered with bowls of rich stew, loaves of crusty bread, wheels of cheese,
and pitchers of golden ale.

"Please," the woman continued, gesturing toward the makeshift feast, "join us. It's not
often we have such distinguished visitors."

Thorin needed no further encouragement. He made directly for the nearest barrel of ale,
tankard already in hand. "This local brew of yours," he declared to the innkeeper who
stood nearby, "I suppose it's passable for human-made spirits."

The innkeeper, the same broad-shouldered woman who had served them that morning,
crossed her arms with a challenging smile. "Three generations of my family have
brewed that ale, master dwarf. The recipe hasn’t changed in a hundred years."

"And that’s precisely the problem!" Thorin exclaimed, though he filled his tankard
generously nonetheless.

"Dwarven brewing is an evolving art. We adjust the balance of hops with each season,
account for variations in the water, age in casks of different woods depending on the
desired finish."

"Is that so?" The innkeeper raised an eyebrow. "And yet you’re on your second cup of
my ’passable’ brew."

"Research," Thorin insisted, taking another deep draught. "Can'’t criticize what | haven’t
thoroughly tested.”

Apollo drifted toward the food tables, suddenly aware of his hunger. The stew smelled
rich with herbs and root vegetables, the bread still warm enough to release steam when
broken. He filled a wooden bowl, nodding thanks to the villager who handed him a
spoon carved from pale wood.



He found a quiet spot at the edge of the gathering, content to observe the easy mingling
of his companions with the villagers.

Lyra had claimed a similar vantage point, her back against a tree trunk, her green eyes
scanning the crowd with habitual vigilance that couldn’t quite mask her enjoyment.

Renna had not escaped her young admirers from earlier in the day. They surrounded
her now, demonstrating their "improved" spear techniques with sticks and broom
handles.

One particularly enthusiastic boy lunged with such force that he toppled forward, nearly
impaling his friend before Renna caught the makeshift weapon.

"What did | tell you about follow-through?" she scolded, though her tone lacked any real
anger. "Control first, then power."

"But you said we should commit fully to the thrust!" the boy protested, scrambling back
to his feet.

"Commit your body, not just your arm," Renna corrected, adjusting his stance with
practiced hands. "Like this."

The children watched with solemn attention as she demonstrated again, then erupted
into a flurry of renewed practice, their movements marginally less chaotic than before.

Apollo smiled, feeling the warm weight of the stew settle comfortably in his stomach.
The gold in his veins had calmed to a pleasant hum, responding to the peaceful
atmosphere and the simple pleasure of being well-fed and unhunted, if only for one
evening.

An elderly man settled onto the bench beside Apollo, his movements slow but
deliberate. In his gnarled hands, he cradled what appeared to be a simple wooden flute,
its surface polished by years of handling.

"Your friend tells quite a tale," the old man said, nodding toward Nik, who was now
entertaining a smaller group with what appeared to be an even more embellished
version of their adventures.

"He has a gift for dramatic interpretation,” Apollo replied diplomatically.

The old man chuckled, a sound like dry leaves rustling. "Every village needs its
storytellers. They remind us that the world is larger than our fields and houses." He held
out the flute, offering it to Apollo. "Your friend mentioned you play."

Apollo hesitated, surprised. "Did he?"



"Said you have a way with music that calms even the wildest hearts." The old man’s
eyes crinkled at the corners. "We could use some calming after tales of marsh spirits
and glowing warriors, don’t you think?"

Apollo took the flute carefully, feeling its weight, so light compared to the golden
instrument he had once played on Olympus, yet somehow more substantial in its honest
craftsmanship. His fingers found the holes naturally, muscle memory transcending his
diminished state.

"It's been some time," he warned, raising the flute to his lips.

The first note emerged tentatively, like a question asked in darkness. Apollo paused,
adjusting to the instrument’s voice, earthier than he was accustomed to, with a warmth
that surprised him. He tried again, a simple scale that flowed more smoothly.

Without conscious decision, his fingers began to move in patterns both familiar and
new. The melody that emerged was not the mathematically perfect music of the divine
spheres, nor the carefully composed hymns of temple worship.

It was something simpler, born of this moment, this place, a tune that spoke of shelter
found after long journeying, of quiet joy in simple comforts.

The conversations around him gradually stilled as the music spread across the green.
Apollo kept his eyes closed, focused on the feeling of breath becoming sound, of fingers
dancing across smooth wood.

There was no golden power in this music, no divine compulsion—only human
expression, honest and unadorned.

When he finally opened his eyes, he found the villagers watching him with expressions
of quiet appreciation.

Children had settled against parents, their earlier energy gentled by the melody. Even
his companions had paused in their various activities, their faces softened in the lantern
light.

Apollo lowered the flute, suddenly self-conscious. "Thank you," he said to the old man,
trying to return the instrument.

"Keep playing," the elder encouraged, making no move to take it back. "It's been too
long since these old ears heard music like that."

So Apollo continued, the melody evolving as naturally as a stream finding its path
downhill. He played what he felt, gratitude for this moment of peace, affection for these
companions who had seen glimpses of his true nature yet remained, appreciation for



the simple generosity of villagers who asked nothing but stories in return for their
hospitality.

Across the green, he caught Lyra watching him, her expression thoughtful. She raised
her cup slightly in acknowledgment, a gesture so small it might have been missed by
anyone not looking for it.

Thorin had paused in his brewing debate, his tankard halfway to his lips, listening
despite himself. Renna’s young warriors had settled cross-legged at her feet, their
practice weapons forgotten as they swayed gently to the music.

Nik, for once, was silent, his storyteller’s instinct recognizing when another form of
magic had taken precedence.

The evening mellowed into night, lanterns glowing brighter as darkness settled fully over
the village.

Apollo played until his fingers tired, then passed the flute to another villager who
continued with local tunes that soon had feet tapping and hands clapping. The
celebration continued around him, but with a gentler energy, as if his music had
somehow transformed the gathering from spectacle to communion.

As the night deepened, families with young children began to drift homeward, carrying
sleeping little ones whose dreams would surely be filled with marsh spirits and golden
warriors.

The remaining villagers tidied the feast tables, preserving leftovers and stacking empty
platters with practiced efficiency.

"Come back anytime," the innkeeper told them as they finally made their way toward
their lodgings, the village square now mostly empty behind them.

Chapter 66: Morning Promises

The roosters announced morning with their strident cries, pulling Apollo from the depths
of dreamless sleep. He blinked away the last vestiges of slumber as golden sunlight
spilled through the simple curtains of his room at the inn.

For a moment, he simply lay there, breathing in the rich aroma of baking bread that
wafted up from below, mingling with the earthy scent of the wooden beams overhead.

‘How strange,’ Apollo thought, ‘that such ordinary comforts could feel so extraordinary.’

He rose and dressed, listening to the gentle symphony of the village coming to life
outside his window. It wasn’t the chaotic clamor of their travels, no urgent whispers



about pursuit, no weapons being checked and rechecked, no tense discussions about
which path might prove least dangerous.

Instead, he heard the measured rhythm of everyday life: the creak of a well bucket
being drawn, children’s laughter spilling across the square, the distant clang of the
blacksmith already at his forge.

The gold in his veins hummed contentedly, warm and steady beneath his skin. Here, in
this haven of simple humanity, it seemed to have found a peaceful resonance that
matched the village’s unhurried pace.

Downstairs, Apollo found the innkeeper arranging platters on their usual table. She
looked up as he descended the stairs, her face creasing in a welcoming smile.

"There you are! | was beginning to think you’d sleep through breakfast entirely."
She gestured to the spread before her, steaming porridge flecked with dried berries,
fresh bread still crackling from the oven, honey in a clay pot, and what appeared to be

preserved fruits in small wooden bowls.

"Eat up before you go. Can’t have heroes leaving my establishment on empty
stomachs."

"This is too generous,” Apollo began, but she waved away his protest with a flour-
dusted hand.

"Nonsense. It’s the least we can do after those stories your friend shared. Been years
since we’ve had such entertainment." She leaned closer, lowering her voice
conspiratorially. "Though between you and me, | suspect he embellishes a bit."
Apollo couldn’t help but smile. "A bit? That’s generous."

The others joined him one by one, each drawn by the promise of a final proper meal
before returning to the uncertain provisions of the road. Thorin arrived last, his beard
freshly combed, eyes still heavy with sleep.

"If these humans insist on roosters,” he grumbled, dropping onto the bench beside
Apollo, "they could at least train them to crow at a civilized hour."

Renna snorted. "What would that be? Midday?"

"A perfectly reasonable time to begin anything," Thorin replied, already helping himself
to a generous portion of everything within reach.



They ate with the appreciation of travelers who knew such comforts were fleeting.
Apollo savored each bite of the fresh bread, the way the honey melted into its warm
center, the simple perfection of food prepared with care rather than mere necessity.

The gold in his veins seemed to absorb the nourishment along with his mortal form,
brightening with each mouthful.

Their meal was interrupted by a steady stream of villagers stopping by their table. A
weathered farmer and his wife approached first, the woman clutching a package
wrapped in oilcloth.

"For the journey," she said, placing it beside Lyra with shy reverence. "Smoked venison.
Should keep for weeks if you don’t open it too often."

"You're too kind," Lyra replied, her usual guardedness softening in the face of such
generosity.

More villagers followed, a cooper with a small cask of pickled vegetables "to ward off
winter ailments,” a weaver with extra socks knitted from thick wool, a grandmother with
sachets of dried herbs "for tea when the nights grow cold."

Each gift was presented with genuine warmth, expecting nothing in return but perhaps a
nod or a word of thanks.

The children came last, a small delegation of solemn-faced boys and girls who had
clearly been practicing their approach. They gathered around Renna, who looked
suddenly uncomfortable with the attention.

"We made these," the tallest boy announced, producing a bundle from behind his back.
"For practice. When we can’t have real lessons anymore."

Renna unwrapped the cloth to reveal half a dozen carefully carved wooden spears,
each scaled to a child’s hand. The craftsmanship was crude but earnest, the points
dulled for safety but the balance surprisingly true.

"They’re perfect," she said, her voice uncharacteristically soft. She tested the weight of
one, nodding with approval that made the children stand straighter. "You’ll need to
practice every day. Remember—"

"Control first, then power!" they chorused, beaming with pride.

A stout man with flour dusting his beard approached Thorin next, extending a small
leather flask with an air of solemn ceremony.

"From my private stock," he said, his voice gruff with emotion. "Fifteen years aging in
oak barrels. Never sold it, never traded it. Only for special occasions."



Thorin accepted the flask with uncharacteristic reverence, holding it as one might cradle
a newborn. He uncorked it and inhaled deeply, his eyes widening with genuine surprise.

"This is..." he began, then paused, searching for words. "This is proper brewing. | didn’t
think humans understood the importance of proper aging.”

The baker’s chest swelled with pride. "Family recipe. My grandfather’s grandfather
brought it from the eastern mountains."

Thorin nodded gravely, recorking the flask with meticulous care before tucking it into an
inner pocket of his vest, positioned directly over his heart. "I'll save it for a worthy
moment," he promised. "When we’ve accomplished something that deserves
celebration.”

As they finished their meal and began gathering their belongings, a small crowd formed
at the inn’s entrance. Several villagers approached Nik, their expressions hopeful.

"Just one more tale before you go?" asked a young woman who had been particularly
attentive during his performance the previous evening. "Something to remember you
by?"

Nik’s face lit up with undisguised pleasure. He glanced at the others, silently asking
permission for this final delay.

Lyra sighed but nodded, her lips quirking in resignation. "Make it quick," she warned.
"We’ve ground to cover."

Nik needed no further encouragement. He sprang onto a nearby bench, striking a
dramatic pose that immediately drew chuckles from his audience.

"Let me tell you about our first meeting," he began, gesturing expansively toward his
companions. "Picture, if you will, the most mismatched group of travelers ever to share
a campfire. Our mysterious golden friend here—" he pointed to Apollo with theatrical
gravity, "—claiming to be a simple scholar despite clearly having never cooked a meal
over an open flame in his life!"

The villagers laughed appreciatively as Nik launched into a wildly exaggerated account
of their early travels, complete with impressions of Thorin’s grumbling and Renna’s
exasperated sighs. He described Apollo attempting to light a fire by reciting what he
claimed was "an ancient incantation,” only to succeed in singeing his own eyebrows.

"And then," Nik continued, warming to his theme, "he attempted to hunt rabbits by
guoting poetry at them! As if the poor creatures might be so moved by his eloquence
that they would willingly sacrifice themselves for our dinner!"



The crowd roared with laughter. Apollo felt heat rise to his face, though he couldn’t deny
there was a kernel of truth in the tale. He had indeed struggled with the most basic
survival skills in the early days.

"What Nik fails to mention,” Lyra cut in, her dry voice slicing through the laughter, "is
that while he was regaling the forest with tales of his own imagined heroism, he
managed to fall backward into the only patch of poison oak within fifty miles. We had to
listen to his dramatic death scenes for three days while applying salve to his—"

"Yes, well!" Nik interrupted hastily, his cheeks flushing. "Some details are best left to the
imagination!"

The crowd’s laughter redoubled, several villagers actually wiping tears from their eyes.
Nik shot Lyra a mock-wounded look that quickly dissolved into a grin of his own.

As the laughter subsided and they prepared to depart in earnest, the elderly man from
the previous night approached Apollo. The wooden flute rested in his gnarled hands,
polished to a soft glow in the morning light.

"Take it," he said without preamble, extending the instrument toward Apollo. "It belongs
with you now."

Apollo shook his head, though his fingers itched to accept the gift. "I couldn’t. It’s clearly
precious to you."

"Precisely why | want you to have it." The old man pressed the flute into Apollo’s
reluctant hands. "lI've carried its music for forty years. Time for it to travel beyond our
valley, to sing new songs."

"l have nothing to give you in return,” Apollo protested, even as his fingers closed
around the smooth wood.

The elder’s eyes crinkled at the corners. "You already have. Last night, you reminded
an old man what music can be when it comes from the heart, not just the hands." He
patted Apollo’s arm with surprising strength. "Consider it a token of gratitude. From all of
us."

Apollo felt something warm bloom in his chest that had nothing to do with the gold in his
veins. Not the pride of godhood or the satisfaction of worship, but something smaller
and yet somehow larger, a connection forged between equals, a gift freely given with no
expectation of divine favor.

"Thank you," he said simply, tucking the flute carefully into his pack.



Outside, the morning had blossomed into full glory, the sky an impossible blue above
the thatched roofs of the village. Renna moved methodically through their supplies,
checking straps and redistributing weight with practiced efficiency.

"We've got enough food for two weeks, at least," she announced, closing her bulging
pack with a grunt of effort. "More if we supplement with hunting."

Thorin lifted his own pack, eyebrows rising at its increased weight. "By the Forge, what
did they give us? Anvils? We’ll move at a crawl carrying all this."

"You're welcome to leave behind that flask of fifteen-year-old ale," Lyra suggested
innocently, adjusting her own pack.

Thorin’s hand moved protectively to the pocket where the flask rested. "Some burdens
are worth bearing," he muttered, though Apollo caught the pleased gleam in his eye.

They strapped on their gear, tightening cloaks against the morning chill that would burn
away once the sun climbed higher. The weight of the pack settled across Apollo’s
shoulders, heavier than before but somehow less burdensome, filled as it was with the
villagers’ generosity rather than mere necessity.

Word of their departure had spread through the small community. As they made their
way toward the edge of the village, they found what seemed to be half its population
gathered to see them off. Children waved excitedly, old men and women nodded in
solemn blessing, and those in between called out well-wishes and advice about the
road ahead.

"Follow the stream for easier passage through the eastern hills!"
"Watch for wild boar in the oak groves, they’re rutting this time of year!"
"Safe journey, heroes!"

That last word made Apollo wince internally, though he maintained a grateful smile. ‘Not
heroes,’ he thought, just survivors. Just travelers trying to find our way.’

Chapter 67: The Road East

The cheers of the villagers faded into memory long before the sound itself disappeared,
leaving Apollo with an unfamiliar ache in his chest as they crested the first gentle slope
beyond the settlement.

He glanced back once, watching the cluster of thatched roofs grow smaller beneath the
brilliant morning sky, smoke from cooking fires rising in lazy spirals that blurred the line
between earth and heaven.



Apollo adjusted the weight of his pack, feeling the wooden flute shift against his spine.
The gift felt heavier than its physical form warranted, laden with something he couldn’t
quite name, expectation, perhaps, or memory, or the simple truth that kindness was
often more difficult to bear than cruelty.

The path narrowed as it wound upward, the cultivated fields of the valley giving way to
wild grasses that brushed against their legs. Nik had been uncharacteristically silent
since their departure, but as the incline steepened, his restraint finally broke.

"Gods above and below," he groaned, staggering dramatically to one side of the path.
"I'm being crushed. Absolutely crushed. They may as well have packed stones in here
instead of provisions." He slumped against a young birch tree, pressing the back of his
hand to his forehead. "Tell my mother | died as | lived, selflessly carrying burdens too
great for ordinary men."

Thorin snorted, not even breaking stride as he passed the prostrate performer.
"Carrying burdens? Your pack’s half the size of mine, and I'd wager a quarter of it's that
ridiculous silk scarf you conned out of the weaver’s daughter."

Nik clutched his chest in mock offense. "It was a gift freely given! She recognized quality
when she saw it."

"The quality of your lies, maybe,"” Thorin muttered, shifting his own considerably larger
pack to a more comfortable position. "Now get up. We've barely started."

Lyra paused beside them, her green eyes glinting with amusement. "If you two are
finished with your little theatrical performance, perhaps we could cover some actual
ground before nightfall? Unless Nik would prefer we fashion a litter and carry him like
the delicate royal he pretends to be in his stories."”

"Now there’s an idea," Nik brightened, then withered under her steady gaze. "Fine, fine.
Onward to glory and sore shoulders."

Renna, who had moved ahead to scout the trail, looked back with poorly concealed
impatience. "Less talking, more walking. We need to reach the oak groves before
midday if we want to make decent progress through the hills.”

Her spear tapped a steady rhythm against the ground as she moved, marking their pace
like a heartbeat.

Apollo fell into step behind her, the gold in his veins warming pleasantly with exertion.
The path grew steeper, cutting across the face of the hill in a series of switchbacks that
revealed increasingly dramatic views of the valley below.



With each turn, the village receded further into the landscape, becoming just one
element in a tapestry of fields, streams, and distant settlements that stretched to the
horizon.

‘Strange,’ Apollo thought as sweat began to gather at his temples, ’how quickly comfort
becomes memory.’ The ease of the village, warm beds, abundant food, friendly faces,
already felt like a dream from which he’d reluctantly awakened.

By midday, the landscape had transformed completely. The open hillsides gave way to
scattered copses that gradually thickened into proper woodland. Ancient oaks spread
their massive limbs overhead, filtering the sunlight into dappled patterns that shifted with
each breath of wind.

The air grew richer here, heavy with the scent of moss and fungus and the indefinable
sweetness of growing things.

They paused in a small clearing to rest and eat. Lyra distributed bread still fresh from
the village ovens, along with slices of hard cheese and dried apple.

The simple meal tasted of kindness, a final gift from people who had asked for nothing
but stories in return.

Renna knelt at the edge of the clearing, her fingers tracing marks in the soft earth that
Apollo would have missed entirely.

"Boar," she said, glancing up at them. "A large one, from the depth of these prints.
Passed through here yesterday, maybe the day before." Her fingers hovered over a
particular depression in the mud. "See how the front hooves dig deeper? They carry
more of the animal’s weight."

Nik leaned over her shoulder, squinting at the unremarkable patch of disturbed earth. "I
don’t see anything but mud," he admitted. "How do you know it’s not just a deer or
something less... tusk-equipped?"

Renna pointed to a nearby tree where the bark had been scraped away about two feet
from the ground. "Boar rub against trees to mark territory and remove parasites. Deer
don’t do that. And look here—" she indicated another set of tracks, smaller but similar,
"—young ones. Probably a sow with piglets, which means she’ll be especially
aggressive if cornered."”

Thorin crossed his arms, eyeing the tracks with newfound wariness. "So we avoid them.
Simple enough.”

"You'd be the worst hunter," Nik declared suddenly, a mischievous smile spreading
across his face. "You'd get impatient after five minutes of waiting and start hammering
something just to make noise."”



"Me?" Thorin’s eyebrows shot up. "You’re the one who can’t stop talking long enough to
breathe, let alone stalk prey. You'd be telling the deer your life story before you
remembered to nock an arrow."

"I'll have you know I'm extremely stealthy when the situation calls for it," Nik protested,
demonstrating by taking an exaggeratedly quiet step that still somehow managed to
snap a twig loudly underfoot.

"Both of you would starve in a week," Lyra said dryly, repacking their food with efficient
movements. "Thorin would scare everything away with his stomping, and Nik would get
distracted by his own reflection in a stream."

Apollo smiled, enjoying their banter. The gold in his veins settled into a comfortable
rhythm that matched his heartbeat, content to remain dormant in the absence of
immediate threat.

They continued through the oak grove, the path now little more than a game trail that
wound between massive trunks and over exposed roots. The forest floor was thick with
fallen leaves that whispered beneath their boots, occasionally revealing glimpses of
more tracks, deer, rabbit, fox, and the now-familiar impressions of boar hooves.

The first warning came as a subtle shift in the forest’'s ambient sounds. The birdsong
that had accompanied their journey faltered, then ceased entirely. A heavy silence
descended, broken only by their own breathing and the soft crunch of leaves underfoot.

Renna froze, her hand raised to halt the group. "Something’s—"

The underbrush to their right exploded in a fury of movement. A massive shape burst
through the foliage, bristling, tusked, and moving with terrifying speed directly toward
them. The boar was larger than Apollo had imagined possible, its coat a mottled brown
and gray, yellow tusks curving wickedly from its lower jaw.

"Scatter!" Renna shouted, already dropping into a defensive stance, her spear braced
against the ground to receive the charge.

Apollo leapt sideways, narrowly avoiding the boar’s initial rush. The creature veered
toward Nik instead, who stood frozen in shock, mouth open in a silent scream. At the
last possible moment, Thorin barreled into Nik from the side, sending them both
tumbling into a thicket as the boar thundered past, its tusks slashing air where Nik had
stood an instant before.

The boar wheeled with surprising agility for its size, pawing the ground as it prepared for
another charge. Its small, dark eyes gleamed with territorial fury, fixed now on Renna
and her threatening spear.



Apollo felt the gold stir in his veins, responding to the danger. It would be simple to call
forth just enough power to drive the creature away, a flash of light, a surge of divine
energy. But the memory of their last encounter with his power, the wariness that had
followed, stayed his hand. ‘Not yet,” he thought. ‘Not unless there’s no other choice.’

The boar charged again, this time directly at Renna. She held her ground until the last
possible second, then pivoted smoothly aside while thrusting her spear toward the
animal’s flank. The tip scored a shallow cut along its side, enough to draw blood but not
to slow its momentum.

Enraged, the boar spun toward Lyra, who had drawn her knife but looked painfully
vulnerable against the creature’s mass. She backed away steadily, maintaining eye
contact with the beast as she reached for a fallen branch with her free hand.

"Hey!" Thorin bellowed, having extricated himself from the thicket. He slammed the flat
of his axe against a nearby tree trunk, creating a thunderous boom that momentarily
confused the boar. "Over here, you overgrown pork chop!"

The distraction worked. The boar turned toward the new threat, giving Lyra time to circle
away from its line of sight. Thorin stood his ground, axe raised, a grimly determined set
to his jaw.

Apollo moved carefully to the dwarf’s left, trying to position himself to help without
drawing the boar’s attention. From the corner of his eye, he saw Nik scrambling up a
tree with surprising agility, his usual grace returning now that the initial shock had
passed.

"Somebody do something!" Nik called from his perch, helpfully.

The boar charged Thorin, who waited until the last moment before swinging his axe in a
powerful arc. The flat of the blade struck the creature’s shoulder, deflecting its charge
rather than wounding it. The boar staggered sideways, momentarily disoriented but
quickly regaining its balance.

Renna seized the opportunity, darting forward to thrust her spear toward the animal’s
hindquarters. The tip found flesh, sinking deeper this time. The boar squealed in pain
and fury, twisting away from the weapon with such violence that the shaft was wrenched
from Renna’s hands.

For a heartbeat, they all froze, the boar with Renna’s spear protruding from its haunch,
the companions scattered in a rough circle around it. Then, with a final agonized squeal,
the creature turned and crashed back into the underbrush, leaving only trampled foliage
and spatters of blood to mark its passage.

Silence descended once more, broken only by their ragged breathing.



"Is it gone?" Nik called from his tree, peering down with exaggerated caution. "Truly
gone, not just hiding and waiting to disembowel the first person who moves?"

"It's gone," Renna confirmed, though her eyes remained fixed on the spot where the
boar had disappeared. "But so is my spear."

"Better the spear than your insides,” Thorin grunted, lowering his axe at last. His hands
trembled slightly with the aftermath of battle tension.

Nik descended from his tree with considerably less grace than he had ascended it,
landing with an ungainly thud that belied his earlier claims of stealth. "Did you see that?
It came straight for me! | swear it looked me in the eyes first, like it knew | was the
greatest threat."

"The greatest threat to what? Its sense of smell?" Thorin snorted, checking his axe
blade for damage.

Chapter 68: The Glimmering Field (1)

The last oak tree stood like a sentinel at the edge of the forest, its gnarled branches
marking the boundary between the familiar and something altogether unexpected.
Apollo stepped past it, boots sinking slightly into softer ground, and stopped so abruptly
that Nik collided with his back.

"By all the gods," Apollo whispered, the gold in his veins stirring with sudden interest.

Before them stretched a vast field of mushrooms, not the small caps that dotted forest
floors, but towering behemoths that rivaled houses in height.

Their massive stalks rose from the earth like pillars of some bizarre temple, supporting
caps that shimmered with colors Apollo had never seen in fungus before: deep purples
that shifted to midnight blue, luminescent greens edged with gold, reds that pulsed like
heartbeats against the afternoon sky.

"What in the seven hells?" Thorin muttered, one hand instinctively tightening on his axe
handle. "This isn’t right. Plants shouldn’t grow like this. It's unnatural."

Nik pushed past Apollo, his earlier exhaustion forgotten as he spun in a circle of pure
delight. "Unnatural? It's magnificent! Look at them! Have you ever seen anything so
magical in your entire life?"

The air hung heavy with the scent of damp earth and an underlying sweetness that
reminded Apollo of honey left too long in the sun, pleasant but with something not quite
wholesome beneath it.



He inhaled deeply, tasting the strange atmosphere on his tongue. The ground beneath
his feet seemed to respond to his weight, a subtle pulse like standing on something that
breathed.

'There’s aether here,’” he realized, feeling the familiar resonance with the gold in his
veins. 'More concentrated than I've felt since...” He couldn’t finish the thought, the
memory of Olympus still too painful to acknowledge directly.

Renna moved cautiously to the edge of the mushroom field, her brow furrowed as she
knelt to examine the ground. "No tracks," she said, fingers tracing the bare earth. "No
bird droppings, no insect paths. Nothing lives here." She straightened, scanning the
bizarre landscape with growing unease. "Or at least, nothing we’re familiar with."

"The mushrooms are conduits,” Apollo said, the knowledge rising from somewhere
deep within him. "They’re drawing the ambient aether from the soil, concentrating it." He
stepped forward, placing his hand against the nearest stalk. It felt surprisingly warm,
almost like flesh, and he could sense the energy flowing through it like sap through a
tree.

Lyra appeared at his side, her green eyes narrowed as she studied the towering fungi.
"Is it dangerous?"

Apollo hesitated. "Not inherently. But it’s... potent. We should be careful."

"Careful is my middle name," Nik declared, already striding between two massive stalks.
"Actually, it's Bartholomew, but | never tell anyone that because it sounds like
someone’s elderly uncle who collects decorative spoons and talks too much about his
digestive ailments."

"Nik, wait—" Lyra called, but he had already disappeared into the mushroom forest, his
voice floating back to them.

"Come on! We can’t go around it, it stretches for miles in either direction. And we
certainly can’t go back the way we came. Forward is the only option!"

Thorin sighed heavily, the sound carrying his deep skepticism. "l don’t trust anything
that grows this big without proper sunlight and soil. In the mountains, things that grow in
darkness are usually poisonous.”

Nevertheless, he adjusted his pack and followed Nik’s path, muttering under his breath
about "foolhardy humans" and "death by fungus."

They moved between the towering mushrooms in single file, the caps overhead creating
a strange, shifting canopy that filtered the sunlight into dappled patterns of unusual
colors. The stalks grew closer together as they progressed, forcing them to squeeze



through narrow passages where the fungal flesh yielded slightly to pressure, then
sprang back once they passed.

Apollo felt the gold in his veins responding to the concentrated aether, warming
pleasantly as if in recognition of something kindred. The sensation wasn'’t unpleasant,
but it left him hyperaware, his senses sharpening until he could almost taste the magic
in the air.

"Do you see that?" Renna asked suddenly, pointing to a space between two distant
stalks.

Apollo squinted, catching a brief flicker of light that vanished as quickly as it had
appeared. "Probably just sunlight reflecting off the caps," he suggested, though
something about the movement had seemed too deliberate.

"There’s another!" Nik exclaimed, turning in a complete circle as more lights appeared
and disappeared in their periphery. "And another! They’re all around us!"

"Fireflies?" Lyra suggested, though her hand had already moved to the hilt of her knife,
a gesture Apollo had learned meant she didn’t believe her own explanation.

The lights grew more numerous, their movements no longer random but coordinated,
circling the group in patterns too precise to be natural insects. They darted closer with
each pass, leaving trails of luminescence that lingered briefly in the air like signatures.

Apollo felt something brush against his cheek, a touch so light it might have been
imagination, except for the tinkling sound of laughter that accompanied it. The gold in
his veins flared in response, a brief warmth that spread through his chest.

"Did you hear that?" he asked, turning to find his companions equally bewildered.

Before anyone could answer, the air around them erupted with movement. The lights
coalesced into distinct forms, tiny winged creatures no larger than a human hand, their
bodies glowing in various hues that pulsed with their movements. They had vaguely
humanoid forms, with delicate limbs and translucent wings that beat too rapidly to see
clearly.

"Fairies," Thorin breathed, his usual gruffness momentarily suspended in genuine
surprise. "l thought they were just miners’ tales."

One of the creatures, its body emanating a soft blue glow, darted directly in front of
Apollo’s face, hovering at eye level.

It had the appearance of a minute woman, her features delicate but unmistakably
feminine, with hair that floated around her head as if underwater. She studied him with
eyes that contained no pupils, just pools of deeper blue light.



Chapter 69: The Glimmering Field (2)
"Hello," Apollo said, unsure of the proper etiquette for addressing such a being.

The fairy responded with a sound like tiny bells, then zipped away to join her
companions, who had begun interacting with the rest of the group with increasing
boldness.

A cluster of green-glowing fairies had surrounded Thorin, tugging at his beard with
evident fascination. The dwarf stood rigid, clearly torn between swatting them away and
not wanting to injure such small creatures.

"Stop that," he growled as one fairy attempted to undo one of his carefully placed beard-
braids. "That took an hour to plait properly!"

Nearby, Nik had become the center of attention for a group of fairies with golden glows.
Unlike Thorin, he seemed delighted by their interest, extending his hands for them to
land upon and speaking to them in the exaggerated, gentle tone one might use with
very small children.

"Aren’t you the most beautiful little beings?" he cooed, as one perched on his
outstretched finger. "Your wings are absolutely magnificent, like dragonfly wings but
much more elegant. And your glow! So radiant! | bet you’re the brightest of all your
friends, aren’t you?"

The fairy preened visibly under his praise, its glow intensifying as it performed a quick
aerial somersault that made Nik laugh with genuine delight.

Renna was having a decidedly different experience. Several purple-glowing fairies had
taken an interest in her dark hair, attempting to braid sections of it even as she walked.

She tried to brush them away, but they returned persistently, their bell-like laughter
increasing with her frustration.

"This isn’t funny," she insisted, though Apollo caught the reluctant quirk of her lips as
one fairy placed what appeared to be a tiny mushroom cap atop a completed braid like
a bizarre decoration.

Only Lyra maintained her distance, knife now drawn though held at her side rather than
threateningly. Her green eyes tracked the fairies’ movements with the wariness of a
hunter assessing potential predators, not prey.

"We should keep moving," she said, voice pitched low. "We don’t know what they want."

As if in response to her suspicion, the fairies’ behavior shifted. What had been curious
exploration became more mischievous. A red-glowing fairy darted to Thorin’s belt,



nimbly unfastening the loop that held his axe. Before the dwarf could react, the fairy and
two companions had lifted the weapon, surprisingly strong for their size, and carried it
just out of reach.

"Hey!" Thorin lunged for it, but the fairies flitted higher, their laughter now carrying a
distinctly teasing tone.

Simultaneously, several blue fairies had descended on Apollo’s pack, opening the flap
and rummaging through the contents. One emerged triumphantly with his wooden flute,
while another had found a packet of dried meat, which it examined with evident disgust
before dropping back into the pack.

"Please return that," Apollo said, reaching for the flute. The fairy darted away, then
hovered just beyond his grasp, playing a silent pantomime on the instrument.

All around them, similar scenes unfolded. The golden fairies had united Nik’s carefully
arranged scarf and were using it as a swing between two mushroom stalks. Renna’s
carefully organized pack had been emptied, its contents rearranged in a bizarre pattern
on the ground that almost resembled a face.

"Lyra, look out!" Apollo called, spotting a group of green fairies approaching her from
behind.

She spun, knife raised, but the fairies scattered at her movement, their laughter now
edged with something sharper. They regrouped at a safer distance, clearly reassessing
this human who wouldn’t play along with their games.

"Nik," Apollo heard his own voice say from somewhere to his left. "Help me with this,
would you?"

He turned, confused, to find a purple fairy hovering nearby, its mouth moving in perfect
synchronization with the words it had just produced in his exact voice and intonation.

"Over here," came Lyra’s voice from the opposite direction, though Lyra herself stood
several yards away, her expression making it clear she hadn’t spoken.

The mimicry continued, the fairies reproducing their voices with uncanny accuracy,
creating a disorienting chorus of familiar words coming from unfamiliar sources.

"Stop this," Thorin demanded, still trying to reclaim his axe from the red fairies, who now
played an elaborate game of keep-away with it. "This isn't amusing anymore!"

"l think it’s hilarious," Nik countered, having apparently decided to embrace the chaos.
He was attempting to teach a group of golden fairies a simple clapping game, though
their tiny hands made the exercise challenging.



Apollo felt a presence near his ear and turned to find the blue fairy who had first
approached him hovering close again. Unlike the others, her expression had turned
solemn, almost concerned.

"Outsiders rarely pass through untouched," she whispered, her voice like the faintest
chime of a distant bell. "The field remembers what walks upon it."

Before Apollo could ask what she meant, her serious demeanor vanished, replaced by
the same mischievous delight as her companions. She darted away, joining a group that
was now attempting to lift Thorin’s boot while he remained standing in it.

Suddenly, as if responding to some signal Apollo couldn’t perceive, the fairies froze in
midair. Their luminescent bodies pulsed once, twice, then as the first hints of dusk
touched the mushroom caps overhead, they scattered in all directions.

Within moments, they had vanished completely into the fungal forest, leaving only
lingering trails of light that faded like dying embers.

"Well that was... abrupt,” Nik said, staring at the space where his golden companions
had been playing with his scarf just seconds before. The garment lay abandoned on the
ground, knotted in ways that would take hours to undo.

Thorin reclaimed his axe from where the red fairies had finally dropped it, inspecting the
edge with suspicious care. "Good riddance," he muttered, though Apollo detected a
note of disappointment beneath the gruffness. "Meddlesome little pests."

Renna was already repacking her scattered belongings, her face tightening as she
discovered several items had been swapped or rearranged. "My dried apricots are
gone," she reported, holding up a pouch now filled with what appeared to be tiny,
iridescent mushroom caps.

Chapter 70: The Echo of Mischief (1)

The fairies vanished like water down a drain, leaving nothing but disquiet in their wake.
Apollo stood in the center of the mushroom clearing, the gold in his veins still humming
with recognition of the concentrated aether that permeated this strange forest.

The sudden departure of their mischievous visitors left an absence that felt almost
physical, as if the air itself had thickened in their wake.

"Everyone still in one piece?" Lyra called, her voice cutting through the unnatural
stillness.

She sheathed her knife with a deliberate motion, though her eyes continued scanning
the spaces between the towering mushroom stalks.



Nik lifted his once-elegant scarf, now a hopeless tangle of knots and loops that
resembled a bird’s nest more than a garment. "Physically, yes. Emotionally, I'm
devastated.” He tugged at one particularly complex knot before sighing dramatically.
"This was Calishite silk. Do you have any idea how many nobles | had to charm to
acquire this?"

Thorin retrieved his axe from where the red fairies had finally abandoned it. The dwarf’s
thick fingers traced the edge of the blade, his brow furrowing. "Something’s wrong with
it," he muttered, tilting the weapon to catch what remained of the daylight.

A faint luminescence clung to the metal, pulsing in rhythm with the ambient aether of the
mushroom field. "It’s... glowing."

Apollo moved closer, drawn by the familiar resonance. The axe’s edge shimmered with
a subtle blue light, barely visible except where shadows fell across the blade. "May 1?"
he asked, extending his hand.

Thorin hesitated, then grudgingly offered the weapon. "Just don’t... do anything to it."

The moment Apollo’s fingers touched the metal, the gold in his veins responded,
warming beneath his skin. The axe’s glow intensified slightly at the contact, as if
greeting him.

"They’ve infused it with aether," he said, feeling the energy signature as clearly as a
fingerprint. "Not damaging it, exactly. More like... marking it."

"l don’t want fairy magic on my axe," Thorin grumbled, reclaiming the weapon with a
scowl that didn’t quite mask his fascination with the new phenomenon. "Dwarven steel
is perfect as forged.”

Renna had finished reorganizing her pack, her methodical nature asserting itself in
crisis. She held up a small pouch, its contents now radically changed. "My dried apricots
are gone," she said, tipping luminescent mushroom caps into her palm.

They were miniature versions of the giants surrounding them, glowing with the same
purple light as the fairies who had ransacked her belongings. "They left these instead.”

"It's not random," Lyra said, her voice thoughtful as she surveyed the alterations to their
possessions. "My water skin is untouched, but the map | was carrying is gone. In its
place—" she held up what appeared to be a large leaf, its surface etched with glowing
lines that vaguely resembled the regional topography, "—this."

Apollo considered these exchanges, remembering the blue fairy’s whispered warning.
The field remembers what walks upon it. Not random mischief, but deliberate
alterations. Gifts? Warnings? Perhaps both.



"I'm going to try one," Nik announced suddenly, plucking a glowing mushroom cap from
Renna’s palm before she could close her fingers.

"Are you insane?" Renna lunged for him, nearly knocking him over in her haste to
reclaim the fungus. "That could be poisonous! Those little demons could be trying to kill
us!"

Nik danced backward, the mushroom cap already at his lips. "If they wanted us dead,
they had plenty of opportunity while we were surrounded." Before anyone could stop
him, he took a deliberate bite, his expression immediately shifting from defiant to
surprised. "It’s... sweet," he said, chewing thoughtfully. "Like honey, but with something
else. Something | can’t quite place."

"Spit it out right now," Renna demanded, her hand moving toward her belt knife with
clear intent. "I swear | will cut it out of your throat if | have to."

Nik swallowed pointedly, grinning at her outrage. "Too late! And | feel perfectly fine.
Better than fine, actually. Everything seems a bit... brighter? More vivid?" He examined
his hands as if seeing them for the first time. "Fascinating."

"You fool," Thorin rumbled, though Apollo caught the dwarf eyeing the remaining
mushroom caps with poorly concealed curiosity. "Never eat gifts from tricksters. First
rule of dealing with the fair folk in the mountain tales."

"Well, it's done now," Lyra sighed, already gathering fallen branches for a fire. "Night’s
coming fast. We should make camp here, we’ve lost too much daylight to press on, and
| don’t fancy navigating between these stalks in the dark."

They established camp in a relatively clear space between four massive mushrooms,
their caps forming a natural canopy overhead.

Apollo built a fire at the center, grateful for the simple, physical task that kept his hands
busy while his mind worked through the implications of the fairy encounter. The blue
fairy’s warning echoed in his thoughts, a riddle he couldn’t quite unravel.

Darkness fell with surprising swiftness in the mushroom forest, the last rays of sunlight
vanishing as if swallowed rather than simply fading. The fire cast jumping shadows
across the fungal trunks, transforming the already strange landscape into something
from a fevered dream.

The mushroom caps Renna had reluctantly set aside began to glow more intensely as
night deepened, casting an eerie purple light that mingled with the orange flames.

For the first time since leaving the village, a profound silence settled over the group. No
idle chatter, no complaints about the day’s journey, no gentle ribbing between
companions who had grown comfortable with each other’s quirks.



The air in the mushroom field felt heavier at night, charged with something that wasn’t
quite sound but wasn’t quite silence either, a vibration at the edge of hearing, like
laughter carried on a wind too gentle to feel.

Apollo poked at the fire, adding another branch to the flames. The gold in his veins
hummed in response to the strange atmosphere, not with alarm but with recognition.
This place was saturated with aether, wild and unrefined but potent.

‘The field remembers what walks upon it.” The fairy’s words pressed against his
consciousness, demanding attention he wasn'’t ready to give.



