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Chapter 81: Roots and Reunion (1)

The ground heaved beneath Apollo’s feet, nearly pitching him forward as another tremor
ripped through the fungal forest. Golden spores swirled in panicked eddies around them
as they fled, casting strange shadows across exhausted faces.

"This way!" Lyra called, her voice barely audible over the thunderous rumbling. She
pointed toward a gap in the massive stalks where the spore-fog seemed thinner, almost
translucent compared to the golden murk behind them.

Apollo stumbled after her, his legs leaden with fatigue. The gold in his veins flickered
weakly, nearly spent after their encounter with the creature and subsequent escape
from the fire. Each breath scraped his raw throat, tasting of ash and the sickly-sweet
decay that permeated everything in this nightmare realm.

Thorin half-carried Nik, who had twisted his ankle during their frantic flight. The dwarf’s
face was set in grim determination, his glowing axe strapped to his back casting eerie
blue shadows that cut through the golden haze.

Renna brought up the rear, constantly glancing over her shoulder at the violent
disturbance spreading behind them.

"It’'s getting closer!" she shouted as another tremor, stronger than the last, sent ripples
through the spongy ground.

They burst through the narrow opening Lyra had spotted, emerging into a space so
different from the dense fungal maze that Apollo momentarily faltered in surprise.

The spores were thinner here, allowing actual shafts of daylight to penetrate from some
unseen opening far above. The ground spread out before them in a roughly circular
hollow, split and fractured like cracked pottery.

Massive fungal roots, if such structures could be called roots, twisted up from these
fissures, pale and gnarled, ranging from the thickness of Apollo’s wrist to broader than
Thorin’s torso. They coiled and intertwined, forming an intricate lattice across the
hollow’s floor.

"We can’t go back," Thorin growled, setting Nik down carefully on a relatively flat section
of ground. "And | don’t see another way forward."



Lyra limped to the edge of the hollow, peering down into one of the deeper cracks.
"These fissures might lead somewhere. If we could—"

A shadow moved at the far side of the hollow, and Apollo’s hand flew to his sword hilt.
"Something’s there," he hissed, exhaustion momentarily forgotten as danger presented
itself anew.

More shadows detached from the gloom, humanoid forms moving with the cautious
grace of those equally prepared to fight or flee. Apollo narrowed his eyes, trying to
pierce the golden haze that still hung in the air despite the better visibility.

"Wait," he said, recognition dawning as the figures drew closer. "It's—"

"Cale!" Nik exclaimed, struggling to his feet despite his injured ankle. "By all the gods, is
that really you?"

The tall figure in the lead stepped fully into a shatft of light, revealing a face streaked
with soot and what might have been dried blood, but unmistakably Cale’s. Behind him
came the twins, Mira and Tomas, supporting each other as they limped forward. Several
others followed, faces Apollo recognized from their larger traveling party that had been
separated during the chaos of their initial flight into the fungal forest.

"We thought you were dead," Cale said, his deep voice rough with exhaustion. A fresh
cut slashed across his left cheekbone, still oozing slightly. "When the ground collapsed
and those... things came up from below, we couldn’t see what happened to the rest of
you."

The twins broke away from the group, rushing forward despite their obvious injuries.
Mira’s right arm hung at an awkward angle, clearly broken or dislocated, while Tomas
had a makeshift bandage wrapped around his head, dark with dried blood.

"You're alive," Mira breathed, her green eyes wide with disbelief as she took in their
scorched clothing and smoke-blackened skin. "We saw the fire spreading through the
forest. We thought for sure you’d been caught in it."

"Nearly were," Thorin grunted, though Apollo caught the relief that softened the dwarf’s
typically stern expression. "Seems you lot had your own troubles."”

Cale nodded grimly. "After we got separated, we fled deeper into the tunnels. Found
ourselves in some kind of... nest." He shuddered visibly at the memory. "There were
eggs. Massive things, pulsing with that same golden light. And something was guarding
them.”

"Like what we encountered?" Apollo asked, remembering the creature with gold-
threaded veins that had hunted them through the mushroom maze.



"Similar, but different,” Tomas said, wincing as he adjusted the bandage around his
head. "Bigger. Much bigger. And it could... | don’t know how to describe it... it could sort
of melt into the walls, become part of the fungus itself.”

A chill ran down Apollo’s spine despite the lingering heat of their escape from the fire. 'A
hive,’ he thought. ‘Or something like it. Not individual creatures but parts of a larger
whole.’

"How did you escape?" Renna asked, her expert hunter’s eye assessing their injuries
with professional interest.

"Fire," Cale said simply. "We collapsed one of the tunnels, used flint and steel to ignite
the spores. Created enough of a distraction to slip away while it was dealing with the
flames." He gestured to their smoke-stained clothing.

"Nearly didn’t make it. The fire spread faster than we expected, almost cut off our
escape route."

"Seems we had the same idea,"” Thorin said with a nod of approval. "Great minds, as
they say."

A brittle laugh escaped Mira. "Great minds or desperate ones."

They gravitated toward the center of the hollow, instinctively forming a defensive circle
as they shared hurried accounts of their respective ordeals. Apollo listened with half an
ear, his attention drawn to something unusual caught among the twisted fungal roots
near his feet.

He crouched down, brushing aside a curtain of pale vines that grew over the roots like
hair. Beneath them, partially buried in the spongy soil but clearly preserved rather than
discarded, lay a longbow.

Apollo’s breath caught in his throat. The weapon was ancient, that much was
immediately apparent from the style of its construction, yet the wood showed no signs of
rot or decay despite the damp environment.

The string, impossibly, remained taut and unfrayed, as if it had been strung only days
rather than what must have been decades or even centuries ago.

"This shouldn’t be possible,’ he thought, carefully clearing more vines away from the
bow. No other remains were visible nearby, no bones, no armor, nothing to suggest the
fate of whoever had left this weapon behind. Just the bow itself, nestled in the roots as if
deliberately placed there.



With a hesitance born of both caution and reverence, Apollo reached out to touch the
weapon. The moment his fingers made contact with the smooth wood, the spores
floating nearby flickered brightly, as if responding to some silent command.

The gold in his veins stirred, warming beneath his skin in a way it hadn’t since he’'d
entered this fungal realm.

Chapter 82: Roots and Reunion (2)

The bow felt unnaturally light in his hands as he lifted it from its resting place, almost
weightless despite its obvious strength.

The grip seemed to mold itself to his palm, fitting as perfectly as if it had been crafted
specifically for his hand. Something about it resonated with the faded divinity still
lingering in his blood, not a recognition of the weapon itself, but of its purpose, its
potential.

‘It knows me,’ he realized with a start. 'Or at least, it knows what | once was.’

He stood slowly, bow in hand, and turned back to the others. They were still deep in
conversation, comparing notes on the fungal creatures and planning their next move.

No one appeared to notice anything unusual about the weapon he now held, or the way
the nearby spores continued to dance more energetically in its presence.

Apollo slipped the bow over his shoulder without comment, feeling the strange rightness
of it against his back. Whatever this weapon was, wherever it had come from, it
belonged with him now. The how and why could wait for a safer time.

"—need to keep moving," Cale was saying as Apollo rejoined the group. "This hollow
seems stable for now, but who knows for how long. If those things are tracking us—"

The ground shuddered violently beneath them, cutting off Cale’s words. A deep,
resonant booming echoed from below, like massive drums beaten in the depths of the
earth. Fine cracks spread across the hollow’s floor, widening the existing fissures.

"It’'s found us," Lyra said, her voice deadly calm despite the fear Apollo saw flash across
her face. "Whatever it is, it's coming up."”

"Which way?" Thorin demanded, already helping Nik to his feet once more.
Cale pointed to a narrow passage on the far side of the hollow, barely visible through

the swirling spores. "That leads upward. We scouted it briefly before we found you.
Might be our best chance of reaching the surface."



Another tremor shook the hollow, stronger than before. One of the massive fungal roots
split with a wet, tearing sound, golden ichor spilling from the wound to sizzle against the
ground below.

"Go!" Apollo shouted as the rumbling intensified. "Everyone move now!"

They ran, limped, staggered toward the passage Cale had indicated, the group now
nearly doubled in size but moving with the desperate coordination of those who had
already faced death once today. Apollo felt the new bow bounce lightly against his back
as he ran, somehow comforting despite its mysterious origins.

Behind them, the hollow’s floor began to collapse inward, massive chunks of ground
disappearing into a spreading darkness from which golden light pulsed like a heartbeat.
Something was rising, something large enough to shatter the earth itself in its ascent.

They reached the passage just as a deafening roar filled the air, so powerful it seemed
to vibrate through Apollo’s very bones. He didn’t look back, didn’t need to. The gold in
his veins told him everything he needed to know about what pursued them.

Whatever had been hunting them through the fungal forest, they had now drawn the
attention of something far worse. Something ancient and vast, awakened from slumber
by their intrusion. Something that would not rest until it had devoured every last one of
them.

The passage narrowed ahead, winding upward through the fungal structure. Toward
daylight, toward the surface, toward hope, if they could reach it in time.

Apollo ran, one hand unconsciously reaching back to touch the bow that had found him
in this strange, terrible place. It thrummed beneath his fingers, as if eager for what lay
ahead.

The passage walls pressed closer with each step, forcing them into single file as they
climbed through what felt like the throat of some immense beast.

Apollo’s lungs burned with each ragged breath, the air thick with spores that seemed to
cling to his throat like cobwebs. Behind him, the roaring had grown to a crescendo that
made his teeth ache, followed by a silence so complete it felt like the world holding its
breath.

The bow across his back seemed to pulse with each heartbeat, its weight both
negligible and somehow significant. Apollo found himself reaching back to touch it
again, reassured by its solid presence even as questions multiplied in his exhausted
mind. 'Where did it come from? Why does it feel so familiar?’

"Light ahead!" Cale called from somewhere in the darkness above them, his voice
echoing strangely in the narrow space.



Apollo squinted upward, and indeed there was something, not the golden luminescence
of the spores, but actual daylight, pale and clean and impossibly welcome after the
nightmare of the fungal depths.

The sight gave him strength he didn’t know he still possessed, and he pushed himself
faster up the increasingly steep incline.

They emerged from the passage like newborns gasping their first breath of air. Apollo
stumbled into genuine sunlight, real wind, the scent of normal earth and growing things
that didn’t pulse with unnatural light.

He fell to his knees on solid ground, actual soil and grass, and pressed his palms
against it, feeling the simple, honest stability of earth that didn’t tremble with buried
monstrosities.

The others collapsed around him in similar states of exhausted relief. Mira was openly
weeping, her good arm wrapped around her injured one as she rocked back and forth.
Tomas had removed his bloodstained bandage and was tilting his face toward the sun,
eyes closed in something approaching prayer. Even Thorin had set down his pack and
was running his thick fingers through normal grass, his expression softer than Apollo
had ever seen it.

‘We made it,” Apollo thought, the gold in his veins finally settling into a steady, peaceful
rhythm. "We actually made it out.’

He looked back toward the passage they’d emerged from, expecting to see the familiar
opening of a cave or tunnel. Instead, there was nothing, just a grassy hillside unmarked
by any entrance at all. The fungal forest and its horrors might have been a fever dream
if not for their scorched clothing and smoke-blackened skin.

"Where are we?" Nik asked, voicing the question that had been forming in Apollo’s own
mind.

The landscape around them was unfamiliar, rolling hills covered in ordinary grass and
scattered with normal trees that cast proper shadows in honest sunlight.

No mushroom stalks towered overhead, no golden spores drifted in the air, no whispers
plagued the edges of consciousness. It was so wonderfully mundane that Apollo felt
tears prick at the corners of his eyes.

Chapter 83: The Hillside Breathing (1)

They spilled from darkness onto the hillside in a tangle of limbs and gasping breaths,
Apollo’s lungs expanding with air so clean it almost hurt.



The golden bow banged against his back as he rolled onto all fours, fingers digging into
what his mind struggled to process, real grass, actual soil, not the spongy fungal floor
that had yielded beneath their feet for what felt like eternity.

"We're out," he managed, the words scraping his smoke-raw throat. "We actually made
it out."

The sensory assault overwhelmed him. Sunlight, honest, golden sunlight, warmed his
face without the sickly filter of luminescent caps overhead.

Wind brushed his skin, carrying scents of wildflowers and distant pine rather than the
cloying sweetness of spores. Shadows fell exactly where they should, cast by nothing
more sinister than passing clouds.

Beside him, Mira collapsed onto her back, tears streaming freely down her dirt-streaked
face. Her injured arm lay carefully across her stomach, but she made no effort to wipe
away the wetness from her cheeks.

"l thought we’d die down there," she whispered, the words catching on small, hiccuping
sobs. "l really thought that was it."

Tomas had removed his bloodied head bandage and tilted his face skyward, eyes
closed against the brightness.

His lips moved in what might have been prayer or simply wordless gratitude. The gash
across his temple had stopped bleeding but looked angry and raw in the unforgiving
daylight.

"By the Forge," Thorin muttered, his thick fingers running through the grass with
unexpected gentleness.

"Never thought weeds could smell so good." Despite his gruff tone, Apollo noticed the
dwarf’s shoulders had relaxed for the first time in days, the perpetual tension
momentarily eased from his stocky frame.

Apollo pushed himself to his feet, legs trembling with exhaustion. The gold in his veins
had settled into a faint hum, quiet after the frantic warning pulses that had guided them
through the final desperate climb.

He turned back toward the tunnel they had emerged from, expecting to see the dark
maw of a cave or at least some evidence of their underground passage.

There was nothing.

The hillside stretched unbroken behind them, smooth and grassy, unmarked by any
opening at all. No tunnel, no cave, not even disturbed earth to suggest they had clawed



their way to the surface. Just waving grass and scattered wildflowers nodding in the
gentle breeze.

"Where’s the tunnel?" Nik asked, voicing the question forming in Apollo’s mind. The
performer had limped to Apollo’s side, favoring his injured ankle. "We came out
somewhere, didn’t we?"

Lyra approached the spot where the tunnel should have been, her green eyes narrowed
in suspicion. She knelt, running her fingers over the intact ground, then looked up at
Apollo with an expression he couldn’t quite read.

"It's gone," she said simply. "Or it was never here."

"That’s impossible," Cale insisted, joining them with heavy steps. "We just came through
it. All of us.” His normally composed face showed rare confusion, the fresh cut across
his cheekbone standing out starkly against his pallor.

A murmur of unease spread through the group as they gathered around the place
where their exit should have been. Renna crouched beside Lyra, her hunter’s instincts
evident in the way she examined the ground, looking for any trace of disturbance.

"Could it have... closed behind us?" Tomas suggested, his voice unsteady.
"Tunnels don'’t just close themselves," Thorin replied, but even he sounded uncertain.

Apollo felt a chill that had nothing to do with the pleasant breeze. 'Where are we?’ he
wondered, scanning the unfamiliar landscape of rolling hills and distant forests. 'Did we
cross into another land entirely?’

The bow across his back seemed to grow lighter for a moment, as if responding to his
unease, before settling back to its negligible weight.

"We need to rest,"” Renna declared, practical as always despite the strangeness of their
situation. "Whatever happened, whatever this place is, we won't figure it out half-dead
from exhaustion and injury."

No one argued. They moved away from the unsettling non-entrance, finding a relatively
flat area of the hillside where they could tend to their wounds and take stock of their
supplies.

Apollo sank down gratefully, his body feeling every bruise, burn, and strain acquired
during their ordeal.

Lyra distributed what little water remained in their flasks, each person receiving barely
enough to wet their lips and soothe their smoke-damaged throats.



Thorin unwrapped a package of smoked meat that had somehow survived their journey,
breaking it into careful portions that emphasized how little they had left.

"l swear by all the gods," Nik announced between cautious sips of water, "I will never,
ever eat another mushroom as long as | live. If | see one on my plate, I'll burn the entire
inn to the ground.”

Mira managed a weak laugh despite her pain. "You’ll change your tune the moment
some tavern wench serves you her famous mushroom stew with those big eyes of
hers," she teased, the familiar banter clearly an effort to restore normalcy.

"l absolutely will not,” Nik protested with exaggerated dignity. "I have standards, Mira.
Very high standards."

"Since when?" Thorin snorted, carefully rebinding a burn on his forearm.

Their laughter felt brittle but necessary, a deliberate defiance of the horrors they had
escaped. Apollo found himself smiling despite the exhaustion that weighed on him like
stone, grateful for this small return to their usual dynamics.

Yet as the laughter faded, Apollo became aware of something unsettling. The hillside
was too quiet. No birdsong, no distant animal calls, not even the buzz of insects among
the wildflowers.

Just the whisper of grass in the wind and their own voices, as if they were the only living
creatures in this place.

The others felt it too; he could see it in the way Renna’s hand kept straying to her knife,
how Lyra’s gaze constantly swept the surrounding hills, how Cale positioned himself
where he could observe the widest area of their surroundings.

When the immediate needs of food, water, and basic first aid had been addressed,
Apollo found himself drawn away from the group.

Chapter 84: The Hillside Breathing (2)

The bow demanded attention in a way he couldn’t quite articulate, not a voice or even a
sensation, but a certainty that grew with each passing moment.

He moved a short distance away, just far enough for privacy without causing alarm.
Carefully, he unslung the bow from his back, holding it before him in the clear daylight
for the first time.

The weapon was even more remarkable than he had initially realized. The wood, if it
was wood at all, possessed a grain unlike any earthly tree, swirling patterns that
seemed to shift subtly when not directly observed.



The string gleamed with an inner light that reminded Apollo painfully of the gold in his
own veins.

Acting on instinct, he reached into the quiver that had somehow appeared alongside the
bow, he couldn’t remember finding it, yet it had been there when they emerged onto the
hillside.

His fingers closed around a shaft that felt both solid and somehow insubstantial, as if it
existed in two states simultaneously.

Apollo nocked the arrow and drew the string back to his cheek in a motion that felt as
natural as breathing.

The bow offered no resistance, bending with perfect tension as if it had been crafted
specifically for his strength and reach. He aimed skyward, toward the endless blue that
stretched above the unfamiliar hills.

He released.

The arrow leapt from the string with a sound like a sigh. As it arced upward, the shaft
began to glow with a faint golden light, not the sickly luminescence of the fungal spores,
but something cleaner, purer.

The light intensified as the arrow climbed higher, until it was a streak of gold against the
blue, flying unnaturally far before it vanished completely, as if it had pierced the very sky
itself.

The bow thrummed in his grip, the wood warming against his palm. Apollo felt
something pass between them, satisfaction, perhaps, or recognition.

The weapon wanted to be used again. No, it needed to be used, as if fulfilling some
purpose Apollo couldn’t yet understand.

"That was beautiful."

Apollo turned to find Lyra standing a few paces away, her green eyes fixed on the point
where the arrow had disappeared. He hadn’t heard her approach, a testament to both
her natural stealth and his absorption in the bow.

"Just testing it," he said, deliberately casual as he lowered the weapon. "Found it in that
fungal maze. Surprisingly well-preserved.”

Tomas had joined them, his expression uneasy as he stared at the bow. "I've never
seen an arrow fly that far," he said quietly. "Not even from the finest elven bows in the
northern forests."”



Cale approached more slowly, his experienced warrior's gaze assessing the weapon
with professional interest. "The craftsmanship is remarkable,” he said, though his tone
suggested he wasn’t entirely convinced by Apollo’s nonchalance.

"Strange to find something so valuable abandoned in that place. Makes you wonder
what happened to its owner."

Apollo shrugged, ignoring the way the bow seemed to pulse against his palm, as if
protesting the implied slight to its previous bearer. "Lucky for me, | suppose. My old bow
was lost when we first encountered those creatures."

He could feel their scrutiny, Lyra’s sharp intelligence, Tomas’s sensitive wariness,
Cale’s practical suspicion, and knew they weren’t entirely convinced. But none pressed
the issue further, perhaps too exhausted for mysteries that weren’t immediately
threatening.

"We should set up a proper camp,” Renna called from where she was already
organizing their meager supplies. "Night will come eventually, and I'd rather not be
scrambling in the dark."

The familiar routine of establishing camp settled over the group like a comforting
blanket. Thorin gathered what dry wood he could find and soon had a small fire
crackling, a pot of water suspended above it to boil away any impurities.

Renna organized a watch schedule, taking into account injuries and exhaustion levels
with the precision of a battlefield commander. Mira and Tomas worked together to patch
torn bandages and salvage what medical supplies remained in their scorched packs.

Apollo set the bow carefully aside, though he positioned it within easy reach. The
normalcy of these survival tasks grounded him after the surreal horrors of the fungal
maze.

Here was something real and necessary, gathering firewood, checking supplies,
planning for the night ahead. The gold in his veins settled into a peaceful rhythm that
matched the steady preparation around him.

As dusk approached, Apollo found himself gazing at the darkening sky. The first stars
had appeared, familiar constellations that at least confirmed they were still in the same
world, if not necessarily the same region they had started in. The thought brought a
measure of comfort.

Then he felt it, a subtle vibration beneath the soil, so faint he might have imagined it if
not for the immediate response of the gold in his veins.

A tremor rolled under the earth, gentle enough that none of the others seemed to notice,
but unmistakable to Apollo’s enhanced senses.



It passed quickly, leaving behind only the lingering certainty that something far below
was still moving, still aware, perhaps still hunting.

Apollo’s hand moved unconsciously to the bow at his side, fingers closing around the
smooth grip that already felt like an extension of himself.

The night stretched before them, peaceful on the surface but harboring unseen depths.

Apollo’s fingers remained closed around the bow’s grip, the tremor having passed but
leaving him with the unsettling certainty that their escape from the fungal depths hadn’t
severed all connections to what lurked below.

The weapon’s wood felt warm against his palm, almost alive in a way that should have
disturbed him more than it did.

"'Something’s still down there,” he thought, watching the others settle into their evening
routines with enviable obliviousness to the subtle wrongness he could sense beneath
their feet. ’And it knows we’re here.’

The fire crackled peacefully, casting familiar orange light across familiar faces engaged
in familiar tasks. Thorin cleaned his glowing axe with methodical care, the blue
luminescence having dimmed to barely perceptible levels in the honest firelight.

Chapter 85: The Silent Hills (1)
Apollo woke to the taste of ash in his mouth and the absence of birdsong in his ears.

The fire had died sometime in the night, leaving nothing but a circle of cold cinders
where warmth had been. He pushed himself upright, joints protesting after a night on
the hard ground, and looked around at the sleeping forms of his companions. The gold
in his veins felt sluggish, reluctant to warm with the dawn as it usually did.

Something was wrong.

He tilted his head, listening for the familiar sounds of morning, rustling leaves, chirping
insects, the distant calls of birds greeting the sun. Nothing. The silence pressed against
his ears like a physical weight, broken only by the soft breathing of the others as they
began to stir.

'This isn’t natural,” he thought, reaching instinctively for the bow that lay beside him. The
weapon’s touch was reassuring, its wood warm beneath his fingers despite the morning
chill. ‘Even after we escaped that place, something’s still not right.’

Thorin sat up with a grunt, rubbing sleep from his eyes. "Morning," he muttered, then
paused, his thick brows drawing together as he too noticed the unnatural quiet. "Still no
birds."



"Not even insects," Apollo agreed, keeping his voice low. "It’'s been like this since we
emerged.”

Renna was already up, methodically repacking her bedroll with movements that
betrayed her exhaustion. "We need to find water today," she said, not looking up from
her task. "We’re down to the last few drops."

One by one, the others woke, Lyra rising silently as was her way, Nik with dramatic
groans about the hardness of the ground, Mira and Tomas helping each other with the
careful movements of those nursing injuries.

Cale was the last, his normally alert face creased with fatigue that spoke of poor sleep.

"Last of the rations," Thorin announced, distributing what remained of their food, pitifully
small portions of dried meat and a few crumbling biscuits. "Barely enough to call
breakfast."

Apollo accepted his share with a nod of thanks, though the portion was so meager it
almost seemed pointless. He chewed slowly, savoring what little sustenance it provided
while his eyes scanned the surrounding hills.

The landscape remained as eerily empty as it had been yesterday, rolling grassland
stretching toward distant tree lines, beautiful in the morning light but somehow wrong in
its perfect stillness.

"Anyone else notice there’s no dew?" Tomas asked suddenly, rubbing a blade of grass
between his fingers. "Not a drop, even though the night was cool enough for it."

Apollo hadn’t noticed, but now that Tomas mentioned it, the absence was obvious. The
grass should have been wet with morning moisture, yet it remained as dry as if the sun
had been beating down for hours.

Nik swallowed his last bite with exaggerated difficulty. "So no birds, no bugs, no dew...
anything else missing from this lovely morning? Perhaps the sun will decide to turn
purple next, just to complete the strangeness."

No one laughed. The jest fell flat against the unnatural silence, making Nik’s normally
infectious humor seem forced and hollow.

"We need to decide where we’re going," Cale said, rising to his feet and surveying the
surrounding hills. "We can’t stay here. No water, no food, and..." he hesitated, clearly
reluctant to voice what they all felt, "...something not right about this place."

"There’s a forest to the east," Lyra pointed toward a dark line of trees visible on the
horizon. "Where there are trees, there’s usually water."



"We don’t know how far it is," Tomas argued, wincing as he adjusted the fresh bandage
around his head. "Could be hours of walking, and some of us aren’t in the best condition
for a long march." He glanced meaningfully at Mira’s injured arm and Nik’s swollen
ankle.

"We need rest," he continued. "Real rest, not just collapsing from exhaustion. Maybe we
should stay here another day, recover our strength.”

Renna shook her head firmly. "Without water, we won'’t last another day, injured or not.
Dehydration will kill us faster than exhaustion." She gestured toward the distant treeline.
"Forest means streams, shelter, possibly game. We need all three."

Apollo listened to the debate without joining in, his fingers absently tracing the intricate
patterns on the bow’s surface.

The weapon seemed to hum faintly beneath his touch, as if agreeing with some
unspoken thought. He kept it close, unwilling to return it to his back where the others
might ask more questions about its origins.

‘Strange how none of them seem curious about the quiver,” he mused. The arrows it
contained were as remarkable as the bow itself, shafts that felt weightless yet solid,
fletching that shimmered when caught in certain light. Yet no one had commented on
them, as if the quiver somehow deflected attention away from itself.

Lyra’s voice broke into his thoughts. "What do you think?"

He looked up to find them all watching him, waiting for his opinion as if it might tip the
scales of their indecision. The gold in his veins warmed slightly, responding to the subtle
pressure of leadership they placed upon him.

"The forest," he said after a moment’s consideration. "Renna’s right, we need water
above all else. And | don't like staying in one place too long." He didn’t mention the
tremor he’d felt last night, the sense that something far below was still aware of them,
still tracking their movements.

His decision settled the matter. They gathered their meager belongings, doused the

cold ashes of the fire with the last drops from one waterskin, and prepared to depart.
Apollo slung the bow across his back, feeling its weight settle between his shoulder

blades like a comfortable presence.

The sun climbed higher as they set out across the hills, its warmth a small blessing
against the unsettling silence.

Apollo took position near the middle of their straggling line, keeping pace with Mira and
Tomas as they supported each other over the uneven ground. Ahead, Cale and Lyra led



the way, while Renna and Thorin brought up the rear, the hunter’s eyes constantly
scanning for any sign of threat.

Chapter 86: The Silent Hills (2)

The grassland seemed to stretch endlessly before them, each hill revealing only more
hills beyond. The landscape itself was beautiful, wild grasses swaying in the breeze,
patches of wildflowers adding splashes of color to the green, yet the continued absence
of wildlife made it feel like walking through a painting rather than a living land.

"You know what this reminds me of?" Nik called from where he limped along using a
makeshift walking stick. "That time | performed in Lord Halwick’s manor, where he had
those enormous landscape paintings in his great hall. Beautiful things, perfect in every
detail, but completely lifeless. His guests would stare at them for hours, drinking his
expensive wine and pretending to understand art."

He attempted a laugh that sounded strained even to his own ears. "I made the mistake
of suggesting they were boring. Nearly got thrown out on my ear."

His words hung in the air, the anecdote that would normally have drawn at least a
chuckle from someone meeting only silence. Even the wind seemed to die down, as if
the very air had stopped to listen and found the story wanting.

Nik’s smile faltered. "Tough crowd today," he muttered, turning his attention back to the
ground beneath his feet.

They continued in silence, each lost in their own thoughts as the sun climbed toward its
zenith. Apollo felt sweat gathering at his temples, rolling down his back beneath the
weight of his pack. Their water was gone, every flask emptied, and thirst began to
scratch at his throat with increasing insistence.

The treeline remained stubbornly distant, seeming no closer despite hours of steady
walking. Apollo began to wonder if it was some kind of mirage, an illusion of forest that
would retreat forever just beyond their reach.

‘No,” he corrected himself, ’it’s real. Just farther than it appeared.’ The thought wasn’t
particularly comforting.

By midday, the silence had become a presence in itself, a weight that pressed against
them from all sides, making even necessary communication feel like shouting in a
temple.

They stopped briefly to rest in the meager shade of a lone boulder, sharing looks that
spoke volumes about their growing unease.



"I've been a hunter for twenty years," Renna said suddenly, her voice startling in the
quiet.

"I've tracked game through forests, mountains, marshes. I've never seen land so empty
of life. No droppings, no tracks, not even a hawk circling overhead." She ran a hand
through her sweat-dampened hair. "It's as if nothing has ever lived here."

"Or something drove everything away," Thorin added grimly.

No one responded to that. They didn’t need to. The thought had occurred to all of them,
hanging unspoken in the still air.

They resumed their march after too brief a rest, driven forward by thirst and the growing
certainty that remaining in the open grassland was somehow dangerous, though none
could have articulated exactly why.

The absence of life felt heavier than any visible threat, an emptiness that whispered of
wrongness in a way that made the skin crawl.

The sun began its slow descent toward the western horizon, the light taking on the
golden quality of late afternoon. And finally, blessedly, the treeline began to grow larger,
resolving from a dark smudge into the distinct shapes of individual trees.

"There," Cale said, pointing ahead with visible relief. "Another hour, maybe less."

The sight gave them renewed energy. Their pace quickened despite aching muscles
and parched throats, drawn forward by the promise of shade and possible water. Apollo
felt the gold in his veins warming slightly, responding to some subtle change in the air
as they approached the forest edge.

When they finally reached the first trees, the sun hung low in the sky, casting long
shadows across the grassland behind them. The forest loomed before them now, a wall
of ancient trunks and dense foliage that offered welcome shade after the exposed hills.

Nik dropped dramatically to his knees, pressing his forehead against the cool bark of
the nearest tree. "Oh, blessed shade," he croaked, his voice rough from thirst. "I shall
never take you for granted again."

Apollo placed his palm against a different trunk, feeling the rough texture of bark
beneath his fingers. The tree was solid, real, its presence somehow reassuring after the
emptiness of the grassland. Yet as he looked deeper into the forest, that initial comfort
began to fade, replaced by a creeping unease he couldn’t quite name.

The forest was as silent as the hills had been. No birds called from the branches
overhead, no squirrels chattered, no insects buzzed among the leaves. Just the same



unnatural quiet, made more obvious by the expectation that forests should be alive with
sound.

"We should find water before dark,” Renna said, already scanning the ground for signs
that might lead them to a stream or spring.

Thorin had moved to examine a nearby oak, his thick fingers tracing something on its
trunk. "Look at this," he called, his voice gruff with concern.

Apollo joined him, seeing immediately what had caught the dwarf’s attention. Three
parallel gouges marked the tree’s bark, each deep enough to expose the pale wood
beneath. They started about chest height and raked downward at an angle, exactly like
claw marks.

"Could be a bear," Lyra suggested, though her tone made it clear she didn’t believe it.

Thorin shook his head. "Too high for a bear, unless it was standing upright and twice
the size of any I've seen in the mountains." Thorin traced the gouges with his fingertips,
his expression grim. "These are fresh."”

Apollo felt the gold in his veins quicken, a warning pulse that traveled from his core to
his extremities. The claw marks were identical to those they had seen in the fungal
forest—three parallel cuts, evenly spaced, with the same distinctive depth pattern. His
mouth went dry, and not just from thirst.

‘It followed us,’ he thought, scanning the shadowed spaces between the trees. 'Or
something like it exists here too.’

"We should move deeper,” he said, keeping his voice steady despite the alarm building
in his chest. "Find water, make camp while there’s still light."”

Lyra nodded, her face tight with controlled fear. "Stay close together.

Chapter 87: The Forest Without Song (1)

The forest swallowed them whole.

Apollo felt the transformation immediately as they passed beneath the first true canopy
of trees. The grassland’s emptiness had been unsettling, but this, this was something
else entirely.

Sunlight fractured through overlapping layers of leaves, creating a twilight world of

dappled shadows and muted greens. The silence they’d experienced in the open hills
seemed to gain substance here, thickening around them like invisible fog.



"Feels like we’re being watched," Thorin muttered, his voice unnaturally loud in the
stillness. The dwarf’'s hand rested on his axe haft, fingers tapping an uneasy rhythm
against the wood. "Not by eyes, mind you. By the trees themselves."

Apollo understood exactly what he meant. The massive trunks rose around them like
pillars in an ancient temple, their bark furrowed with age, their branches stretching
overhead in complex, interlocking patterns that allowed only the most determined
sunbeams to reach the forest floor. The gold in his veins pulsed faintly, responding to
something unseen.

‘'There’s power here,” he thought, ‘old and patient and not entirely welcoming.’

"We need to find water,” Renna said, her practical tone cutting through the forest’s
oppressive atmosphere. Her hunter’s instincts had already taken over, eyes scanning
the ground for signs of animal tracks that might lead to a water source. "Everyone stay
close. Thorin, watch our backs."

They moved deeper into the woods, fallen leaves crackling beneath their boots with
sounds that seemed almost obscenely loud. Apollo kept his hand near the bow slung
across his back, drawing comfort from its strange warmth.

The quiver of arrows tapped gently against his hip with each step, a reminder of the
weapon’s mysterious power.

The deeper they went, the more the forest closed in around them. Undergrowth became
sparse, as if nothing could thrive in the perpetual twilight beneath the heavy canopy.
Occasionally, a shaft of sunlight would pierce through, illuminating dust motes that hung
suspended in the air, unmoving despite the group’s passage.

"Look," Renna said suddenly, stopping in her tracks. She pointed upward, to where a
massive oak bore three parallel gouges across its trunk, not at chest height like the
marks they’d seen at the forest’s edge, but nearly fifteen feet up, as if whatever made
them had been reaching for the lower branches.

Apollo’s mouth went dry. "Those are fresh,"” he said, noting the pale inner wood still
oozing sap. "Very fresh."

"Too high for any natural animal,” Mira whispered, her good arm clutching her injured
one protectively against her chest. "Even standing on its hind legs."”

"And look at the spacing," Lyra added, her green eyes narrowed as she assessed the
damage. "Those claws would be as long as my forearm."

They moved on more cautiously, huddling closer together as the forest grew denser
around them. Apollo felt the weight of the trees pressing down, a canopy so thick it
seemed to absorb not just light but sound itself.



Their footfalls became muffled, their breathing hushed, as if the forest demanded
reverence, or fear.

"Over here!" Tomas called, his voice startlingly loud despite his attempt to keep it down.
He stood beside a massive tree whose roots had been partially torn from the ground,
the soil still loose and freshly disturbed. "Something came through here. Something
big."

Apollo approached, crouching beside the exposed roots. The earth smelled raw and
mineral, freshly turned. He ran his fingers along one thick root, feeling where it had
been snapped rather than cut, broken by something with tremendous strength.

"It was moving fast," Tomas continued, pointing to similar damage on nearby trees.
"See how the pattern repeats? Whatever did this was charging through the forest, not
stopping to feed or mark territory."

"Running from something?" Nik suggested, his usual humor absent as he leaned
heavily on his walking stick. "Or chasing something?"

"Or someone," Cale said grimly.

The implication hung in the air, unspoken but understood by all: they might not be the
first travelers to pass this way. The thought did nothing to ease the tension that had
settled across Apollo’s shoulders like a physical weight.

Renna resumed the lead, her steps more deliberate now, each footfall placed with
careful precision to minimize sound. Apollo found himself breathing shallowly, as if too
much noise might attract unwanted attention.

The gold in his veins had settled into a steady, warning pulse, not immediate danger,
but the potential for it lurking just beyond perception.

They had been walking for perhaps another hour when a subtle change in the air caught
Apollo’s attention. A faint coolness touched his face, carrying the slightest hint of
moisture. He quickened his pace, moving up beside Renna.

"Water," he murmured, inclining his head toward the sensation. "Not far."

She nodded, already adjusting their course toward the promise of relief. The others
followed without question, parched throats and cracked lips making them eager despite
the forest’s oppressive atmosphere.

They found it in a small clearing, a narrow stream cutting through the woods, its banks
lined with smooth stones worn by water’s patient touch. In any other circumstance, the
sight would have been beautiful, peaceful even. But something about this stream struck
Apollo as fundamentally wrong.



The water ran with perfect stillness, its surface unmarred by ripples despite the slight
slope it traversed. No insects hovered above it, no small creatures came to drink at its
edges.

The water itself was too clear, revealing a streambed of white stones that seemed to
glow with faint luminescence in the forest’s perpetual twilight.

"Water," Nik croaked, stumbling forward before anyone could stop him. "Thank all the
gods."

Mira caught his arm, her fingers digging into his sleeve. "Wait," she said, her voice tight
with alarm. "Something’s not right with it."

“It's water," Cale countered, his own thirst evident in his cracked voice. "We haven’t had
a drop since yesterday. We don’t have the luxury of being choosy."

"Look at it," Mira insisted, pointing with her good hand. "Have you ever seen water so
still? So clear? There’s not even algae on those stones."

Chapter 88: The Forest Without Song (2)

Apollo approached the stream’s edge slowly, crouching to examine it more closely. The
water was indeed unnaturally clear, revealing every detail of the streambed with perfect
clarity.

The stones beneath the surface were uniformly white, arranged in patterns that seemed
almost deliberate. And the temperature, he held his hand just above the surface, feeling
a chill that went beyond natural coolness.

"She’s right," he said, rising to his feet. "Something’s wrong with it."

"We need water," Cale insisted, moving to the stream’s edge. "We can boil it if you're
worried about disease."

"It's not disease I'm concerned about," Apollo replied, the gold in his veins reacting with
increasing unease as he stared at the too-perfect water.

"Well, I'm drinking it," Nik declared, pulling free of Mira’s grasp and dropping to his
knees beside the stream. He cupped his hands, ready to scoop the liquid to his parched
lips.

Renna moved with startling speed, catching his wrists before his fingers broke the
water’s surface. "Don’t," she said, her voice carrying such authority that Nik froze in
place. "Not until we’re certain."



"Certain of what?" he demanded, frustration breaking through his usual good humor.
"That it's wet? That it will keep us alive for another day? What exactly are we waiting to
confirm?"

Apollo withdrew the bow from his back, feeling it warm in his grip as he approached the
water again. The weapon hummed faintly as he held it parallel to the stream, almost like
a divining rod in the hands of a well-finder.

The vibration intensified the closer he brought it to the water’s surface, but the sensation
wasn’t one of attraction, it was rejection, as if the bow itself found the stream’s presence
offensive.

"This water isn’t natural," he said quietly, pulling the bow back. "It’s... wrong somehow.
The bow can sense it."

"The bow can sense it," Nik repeated incredulously. "The mysterious bow you found in a
fungal nightmare can sense that perfectly clear water is 'wrong somehow.” Forgive me if
I’m not convinced by your magical stick’s opinion."

"Nik," Thorin warned, but the performer was beyond caution now, driven by thirst and
the strain of their ordeal.

"I'm drinking it," he declared, yanking his hands free from Renna’s grasp. "If something
happens to me, the rest of you can say 'l told you so’ over my corpse. At least I'll die
hydrated.”

Before anyone could stop him again, he plunged his hands into the stream—
And the world seemed to hold its breath.

For one terrible moment, nothing happened. Nik’s hands broke the perfect surface,
sending the first ripples across water that had been unnaturally still. The liquid pooled in
his cupped palms, clear and inviting. He raised it toward his cracked lips, triumph
flashing in his eyes.

Then the ground beneath them shifted.

It wasn’t violent, not the heaving quake they had experienced in the fungal depths, but a
subtle rolling motion, like standing on the back of some enormous beast that had just
stirred in its sleep. The trees around them swayed gently, their leaves rustling in a
sudden breeze that carried the scent of damp earth and something else, something
Apollo recognized with a jolt of alarm.

It’s the same smell,” he thought, the gold in his veins flaring with warning. 'The same
scent as the fungal forest. That sweet decay mixed with metal.’



The bow in his hands warmed dramatically, its wood thrumming against his palm like a
living heartbeat. The vibration traveled up his arm, resonating with the gold in his veins
until his entire body seemed to pulse with the same rhythm. A rhythm he somehow
knew originated far below, in darkness they had barely escaped.

"Don’t drink it," he said, his voice sharp with sudden certainty. "Nik, put it down. Now."

Something in his tone must have penetrated Nik’s desperate thirst. The performer
hesitated, water still cradled in his palms, eyes flicking from Apollo’s face to the bow that
now glowed faintly in the forest’s gloom.

"What’s happening?" Cale demanded, his hand moving to his sword hilt as the ground
continued its gentle undulation beneath their feet.

"It’s connected," Apollo said, the realization forming even as he spoke the words. "This
place, that water, it’s connected to what we escaped. The tremors are the same."

Nik slowly lowered his hands, letting the water spill back into the stream. The moment it
rejoined the main flow, the ripples he had created smoothed away with unnatural speed,
the surface returning to its perfect, glassy stiliness.

The tremor subsided as quickly as it had begun, leaving the forest in preternatural quiet
once more. But Apollo knew, they all knew, that something had changed. Something
had noticed them.

"We should move," Lyra said, her voice barely above a whisper. "Find a defensible
position before dark."

Dark. Apollo looked up through the canopy, realizing with a jolt that the dappled light
had dimmed considerably while they’d been focused on the stream. Dusk was
approaching rapidly, the forest’s perpetual twilight deepening toward true night.

They gathered their packs in silence,

the sound of their movements unnaturally loud in the oppressive quiet. Apollo slung the
bow across his back, but its warmth continued to pulse against his spine, a constant
reminder that whatever slumbered beneath their feet remained aware of their presence.

As they moved away from the corrupted stream, Apollo caught himself glancing back
repeatedly. The water maintained its perfect stillness, reflecting nothing despite the
darkening sky above.

Each time he looked, the luminescent stones beneath seemed brighter, as if responding
to the approaching night.



‘Connected,’ he thought, the word circling in his mind like a prayer or curse. The fungal
maze, the creature with golden veins, this silent forest with its too-clear water, all of it
linked by something vast and patient that defied his understanding.

The gold in his own veins pulsed in rhythm with the bow, creating a harmony that felt
both familiar and deeply wrong.

Renna led them deeper into the woods, her hunter’s instincts guiding them away from
the stream toward what she hoped would be higher, more defensible ground.

The forest floor began to slope upward, forcing them to pick their way carefully over
exposed roots and fallen logs that seemed to appear suddenly in the gathering gloom.

Apollo’s legs trembled with each step, exhaustion and dehydration taking their toll
despite the adrenaline that kept him moving. Behind him, he could hear Nik’s labored
breathing, punctuated by soft curses as the performer struggled with his injured ankle.

Chapter 89: Ancient Trap

Ahead, Mira stumbled, her injured arm throwing off her balance as she tried to navigate
around a fallen branch. Tomas caught her before she could fall, but Apollo could see
the strain in both their faces, the way they leaned on each other with increasing
desperation.

‘We can’t keep going much longer,” he thought, feeling his own strength ebbing with
each labored step. The gold in his veins flickered weakly, like a candle running low on
wax. ‘But we can’t stop here either. Not with that thing stirring beneath us.’

The bow’s warmth pressed against his spine, a constant reminder of the power it
contained, power he didn’t understand, couldn’t fully control. Yet its presence offered
the only comfort he could find in this nightmare landscape where water couldn’t be
trusted and silence felt like a living threat.

Renna stopped suddenly, raising her hand in warning. Apollo froze, straining to hear
what had caught her attention. At first, there was nothing, the same oppressive quiet
that had plagued them since entering the forest. Then, so faint he almost missed it,
came a sound that made his blood run cold.

Breathing.

Not human breathing, too deep, too rhythmic, coming from somewhere in the canopy
above them. Apollo tilted his head back, squinting through the interlaced branches that
blocked out most of the dying light. Shadows moved among the leaves, subtle shifts
that might have been wind if there had been any breeze to speak of.



The gold in his veins surged suddenly, a sharp spike of warning that left him breathless.
Whatever watched from above, it shared the same corrupted essence as the creature
they’d fought in the fungal maze. The same golden ichor, the same ancient hunger, but
somehow worse, more focused, more intelligent.

It’s been following us,’ Apollo realized, his hand moving instinctively toward the
bow. ‘Tracking us through the trees while we stumbled along the ground like blind fools.’

The breathing stopped.

In the sudden silence, Apollo could hear his own heartbeat thundering in his ears, could
smell the acrid scent of fear-sweat from his companions.

Nik had gone completely still, his walking stick trembling in his white-knuckled grip.
Even Thorin seemed frozen, his usual bluster replaced by the predatory alertness of
prey that knows it’'s been marked for death.

Then the branches above them exploded into motion.

Something massive crashed through the foliage, sending leaves and broken branches
raining down around them. Apollo drew the bow in one fluid motion, arrow nocked
before his conscious mind caught up with his instincts. But as the creature descended,
a brilliant flash of blue light erupted from the forest floor.

Ancient symbols carved into the bark of surrounding trees suddenly flared to life,
patterns Apollo hadn’t noticed before now glowing with sapphire intensity. The light
coalesced into shimmering threads that shot upward, weaving together into an intricate
net that ensnared the descending beast mid-air.

The creature thrashed violently, caught in the magical web. Its massive form became
visible in the blue glow, a body similar to the monster from the fungal maze but sleeker,
adapted for moving through trees rather than tunnels. The same corrupted golden veins
pulsed beneath its mottled skin, and those same eyeless sockets burned with
malevolent light.

"What in all hells—" Thorin gasped, stumbling backward as the beast roared, the sound
vibrating through Apollo’s chest like physical pain.

"A trap," Apollo breathed, the gold in his veins responding to the ancient magic.
"Someone set a trap for these things."

The creature twisted in its magical prison, claws slashing at the glowing strands only to
recoil as the contact seemed to burn its flesh. Golden ichor dripped from where the blue
light touched its skin, hissing as it struck the forest floor.



"It won't hold forever," Lyra warned, already backing away. "Look, the symbols are
fading."

She was right. The glowing runes etched into the tree bark were already dimming, their
ancient power nearly depleted after who knew how many years lying dormant, waiting
for exactly this moment.

"We need to move," Apollo said, lowering his bow without firing. "While it’s trapped.”

"What was that?" Nik demanded, his voice pitched higher than normal as he hobbled
backward. "Who put that there? How did you know—"

"I didn’t,” Apollo cut him off. "But we need to go. Now."

The trapped creature let out another ear-splitting roar, this one edged with something
that sounded disturbingly like rage rather than pain. The magical net constricted around
it, drawing tighter as the beast struggled, but Apollo could see the light dimming with
each passing second.

‘Someone knew these things existed,’ he thought as they retreated, the gold in his veins
humming with recognition of the ancient magic. 'Someone fought them before.’

They moved as quickly as their exhausted bodies allowed, putting distance between
themselves and the trapped predator.

The forest seemed different now, Apollo noticed more symbols carved into trees,
weathered by time but unmistakable once you knew to look for them. Protective runes,
warding sigils, patterns that spoke of deliberate defense against the corrupted
creatures.

"There," Cale pointed ahead to where the trees thinned, revealing what appeared to be
a structure of some kind nestled among ancient oaks. "Shelter."”

As they drew closer, Apollo saw it was a circular stone platform raised several feet off
the forest floor.

More of the blue-glowing symbols were carved into its weathered surface, forming
concentric circles around a central fire pit long cold with disuse. Stone pillars rose at
cardinal points around the edge, each etched with runes that matched those in the trap.

"It’s a sanctuary,” Mira whispered, her good hand reaching out to touch one of the
pillars. "A safe place."

The moment they stepped onto the stone platform, Apollo felt the change. The gold in
his veins warmed pleasantly, responding to the ancient magic that still lingered in the



carved symbols. The bow across his back seemed to sigh, as if recognizing a familiar
power.

A distant roar echoed through the forest, the creature breaking free of its temporary
prison.

"Quick," Thorin urged, helping Nik up onto the platform. "Everyone inside the circle."

They huddled together in the center of the stone sanctuary, watching the darkening
forest with renewed vigilance. Apollo unslung the bow again, an arrow ready but not yet
drawn.

"Will this protect us?" Renna asked, her knife already in hand as she scanned the tree
line.

"I think so," Apollo replied, though he couldn’t have explained how he knew. The gold in
his veins responded to the sanctuary’s magic in a way that felt... right. "At least for
tonight.”

As if confirming his words, the symbols carved into the stone began to glow faintly, the
same sapphire blue as the trap that had momentarily captured their pursuer. The light
spread slowly from one rune to the next, following the circular pattern until the entire
platform was outlined in soft blue radiance.

"We’re safe here,"” Apollo said with growing certainty. "Whatever these creatures are,
someone built this place as refuge against them."

"The same someone who made that trap?” Cale asked, his warrior’s instincts clearly
uneasy with relying on unknown magic.

Apollo nodded, his fingers tracing one of the glowing symbols. "Yes. And | think..." he
hesitated, unsure how much to reveal, "I think they might have made this bow as well."

The weapon warmed in his grip as if pleased to be acknowledged, its wood seeming to
pulse with the same rhythm as the sanctuary’s protective magic.

"So we’re safe for the night," Thorin summarized gruffly, already setting down his pack.
"That’s something, at least."”

"Safe, but still thirsty,” Nik reminded them, wincing as he stretched his injured leg. "And
hungry. And exhausted. And generally miserable."

"There might be..." Apollo began, then stopped as his eyes caught something at the
center of the platform. The fire pit wasn’t merely a ring of stones as he’d first thought,
but a carefully constructed well. He moved toward it, brushing away years of fallen
leaves to reveal a stone cover carved with more protective symbols.



With Thorin’s help, he shifted the heavy cover aside. Below, water gleamed in the blue
light of the activated runes, clean, clear water that didn’t carry the wrongness of the
stream they’d encountered earlier.

"Is it safe?" Mira asked, the desperate thirst in her voice betraying how close to collapse
they all were.

Apollo dipped his fingers into the well. The water felt cool and normal against his skin,
and the gold in his veins registered no warning. The bow remained calm in his other
hand, showing none of the rejection it had displayed at the corrupted stream.

"It’'s safe," he confirmed, cupping his hand to bring water to his parched lips. The simple
act of drinking felt like a miracle after so long without, the water tasting sweeter than any
wine he’d sampled in his immortal life.

The others crowded around the well, taking turns to drink deeply of the life-giving water.
With each swallow, Apollo felt strength returning to his depleted body, the gold in his
veins flowing more smoothly as if the water itself carried some restorative property
beyond mere hydration.

"We'll rest here tonight," he decided, watching as his companions’ faces showed the
first real relief since their ordeal began. "Recover our strength. And tomorrow..." He
glanced at the bow in his hand, feeling its subtle pull toward something he couldn’t yet
name. "Tomorrow we find out who built this sanctuary, and why they were fighting the
same creatures we encountered."

Beyond the blue glow of their protected circle, darkness had fully claimed the forest.
Somewhere out there, the creature with golden veins hunted, thwarted for now but not
defeated. Apollo felt its rage like a distant storm, patient and terrible. But for tonight, at
least, they had found respite.

The gold in his veins settled into a peaceful rhythm, matching the pulse of the
sanctuary’s protective magic. For the first time since emerging from the fungal depths,
Apollo allowed himself to believe they might actually survive this strange, corrupted
land.

‘But what happens when we leave this circle?’ he wondered, watching as his exhausted
companions prepared for sleep around the well. 'What happens when we have to face
whatever waits beyond these runes?’

The bow offered no answers, but its continued warmth against his palm felt like a
promise. Whatever came next, they wouldn’t face it unarmed.

Chapter 90: The Bow Awakens (1)

The bow stirred against Apollo’s back, waking him from a restless sleep.



Apollo’s eyes snapped open, the gold in his veins already warming in response to the
weapon'’s silent warning.

The sanctuary lay bathed in the soft blue glow of protective runes, his companions
sprawled in exhausted heaps around the central well. No one else had noticed anything
amiss, yet the bow’s urgency pressed against his spine like a physical touch.

‘Something’s coming,’ he thought, carefully extracting himself from his bedroll.

He moved silently to the edge of the stone platform, careful not to disturb the others.
Thorin’s rumbling snores continued uninterrupted. Lyra slept with one hand still curled
around her knife. Nik had finally found peace, his face smoothed of the pain and fear
that had marked it during their desperate flight.

The forest beyond the sanctuary’s blue glow stood utterly still. No breeze disturbed the
leaves, no nocturnal creatures rustled in the underbrush. Just that same unnatural
silence that had followed them since emerging from the fungal depths.

Then he heard it, a distant sound that was felt more than heard, reverberating through
the ground beneath the stone platform. A roar, but unlike any animal Apollo had
encountered in his long existence. It carried notes of rage and hunger, but also
something else: intelligence, purpose, malice.

The bow practically hummed against his back now, eager to be drawn.

"You hear it too?" Lyra’s whisper came from just behind him. Apollo hadn’t heard her
approach, a testament to both her hunter’s stealth and his own absorption in the distant
threat.

"Yes," he replied softly. "It's coming back."

"The others should rest while they can," she said, her green eyes scanning the
darkness beyond their protected circle. "They’re exhausted."

Apollo nodded, though he suspected rest would soon become impossible for all of them.
The gold in his veins pulsed in time with the bow’s silent warning, creating a harmony
that seemed to draw his attention to the eastern edge of the sanctuary.

Another roar shattered the night, closer this time. Mira stirred in her sleep, whimpering
softly as her injured arm shifted against the hard stone. Cale’s eyes opened
immediately, the warrior’s instincts pulling him from slumber at the first sign of danger.

"What was that?" he asked, already reaching for his sword.

"Our friend from earlier,” Apollo answered, unslingling the bow from his back. The
weapon felt unnaturally light in his hands, almost eager. "l think it's found us again."



One by one, the others woke, Thorin with a startled grunt, Renna silently alert in an
instant, Nik blinking in confused terror as the roar came again, close enough now to
shake dust from the stone pillars.

"But we're safe here, right?" Nik asked, scrambling to a sitting position. "You said the
sanctuary would protect us."

Apollo’s fingers traced the glowing runes etched into the stone beneath his feet. "It
should," he said, though uncertainty crept into his voice. "But these protections are
ancient. | don’t know how much power remains in them."

As if in answer to his doubt, a massive shadow detached itself from the treeline. The
creature moved with terrible grace for its size, each step deliberate as it approached the
edge of the sanctuary’s blue light. In the rune-glow, its corrupted form became fully
visible for the first time.

It stood taller than two men, its body a twisted merger of predatory traits that should
never have existed together. The same eyeless sockets Apollo remembered from the
fungal forest burned with golden light, pulsing in rhythm with the veins that ran beneath
its mottled hide.

But this forest variant had adapted for the trees, elongated limbs ending in curved claws
perfect for climbing, a more streamlined torso, and what appeared to be sensory pits
along what passed for its jaw.

"By all the gods," Thorin whispered, his hand tightening around his axe haft. "What
manner of abomination is that?"

The creature paused at the very edge of the sanctuary’s protection, those burning
sockets fixed on the huddled humans within. It made no sound now, but Apollo could
feel its hatred radiating outward like physical heat.

Then, with deliberate slowness, it raised one massive clawed hand and dragged it
across the invisible barrier created by the runes.

The effect was immediate and alarming. Where the claws touched the barrier, the blue
light flared brilliantly, then flickered like a candle in wind. The runes directly opposite the
creature’s position dimmed momentarily before regaining their steady glow.

"It’s testing the boundary," Cale observed, his voice tight with controlled fear.

"Can it get through?" Mira asked, clutching her injured arm against her chest.

Apollo didn’t answer, too focused on the creature’s methodical examination of their
protection. It dragged its claws along the barrier again, this time with more force. The



blue light flared even brighter, but the flicker that followed lasted longer, the runes taking
precious seconds to regain their steady glow.

‘It’s learning,” Apollo realized with a chill. ’It’s not just testing the boundary, it’s looking
for weaknesses.’

The bow in his hands warmed suddenly, drawing his attention away from the prowling
monster. The weapon seemed almost impatient, the wood thrumming against his palm
with barely contained energy.

When Apollo looked up again, he found the creature had completed a full circuit of the
sanctuary and now stood directly opposite him, those eyeless sockets somehow fixed
on his face with terrible recognition.

It knew him.

Worse, he was beginning to remember it, or at least, what it had once been before
corruption took hold. The gold in his veins responded to something in the creature’s
essence, a distant kinship that made his stomach turn.

The beast raised both clawed hands this time and slammed them against the barrier
with shocking force. The protective glow flared blindingly bright for an instant, then
dimmed alarmingly. Hairline cracks of sickly golden light spread through the blue
radiance, reaching toward the center of the sanctuary like corrupted veins.

"It’s breaking through!" Nik cried, scrambling backward until he hit the central well.

The runes were dimming now, their ancient power faltering under the sustained assault.
The creature slammed against the barrier again, and more golden cracks spread
through the blue light. The corruption was spreading, the sanctuary’s protection failing
before their eyes.



