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Chapter 91: The Bow Awakens (2)

Thorin raised his axe, though Apollo could see the doubt in the dwarf’s eyes. They had
seen what those claws could do to solid wood, steel would fare no better. Renna
clutched her knife with white knuckles, knowing it would be useless against such a foe.

Mira had pressed herself against Tomas, both their faces pale with terror as they
watched their protection crumble.

The bow sang in Apollo’s hands, demanding action.

A strange calm settled over him as he stepped forward, toward the failing barrier rather
than away from it. The gold in his veins warmed, flowing more freely than it had since
his exile began. For the first time since finding the weapon, he reached for the quiver at
his hip with purpose rather than curiosity.

The arrow he withdrew felt both solid and insubstantial between his fingers, its shaft
cool against his skin despite the warmth of the bow. Without conscious thought, Apollo
nocked it against the string and drew back in one fluid motion that felt as natural as
breathing.

The bow’s pull should have been difficult given its size and apparent strength, yet it
yielded to him as if they were old partners in a familiar dance. The string came back to
his cheek with perfect tension, the arrow aligned with his target as if guided by an
invisible hand.

Apollo exhaled slowly, sighting along the shaft toward the creature that continued to
batter the failing barrier. Time seemed to slow, the world narrowing to just himself, the
bow, and the corrupted beast that threatened his companions.

He released.
The arrow leapt from the string with a sound like a struck bell, pure and resonant. As it
flew, the shaft transformed, no longer merely physical but wreathed in blue-gold light

that left a blazing trail through the night air.

It passed through the sanctuary’s barrier as if the protection didn’t exist, its light
momentarily repairing the golden cracks it crossed.

The creature sensed the attack too late. It turned just as the arrow struck, the glowing
shaft burying itself deep in the monster’s shoulder. Golden ichor erupted from the



wound, but instead of flowing outward, it seemed to burn away, consumed by the
arrow’s blue-gold fire.

The beast recoiled with a shriek that shattered the forest’s unnatural silence, a sound of
pain, yes, but also of outrage and surprise. It staggered backward, claws scrabbling at
the arrow embedded in its flesh, but the shaft refused to be dislodged.

Apollo was already drawing again, another arrow nocked and flying before conscious
thought could catch up to his actions. This one struck the creature’s thigh, driving it
further back from the sanctuary’s edge.

A third followed immediately, finding its mark in the beast’s chest just below where a
heart would be in a natural creature.

Each shot rang out with that same bell-like tone, filling the air with a sharp, rhythmic
thrumming that seemed to strengthen the sanctuary’s failing protection. Where the
sound waves touched the golden cracks, blue light surged back, pushing the corruption
away.

His companions watched in stunned silence as Apollo drew and fired with inhuman
precision. The bow moved in his hands as if it were an extension of his own body, each
arrow finding its mark with flawless accuracy.

Fire bloomed wherever the shafts struck, blue-gold flames that consumed the corruption
from within.

The creature made one last, desperate charge toward the sanctuary, golden ichor
streaming from half a dozen wounds. Apollo planted his feet, drew the bow to its fullest
extension, and loosed a final arrow that struck the beast directly between its eyeless
sockets.

The impact halted the charge as if the creature had hit a wall. It stood frozen for a
heartbeat, the arrow’s blue-gold fire spreading outward from the point of impact, racing
along those corrupted veins that pulsed beneath its hide. The golden light flared
brilliantly, then began to dim as the arrow’s power overwhelmed it.

With a final, rattling hiss, the beast staggered backward. It swayed unsteadily, those
burning sockets fixed on Apollo with what might have been recognition or hatred or
both. Then it turned and crashed away into the forest, leaving a trail of dimming golden
ichor in its wake.

Silence fell once more, broken only by the soft sound of Apollo lowering the bow. The
sanctuary’s protection had stabilized, the blue glow steady again, the golden cracks
sealed by the strange harmonic resonance of his shots.



He turned to find his companions staring at him with expressions ranging from awe to
fear to something that looked unsettlingly like worship. No one spoke. What could they
say? They had just withessed something beyond their understanding, arrows of light
that wounded a creature steel couldn’t touch, fired with precision no human archer could
match.

The bow pulsed warmly in Apollo’s hand, a sensation not unlike satisfaction. He ran his
thumb along its smooth surface, feeling the patterns shift beneath his touch as if the
weapon were preening under his attention.

"What—" Nik finally broke the silence, his voice cracking with tension. "What was that?"

Apollo looked down at the bow, then back at the dark forest where the creature had
disappeared. "l don’t know," he said, though the gold in his veins hummed with a
recognition

that went beyond conscious understanding. The gold in his veins knew this bow, knew
its purpose. And now, it seemed, the bow knew him.

"Whatever it is,” Thorin said, breaking the stunned silence, "it saved our hides." The
dwarf lowered his axe, studying Apollo with new wariness in his eyes. "Where did you
learn to shoot like that?"

Apollo sheathed the arrow he’d been ready to fire, feeling the strange material slip back
into the quiver with a whisper of contact. "I've always been a decent archer," he said,
keeping his voice neutral despite the way his heart hammered against his ribs. "The
bow seems to... help."

"Help?" Renna’s eyebrows shot up. "I've seen master archers who'’ve trained for
decades who couldn’t make half those shots. In the dark. Against a moving target."

Chapter 92: Uneasy Reverence (1)

Apollo lowered the bow, his arms trembling not from the weapon’s weight, but from the
raw power that had coursed through him. The gold in his veins settled into a gentle
hum, cooling after the fire of combat.

No one spoke. His companions stared at him as if seeing a stranger wearing a familiar
face. Their expressions ranged from awe to fear, with shades of suspicion darkening
their wide eyes. The silence stretched, broken only by the faint sizzle of corrupted ichor
burning away where his arrows had struck.

Nik was the first to break the silence, his voice barely above a whisper. "How did you...
the arrows... they were glowing."



Apollo slid the bow back across his shoulder, feeling its warmth press against his spine
like a reassuring hand. "The bow," he said simply. "There’s something special about it."

"Special?" Thorin’s gruff voice carried an edge Apollo hadn’t heard before. The dwarf’s
fingers tapped against his axe handle, a nervous rhythm at odds with his usual steady
demeanor. "That’s what you call it? Special?"

Renna stepped forward, her hunter’s eyes bright with unconcealed admiration. "I've
never seen shooting like that. Not from the elven archers of the eastern forests, not from
the royal guard of Clarion."”

She gestured toward the treeline where the creature had disappeared. "Those shots
would have been impossible in daylight with a perfect bow, let alone in darkness against
a moving target.”

The sanctuary’s blue glow flickered, the runes dimming slightly as if the battle had
drained their ancient power. Apollo felt the bow tug gently against his back, a subtle
pressure urging him eastward, deeper into the forest. The sensation was new,
directional rather than merely protective.

It wants to go somewhere,’ he realized, the thought rising unbidden. ’It's pulling me
toward something.’

"We owe you our lives," Cale said, his voice measured and careful. "But | think we
deserve some explanation. That wasn’t normal archery."

"It wasn’t," Apollo admitted, seeing no point in denying what they had all witnessed.
"The bow... it guides my hands. | can feel what it wants, where it wants the arrows to
go." The half-truth came easily, better than explaining the way the gold in his veins had
sung in harmony with the weapon, how knowledge he couldn’t possibly possess had
flowed through him like water through a channel.

"Guides your hands?" Thorin’s voice rose with disbelief. "A bow doesn’t guide anything.
It's a piece of wood with a string."

"Not this one," Apollo replied, his fingers brushing the smooth surface at his shoulder.
"This bow is different. Ancient. | think it was made to fight those creatures specifically."”

"Convenient that you found it, then," Lyra remarked, her green eyes studying him with
the careful assessment of someone weighing possibilities. "Just when we needed it
most."

Tension crackled between them, gratitude warring with suspicion. Apollo felt it like a
physical pressure against his skin, the fragile trust they’d built threatening to fracture
under the weight of what they’d witnessed.



The runes flickered again, more noticeably this time. A few of the outer symbols
dimmed completely, their blue light fading to dull stone.

"The sanctuary is weakening," Mira observed, her good arm pointing toward the failing
runes. "The fight must have drained it."

"We should move at first light," Cale suggested, kneeling to examine the fading
symbols. His fingers traced the patterns with surprising familiarity. "These are old magic.
Very old. I've seen similar workings in the abandoned temples of the eastern
mountains."

"Move where?" Nik demanded, his face still pale from their encounter. "That thing is still
out there, probably calling its friends right now."

"It's wounded," Renna countered. "Badly, from what | saw. It won’t return tonight."

"And tomorrow?" Thorin challenged. "What about tomorrow, when we’re beyond this
circle’s protection, injured and exhausted?"

The debate continued as Apollo moved to the edge of the sanctuary, drawn by the
bow’s persistent pull. He stared into the darkness, trying to discern what lay in the
direction it urged him toward.

Nothing but trees and shadows met his gaze, yet the sensation remained—a constant,
gentle pressure guiding him eastward.

The others gradually broke into smaller groups, the immediate danger passed but the
tension lingering. Apollo found himself beside the central well, refilling his waterskin
when Lyra approached.

Her steps were silent despite the stone floor, a hunter’s habit ingrained through years of
practice.

"Thank you," she said simply, her voice pitched low enough that only he could hear.
"Whatever that bow is, whatever you are... you saved us tonight."

Apollo nodded, accepting her gratitude while noting the careful qualification in her
words. ‘Whatever you are.’ Not 'whoever’ but ‘'whatever,” as if she sensed the truth
hidden beneath his human appearance.

"I'm just glad it worked," he replied, focusing on securing the cap of his waterskin to
avoid meeting her too-perceptive gaze.

"Is it pulling you somewhere?" Her question caught him off guard, forcing him to look
up. Her expression revealed nothing, but her eyes never left his face. "I've been
watching. You keep looking east, like something’s calling you."



The gold in his veins quickened at her insight. "Yes," he admitted, seeing no benefit in
lying. "It wants to go deeper into the forest."

"It wants," she repeated, the words hanging between them. "Not you want."

Before he could respond, Renna joined them, her face alight with the professional
curiosity of one skilled warrior recognizing another.

"You have to show me how you draw so smoothly," she said, seemingly oblivious to the
tension she’d interrupted. "I've been an archer for fifteen years, and I've never seen
anyone maintain such perfect form through multiple rapid shots."

Apollo welcomed the change in subject, though he noted how Lyra stepped back, still
watching him with that careful, measuring gaze.

"It's all in the breathing," he offered, falling into the familiar pattern of instruction he’d
given countless times during his divine existence. "Most archers hold their breath when
they should be exhaling steadily."

Across the sanctuary, Thorin sat with his back against one of the stone pillars,
methodically sharpening his axe with rhythmic strokes of a whetstone. The familiar ritual
seemed to calm him, though his eyes frequently darted toward Apollo with undisguised
suspicion.

Chapter 93: Uneasy Reverence (2)

"Never thought I'd say this," the dwarf grumbled when Apollo approached later, offering
him a full waterskin, "but it seems | owe you my thanks. Whatever that bow is, it saved
our hides tonight."

"We saved each other,"” Apollo replied, accepting the grudging gratitude with a nod. "As
we have since this journey began."

Thorin grunted, neither agreeing nor disagreeing. "Just remember,"” he added, his voice
lowered, "a tool is only as trustworthy as the hand that wields it. And I'm still deciding
about that hand, stranger."

The night deepened around them. Cale had gathered several of them near the
sanctuary’s edge, pointing out patterns in the ancient runes that matched fragments
he’d studied in forgotten temples.

"These sanctuaries were part of a network," he explained, his scholar’s enthusiasm
briefly overcoming his exhaustion. "Built to create safe passages through corrupted
lands. But they’re failing, one by one. | doubt we’ll find another intact one after this."



"Then where do we go?" Mira asked, cradling her injured arm. "We can’t just wander
aimlessly through this nightmare forest."

All eyes turned to Apollo, the unspoken question hanging in the air. He felt the bow’s
insistent pull, stronger now as if responding to their need for direction.

"East," he said, careful to frame his certainty as intuition rather than the bow’s guidance.
"l think there’s something important that way. Another sanctuary perhaps, or the edge of
this forest.”

"You seem very sure," Cale observed, his tone neutral but his eyes sharp.
Apollo shrugged. "Just a feeling," he said. "But my feelings have kept us alive so far."

No one argued the point. They were too exhausted, too grateful for their survival to
guestion the path forward. One by one, they returned to their bedrolls, seeking what rest
they could find in the remaining hours of darkness.

Apollo remained awake, watching as his companions surrendered to exhaustion. The
sanctuary’s blue glow continued to dim, more runes fading with each passing hour. By
dawn, he suspected, their protection would be gone entirely.

The bow pulsed gently against his back, its warmth a constant reminder of the power it
contained, and the journey that still lay ahead. He drew it once more, holding it across
his lap as he settled against the central well.

The weapon seemed to hum with anticipation, as if it knew they would soon follow its
guidance into the depths of the corrupted forest.

‘What are you?’ Apollo wondered, his fingers tracing the shifting patterns in the
wood. 'And what will | become by using you?’

The bow offered no answers, only that persistent pull eastward, toward whatever
awaited them beyond the sanctuary’s failing protection. Apollo stared into the darkness,
the gold in his veins pulsing in harmony with the ancient weapon across his knees.

This was only the beginning. Whatever awaited them in the dawn, Apollo knew they
would face it together. The bow’s warmth spread up his arms as he held it, and for the
first time since his exile began, he felt something approaching hope.

The first pale light of dawn crept through the forest canopy, filtering down in weak shafts
that barely penetrated the gloom. Apollo watched the final runes flicker and die, their
ancient magic finally exhausted.

The sanctuary that had sheltered them through the night was now just a circle of
weathered stones, as vulnerable as any other patch of forest floor.



His companions stirred as the blue glow faded completely. Thorin sat up with a grunt,
immediately scanning their surroundings with the wariness of a soldier who had slept in
too many dangerous places. Renna was already on her feet, testing the weight of her
knife while her eyes swept the treeline for threats.

"Time to go," Apollo said quietly, shouldering his pack. The bow’s pull had grown
stronger with the sunrise, an insistent pressure that made staying still feel almost
physically uncomfortable.

Nik struggled to his feet, favoring his injured ankle. "Wonderful," he muttered. "Back into
the nightmare forest. | was just starting to enjoy having all my limbs attached."

They gathered their meager possessions in the growing light. Apollo noticed how his
companions moved differently around him now, not avoiding him exactly, but
maintaining a careful distance, as if uncertain what he might do next.

The easy camaraderie they’d shared felt strained, replaced by something more
complex.

‘Trust earned in desperate moments,” Apollo thought, adjusting the bow’s position
across his back. ‘But trust that can vanish just as quickly when fear takes hold.’

"Which way?" Cale asked, though his eyes were already tracking the direction Apollo
faced.

"East," Apollo confirmed, the bow’s guidance as clear as a compass needle. "Deeper
into the forest."

"Of course it’s deeper,” Thorin grumbled, hefting his pack. "Can’t be toward civilization.
Can'’t be toward safety. Has to be toward whatever spawned those abominations."

Despite his complaints, the dwarf fell into step behind Apollo as they left the dead
sanctuary. The forest felt different in daylight, not less threatening, but more defined.
Apollo could make out individual trees now, see the patterns of shadow and light that
had been invisible in the darkness.

The bow’s pull led them along what might once have been a path, though years of
neglect had allowed undergrowth to reclaim much of it.

Occasionally, Apollo caught glimpses of worked stone beneath the leaf litter, fragments
of an ancient road that had once connected the sanctuaries.

"Look at this," Mira called from behind him, pointing to symbols carved into a massive
oak. The runes were different from those in the sanctuary, more elaborate, almost
decorative in their complexity.



Apollo paused to examine them, feeling the gold in his veins respond with faint
recognition. The patterns seemed familiar, though he couldn’t place where he might
have seen them before. ‘Before my exile,” he realized. 'These are older than human
memory.’

"Directional markers," Cale suggested, though he sounded uncertain. "Pointing toward...
something."”

"Or warning us away from it," Lyra added, her fingers tracing the weathered symbols.
"Some of these look like ward-signs."

The bow pulsed against Apollo’s spine, urging him forward. Whatever these markers
indicated, it wanted to reach it. He resumed walking, trusting the weapon’s guidance
even as questions multiplied in his mind.

Chapter 94: Uneasy Reverence (3)

The forest grew denser as they traveled, ancient trees towering overhead with trunks so
massive it would take a dozen men holding hands to encircle them. The canopy blocked
most of the sunlight, creating a perpetual twilight that made distances difficult to judge.

Apollo’s enhanced senses picked up subtle changes in the air, a sweetness that
reminded him uncomfortably of the fungal forest, though fainter, mixed with something
else he couldn’t identify. The gold in his veins maintained a steady, warning pulse, not
immediate danger but constant awareness.

"Water ahead," Renna announced, her hunter’s instincts picking up the sound before
the others heard it.

They emerged into a small clearing where a stream cut through the forest floor. Unlike
the corrupted water they’d encountered yesterday, this one moved naturally, babbling
over stones worn smooth by centuries of flow.

Fish darted in the shallows, the first living creatures they’d seen since entering this
cursed wood.

"Finally," Nik breathed, dropping to his knees beside the stream. "Normal water. Water
that doesn’t glow or pulse or make the ground shake."

Apollo knelt upstream from the others, cupping the clear liquid to his lips. It tasted clean,
slightly mineral from its passage through stone, with none of the wrongness that had
marked the previous stream. The bow remained calm against his back, offering no
warnings.



As they refilled their waterskins and rested in the clearing, Apollo noticed Lyra watching
him with that same careful assessment he’d seen the night before. When their eyes
met, she didn’t look away.

"You’re different," she said simply, her voice pitched too low for the others to hear over
the stream’s murmur. "Not just the archery. Something else."

Apollo paused in his water gathering, considering his response. "We’'re all different after
what we’ve been through," he said finally. "Surviving changes people."

"Does it change them into something that can fire arrows of light?" Her green eyes
never left his face. "Something that ancient weapons recognize as their rightful
wielder?"

The directness of her question caught him off guard. He’d grown too comfortable,
allowed too much of his true nature to show through. "l don’t know what you mean," he
said, though the words felt hollow even to him.

Lyra was quiet for a long moment, studying his face as if memorizing every detail. "I
won’t press," she said eventually. "Whatever you are, you've kept us alive. But secrets
have a way of surfacing when you least expect them."

Before Apollo could respond, Thorin’s voice cut across the clearing. "Movement in the
trees. North side."

Everyone froze, hands moving instinctively to weapons. Apollo rose slowly, his fingers
finding the bow’s grip as he scanned the indicated direction. At first he saw nothing but
shadows and leaves, then caught it, a subtle shifting among the branches, too
purposeful to be wind.

"More than one," Renna whispered, her knife already in hand. "They’re circling us."

The bow grew warm against Apollo’s palm as he drew it, an arrow materializing in his
other hand though he couldn’t remember reaching for the quiver. The gold in his veins
quickened, responding to approaching danger.

A low growl rumbled through the clearing, coming from multiple directions at once. Not
the intelligent malice of the creature from the night before, but something more primal,
hungrier. Apollo caught glimpses of movement, sleek forms sliding between the trees
with predatory grace.

"Wolves?" Nik suggested hopefully, though his voice betrayed his doubt.

"No," Apollo said, the bow’s knowledge flowing through him like cold water. "Something
else. Something that’s been hunting in these woods for a very long time."



The first beast emerged from the shadows, and Apollo’s breath caught in his throat. It
had once been a wolf, perhaps, but corruption had twisted it into something far worse.

Its fur hung in patches from elongated limbs, revealing skin that pulsed with familiar
golden veins. Its eyes burned with the same malevolent light they’d seen in the larger
creature, and its mouth opened to reveal rows of teeth that belonged in a shark’s jaw
rather than any terrestrial predator.

More appeared, slinking out of the undergrowth on all sides of the clearing. Apollo
counted at least six, possibly more still hidden in the shadows. They moved with pack
intelligence, positioning themselves to cut off all escape routes.

"Back to back," Cale ordered, his sword already drawn. "Don’t let them isolate anyone."

They formed a rough circle in the center of the clearing, weapons facing outward. Apollo
found himself between Thorin and Lyra, the bow singing in his hands as he tracked the
movement of the corrupted pack.

The lead wolf, larger than the others, its corruption more advanced—padded forward
until it stood at the very edge of the stream. It studied them with those burning eyes,
head tilted as if evaluating their threat level.

Then it howled.

The sound was nothing like a natural wolf’s call. It carried harmonics that seemed to
resonate in Apollo’s bones, a frequency that made the gold in his veins burn with
recognition and revulsion.

The other pack members answered, their voices joining in a chorus that filled the
clearing with unnatural sound.

"They’re calling for reinforcements," Renna said, her face pale but determined. "We
need to break out of this circle before—"

The lead wolf launched itself across the stream, its powerful hind legs propelling it
through the air with impossible speed. Apollo’s arrow met it halfway, the shaft blazing
with blue-gold fire as it struck the creature center mass.

The wolf's howl cut off abruptly as it crashed into the stream, golden ichor spreading
through the clear water.

But its attack had been a signal. The other pack members struck simultaneously,
converging on their huddled group from all sides.



Apollo drew and fired as fast as his enhanced reflexes allowed, each arrow finding its
mark with supernatural precision. But there were too many of them, and they moved
with pack coordination that made individual targeting difficult.

Thorin’s axe blazed blue as it met the charge of a massive wolf, the dwarf’s roar
matching the beast’s snarl. Lyra danced aside from snapping jaws, her knife opening a
line of golden fire across her attacker’s flank. Cale’s sword work was methodical and
deadly, each strike aimed at vital points with a soldier's economy of motion.

But Apollo could see they were being overwhelmed. For every wolf that fell to his
arrows, another seemed to emerge from the forest depths. The pack was larger than
he’d initially realized, and they fought with the desperate hunger of creatures that had
been denied prey for far too long.

The bow pulsed in his hands, and suddenly Apollo understood. These wolves, this
forest, the creature from the night before, they were all connected, all part of something
larger that his divine senses were only beginning to comprehend.

‘A network,’ he realized, drawing and firing in one fluid motion. ‘Not individual threats but
parts of a single, vast organism.’

The understanding came with a terrible clarity that made his blood run cold. They
weren't just fighting corrupted animals, they were fighting the forest itself.

Chapter 95: The Living Forest (1)

The wolves came from everywhere at once, materializing from shadows as if born from
the darkness itself. Apollo counted a dozen, then twenty, then lost track as more
corrupted forms poured from between the ancient trees, their golden eyes burning with
hungry malice.

"Form up!" Cale shouted, his sword already drawn. "Back to back, now!"

The group moved with desperate coordination, forming a tight circle in the center of the
clearing. Apollo found himself between Thorin and Lyra, their shoulders pressing
against his as they faced outward toward the encroaching pack. The gold in his veins
surged with warning, hot and urgent beneath his skin.

"Too many,’ he thought, nocking an arrow with practiced precision. ‘Far too many for us
to fight off.’

The first wolf lunged from Apollo’s right, a twisted mockery of nature with patchy fur and
veins that pulsed golden beneath corrupted flesh. His arrow caught it mid-leap, blue-
gold fire blooming where the shaft pierced its chest.



The creature crashed to the ground with a strangled yelp, ichor spilling onto the forest
floor where it sizzled like hot oil.

"They’re everywhere!" Nik cried, his voice cracking with fear.

Apollo drew and fired again, each arrow finding its mark with supernatural accuracy. A
wolf fell, then another, yet their numbers seemed undiminished. For each one that
dropped, two more emerged from the shadows, circling with predatory patience.

"Save your arrows," Thorin growled beside him, axe raised. "They’re waiting for us to
tire."

The dwarf was right. Despite their corrupted nature, the wolves displayed hunter’s
intelligence, testing the circle’s defenses with quick feints before darting back beyond
reach.

Cale’s sword flashed as he drove one back, the blade opening a wound that wept
golden fire. Renna moved with deadly precision, her knife finding the throat of a wolf
that ventured too close.

Apollo loosed another volley, his fingers drawing and releasing with a speed that should
have been impossible for any mortal archer. Five wolves fell in rapid succession, their
bodies crumpling like puppets with cut strings, yet the circle of burning eyes remained
unbroken.

"They’re not stopping,” Lyra hissed, her knife slashing at a wolf that snapped at her
legs. "Your arrows are just thinning them, not driving them away."

The bow pulsed in Apollo’s hands, warming against his palms as if responding to his
growing desperation. The gold in his veins matched its rhythm, creating a harmony that
heightened his senses. He could feel every member of the pack now, their corrupted
essences burning against his awareness like fever-bright stars.

A massive wolf, larger than the others, prowled at the edge of the clearing. Its corruption
was more advanced, golden veins forming intricate patterns across its mangled hide. It
watched with calculating intelligence, directing the pack’s movements with subtle shifts
of its massive head.

'The alpha,’ Apollo realized. ’It’s coordinating the attack.’

As if responding to his recognition, the wolves changed tactics. Three lunged
simultaneously from different directions, forcing their circle to stretch thin. While Cale
and Thorin engaged these attackers, a fourth wolf darted in from an unprotected angle,
teeth slashing at Mira’s injured arm.



Tomas pulled her away just in time, his blade catching the wolf across its muzzle.
Golden ichor sprayed in an arc that burned where it touched his skin. He cried out,
momentarily distracted by the pain, exactly as the wolves intended.

Two more rushed the gap, moving with uncanny coordination. One feinted toward
Tomas while the other slipped past, driving straight for the center of their circle where
Nik struggled with his injured ankle.

"Behind you!" Apollo shouted, already turning to aim.

Nik spun awkwardly, his makeshift walking stick swinging in a desperate arc that caught
the wolf across its face. The blow lacked force, merely angering the beast rather than
stopping it. It gathered itself, muscles bunching for a killing lunge.

Apollo’s arrow was a heartbeat too slow. The wolf launched itself at Nik’s throat just as
Renna threw herself between them, her knife driving upward into the creature’s chest.
Its momentum carried them both to the ground in a tangle of limbs and snarling fury.

"Rennal!" Cale shouted, trying to reach her without breaking their defensive formation.

She rolled free, her face spattered with golden ichor that smoked against her skin. The
wolf thrashed once, then lay still, Renna’s knife buried to the hilt in its corrupted heart.

"I'm all right," she gasped, pulling Nik back to his feet. "Stay together!"

The circle reformed, tighter now, their backs pressed against each other as the wolves
continued their relentless assault. Apollo fired arrow after arrow, each shot perfect, each
kill clean, yet the pack seemed endless.

As he drew the bow again, something strange happened. The weapon’s warmth
intensified, spreading up his arms until the gold in his veins felt like molten fire. His next
arrow blazed brighter than before, the blue-gold light so intense it cast shadows across
the clearing.

With the light came understanding, a sudden, terrible clarity that froze the breath in his
lungs.

‘They’re all connected,’ he realized, the knowledge burning through him like
lightning. 'The wolves, the monster from last night, the corrupted streams, they’re all
extensions of something larger.’

His divine senses, weakened by exile but not extinguished, suddenly perceived the
truth. The forest itself was alive, not in the natural way of growth and decay, but as a
vast, conscious entity.



The corruption flowed through everything like blood through veins, connecting every
twisted creature into a single organism.

And it was watching them.

Through every golden eye, through every pulsing vein, through the very soil beneath
their feet, a vast intelligence observed their struggle with cold, ancient hatred.

The bow thrummed in his hands, no longer merely a weapon but a conduit. Apollo felt it
reaching into him, drawing on the faded divinity that still lingered in his blood. His next
arrow manifested directly from that power, a shaft of pure light that bypassed the quiver
entirely.

‘It knows what we face,” he thought, understanding flowing between him and the ancient
weapon. ‘It was made for this fight.’

Rather than aiming at the wolves, Apollo drove the blazing arrow directly into the ground
at the center of their circle. The shaft sank to its fletching, then exploded with blinding
radiance.

Cracks of blue-gold light spread outward like the spokes of a wheel, cutting through the
soil toward the roots that lay hidden beneath.

Chapter 96: The Living Forest (2)

A sound unlike anything Apollo had heard in centuries shook the clearing, not a roar or
howl, but a vast, subsonic vibration that resonated through the earth itself. Pain. The
forest was in pain.

The wolves froze mid-attack, their burning eyes suddenly unfocused as if listening to a
distant voice. The corruption in their veins pulsed erratically, golden light flickering like
candles in wind.

"Now!" Apollo shouted. "Strike while they’re disoriented!"

Thorin reacted first, his axe sweeping in a devastating arc that caught two wolves in a
single blow. The dwarf fought with renewed fury, each strike precise and deadly despite
his exhaustion.

Cale moved with a soldier’s discipline, his sword finding vital points with methodical
efficiency. Renna darted between them, her knife opening golden throats with surgical
precision.

Apollo nocked another arrow of pure light, aiming directly for the massive alpha that
watched from the edge of the clearing. The shaft flew true, trailing blue fire as it crossed



the distance in the space between heartbeats. It struck the corrupted leader between its
burning eyes, burying itself to the fletching.

The alpha didn’t collapse immediately. It stood frozen, golden ichor streaming from the
wound as the arrow’s power spread through its corrupted veins. Those intelligent eyes
fixed on Apollo with terrible recognition, seeing not just the archer but what he had once
been.

Then it threw back its head in a silent howl and crumpled to the forest floor, the light in
its eyes dimming to nothing.

The effect on the pack was immediate. The remaining wolves backed away, no longer
attacking but not fully retreating. They melted into the shadows at the clearing’s edge,
golden eyes still watching, still hating, but no longer advancing.

"They’re falling back," Lyra panted, her knife still raised defensively.

"Not retreating," Apollo corrected, the bow’s knowledge flowing through him. "Being
recalled.”

The clearing fell silent save for their ragged breathing. Bodies of corrupted wolves lay
scattered across the forest floor, their golden veins slowly darkening as the animating
force withdrew. Puddles of ichor sizzled against the earth, leaving small craters where
they burned away the soil.

Cale moved carefully among the fallen creatures, his sword still ready in his hand. "I've
never seen wolves behave like this," he said, nudging one of the corpses with his boot.
"This was coordinated. Intelligent."

"Not wolves," Apollo said quietly, feeling the bow cool against his palm as the
immediate danger passed. "Not anymore. They'’re... parts of something larger."

"What do you mean?" Mira asked, cradling her injured arm against her chest.

Apollo hesitated, unsure how much to reveal of what the bow had shown him. "I think
the forest itself is alive,” he finally said, choosing his words carefully. "Not in the natural
way. Something ancient has taken root here, spreading corruption through everything it
touches.”

"And it just tried to kill us," Thorin added grimly, cleaning golden ichor from his axe
blade.

"No," Apollo shook his head, the gold in his veins still pulsing with residual warning. "It
was testing us. Those wolves were just its eyes, its fingers. We've drawn the attention
of something much bigger now."



A heavy silence fell over the group as they absorbed his words. The forest around them
seemed to press closer, the ancient trees watching with patient malevolence.

The bow tugged at Apollo’s awareness, pulling eastward with renewed urgency.
Whatever waited in that direction had become more important, more immediate after
their encounter with the pack.

"We need to move," he said, slinging the bow across his back. "We’ve made ourselves
noticed. It would be unwise to linger."

"Move where?" Nik asked, his usual humor absent from his pale, blood-spattered face.

Apollo pointed east, in the direction of the bow’s insistent pull. "That way. There’s
something important there. | can feel it."

The others exchanged glances, exhaustion and uncertainty written clearly in their
postures. But the clearing, littered with corrupted corpses and burning ichor, offered no
safety.

"East it is," Cale finally agreed, sheathing his sword. "If only because standing still feels
like waiting to die."

They gathered their scattered belongings and formed a tighter group than before, no
longer strangers thrown together by circumstance but survivors bound by shared
danger. As they left the clearing, Apollo felt the forest’s awareness following them,
patient and ancient and utterly inhuman.

The bow pulsed warmly against his spine, guiding him forward into deeper shadows.
Whatever awaited them to the east, it held answers, about the bow, about the
corruption, perhaps even about his own purpose in this blighted land.

The gold in his veins settled into a steady rhythm, matching his determined stride as
they ventured deeper into the heart of the waiting forest.

Blood sizzled where it touched the earth, each drop of corrupted ichor burning a tiny
crater into the forest floor.

Apollo turned away from the carnage, the bow a comforting weight against his back as
he surveyed his companions. Golden light from the dying wolves cast grotesque
shadows across their faces, transforming familiar features into masks of exhaustion and
fear. None had escaped unscathed.

Thorin’s beard was matted with dark blood, his own or the wolves’, Apollo couldn’t tell.
Lyra’s cloak hung in tatters, her breathing shallow as she pressed a hand to her side.



Mira leaned heavily against Tomas, her injured arm now joined by a series of deep
scratches across her shoulder.

Even Cale, the most experienced warrior among them, stood with a slight stoop,
favoring his left leg.

"We need to move," Apollo said, his voice rough from exertion. "The pack might have
been the forest’s scouts, but it won’t be the last thing it sends."

No one argued. With painful slowness, they gathered their scattered possessions,
movements stiff and mechanical.

The silence between them hung heavier than the oppressive air of the corrupted forest,
a silence born not just of exhaustion but of growing suspicion. Apollo felt their eyes on
him when they thought he wasn’t looking, questions forming behind tight lips and
furrowed brows.

‘'They saw too much,’ he thought, adjusting the bow’s position. ‘'The arrows of light, the
connection to the corruption. They’re starting to understand I’'m not what | claimed to
be.’

"Which way?" Cale finally asked, the simple question carrying unspoken weight.

Chapter 97: The Living Forest (3)

Apollo didn’t need to consider. The bow pulled him eastward with insistent pressure, like
a lodestone sensing true north. "East,” he replied, pointing toward the densest part of
the forest. "That way."

"Of course," Nik muttered, limping to his position in their ragged column. "Why would it
ever be toward sunshine and meadows and safety?"

They left the clearing without looking back, though Apollo could feel the residual
awareness of the forest lingering over the fallen wolves like a mourner at a grave. The
gold in his veins pulsed in warning rhythm, matching his footsteps as he led them
deeper into shadow.

The forest changed as they traveled east, subtle transformations that might have gone
unnoticed if Apollo hadn’t been watching for them.

Trees that had stood straight and tall near the sanctuary now bent at unnatural angles,
their trunks twisted like bodies frozen in agony. Roots erupted from the soil only to
plunge back down yards away, forming archways of gnarled wood that resembled rib
cages of giant beasts.



The canopy grew thicker, branches interlacing so tightly that the forest floor existed in
perpetual twilight despite the midday sun.

"Is it just me," Nik called from behind, his voice too loud in the oppressive quiet, "or are
these trees starting to look like they’re having really bad dreams?"

No one laughed. The attempt at humor fell flat, echoing uncomfortably between the
twisted trunks.

"Sorry," he continued, filling the silence with nervous chatter. "Just trying to lighten the
mood. Hard to stay cheerful when the landscape looks like it was designed by a
madman with a grudge against straight lines. Though | once knew a theater director in
Glassmar who..."

"Quiet," Thorin growled, cutting him off. "Save your breath for walking."

Apollo glanced back to see Nik’s face fall, the performer’s usual mask of good humor
cracking to reveal genuine fear beneath. The sight twisted something in Apollo’s chest,
a reminder of how human his companions were, how fragile despite their courage.

They pressed on, the bow’s pull growing stronger with each mile. Apollo found himself
increasing their pace unconsciously, drawn forward by the weapon’s insistence.

"Slow down," Mira called suddenly, her voice tight with pain. "I need, | need to rest."

Apollo turned to find her leaning against a tree, face pale beneath the dirt and dried
blood. Her injured arm hung limply at her side, the makeshift bandage soaked through
with fresh crimson. Tomas hovered beside her, concern evident in the way his hands
fluttered near but didn’t touch, afraid of causing more pain.

"Just for a moment," she added, seeing Apollo’s hesitation. "Please."

The bow pulled against Apollo’s decision to stop, its urgency translating into an
uncomfortable warmth between his shoulder blades. But looking at Mira’s drawn face, at
the exhaustion evident in all his companions’ postures, he knew they couldn’t continue
at this pace.

"We’'ll rest," he conceded, though the gold in his veins flickered with impatience. "But
not for long. This isn’t a safe place to linger."

They settled in a rough circle, backs to each other as they had during the wolf attack.
No one spoke as they tended wounds, shared precious water, chewed the last scraps of
travel bread. The silence took on a different quality, not just exhaustion now, but
something heavier. Distrust. Suspicion. Questions too dangerous to voice.



Apollo felt it building like pressure before a storm. When it finally broke, it was Thorin
who spoke first, his voice low and deliberate.

"What exactly are you?"

The simple question fell between them like a blade. Apollo looked up to find the dwarf
staring at him, thick fingers still wrapped around his axe haft.

"I don’t understand," Apollo replied, though the gold in his veins quickened with
apprehension.

"Don’t play ignorant," Thorin said, each word precise as a hammer strike. "I've fought
alongside men, elves, even a few mages in my time. None of them shoot arrows of pure
light. None of them know exactly where to go in a forest no one’s ever mapped."

Cale shifted, his warrior’s posture straightening despite his injuries. "Thorin’s right.
We’'ve followed you without question since finding that bow, but after what we saw in the
clearing..." He gestured toward Apollo’s quiver. "Those weren’t ordinary arrows. That
wasn’t ordinary archery."

Apollo felt the others’ eyes on him, a physical weight against his skin. Lyra’s gaze was
particularly penetrating, her hunter’s instincts sensing the prey’s weakness. Even Nik
had gone still, his usual nervous energy replaced by wary attention.

"Tell them nothing,” a voice whispered in Apollo’s mind. ‘'They are mortal. They cannot
understand what you were, what you’ve lost.” But looking at their faces, these humans
who had fought beside him, bled beside him, trusted him with their lives, the lie caught
in his throat.

"The bow," he said finally, a half-truth easier than a complete fabrication. "It's ancient,
powerful. Made to fight the corruption we’ve encountered. | don’t fully understand it
myself, but it... responds to me."

"Responds?" Thorin’s eyebrows rose in skepticism. "That thing practically guides you
like a dog on a leash. And those arrows, I've seen divine magic before. Once, in the
northern temples.” His eyes narrowed. "It looked exactly like that."

"Divine magic?" Nik whispered, his gaze darting between Apollo and the bow.

"I'm not..." Apollo began, then stopped, unsure how to continue without revealing too
much or too little.

"Not what?" Cale pressed, leaning forward. "Not human? Not mortal? What exactly
aren’t you telling us?"



The gold in Apollo’s veins warmed with warning, urging caution. These mortals had
already seen too much, any further revelation might expose his true nature, his fallen
divinity. The consequences of such knowledge could be disastrous, both for him and for
them.

"l was a temple guardian once," he said finally, the lie close enough to truth to flow
smoothly. "Before | met all of you. Trained from childhood to recognize and combat
corruption like what we’ve seen. The bow found me as much as | found it, an ancient
weapon recognizing someone trained to wield it."

Chapter 98: The Living Forest (4)

Lyra’s eyes narrowed, her skepticism evident in the tight line of her mouth. "And you
didn’t think this information might be relevant before now? Before we were attacked by
corrupted wolves and forest monsters?"

"Would you have believed me?" Apollo countered. "If I'd told you about golden
corruption and living forests when we first met, would any of you have taken me
seriously?"

A tense silence followed his words. Apollo felt the bow stir against his back, its warmth
increasing as if responding to his discomfort. Something in the forest had changed,
too—a subtle shift in the air, a heightening of awareness in the twisted trees
surrounding them.

"We should keep moving," he said, rising to his feet. "This isn’t a conversation for—"

A whisper cut through his words, so faint he thought he’d imagined it until he saw the
others stiffen. It came from everywhere and nowhere, a susurration like dry leaves
brushing against each other, yet somehow forming words just beyond comprehension.
"Did you hear that?" Nik asked, his voice pitched higher than normal.

The whispers came again, slightly louder. This time, Apollo caught fragments, not words
exactly, but impressions, emotions, intentions pressed into sound. Malice. Hunger.

Ancient patience.

"It's in my head," Mira whispered, pressing her good hand against her ear. "Make it
stop."

"We need to move," Apollo said, the gold in his veins flaring with warning. "Now."
But Nik had gone completely still, his face drained of color as he stared into the twisted

trees. "It's speaking with my voice," he said, the words barely audible. "l can hear
myself whispering back at me."



Apollo followed his gaze but saw nothing beyond the warped trunks and interlaced
branches. Yet he felt it, the forest’s attention, focused and intent, testing each of them in
turn.

"It's trying to separate us," he realized aloud. "Using our fears against each other."

The whispers intensified, multiple voices now, weaving between the trees like wind
through a canyon. Thorin clutched his axe tighter, his knuckles white against the hatft.
Lyra had her knife drawn, though she seemed uncertain where to point it. Even Cale,
usually so composed, kept turning in place, trying to locate the source of sounds that
came from everywhere at once.

"Don’t listen," Apollo commanded, his voice cutting through the whispers. "It's the forest
itself, testing us, trying to break our unity. Stay together."

As if responding to his challenge, the whispers receded, though Apollo could still feel
the forest’s attention pressing against them like a physical weight. He urged them
forward, following the bow’s guidance with renewed urgency.

The path twisted through increasingly distorted terrain. Trees grew sideways, then
upside down, their roots reaching skyward while branches plunged into soil. Fungus
sprouted from bark in patterns too deliberate to be natural, spirals and whorls that
resembled writing in an unknown language.

The very air felt thicker, as if they walked through water rather than atmosphere.
"Look," Cale called suddenly, pointing ahead. "Stones."

Apollo squinted through the gloom. In a small clearing ahead, stone pillars rose in a
circular pattern much like the sanctuary they’d found the previous night. Relief washed
through him, perhaps another safe haven, a place to rest and recover before continuing
their journey.

But as they drew closer, that relief curdled into dread. The pillars were broken, toppled
like felled trees. The protective runes that should have glowed with blue light.

The stone pillars stood like broken teeth against the twilight gloom, their protective
runes dark and lifeless.

Apollo stepped into the desecrated sanctuary, the bow radiating disapproval against his
back. This place had once offered safety, a bastion against the corruption—now it lay in
ruins, conquered by the very force it was designed to repel.

"What happened here?" Thorin’s voice was barely a whisper, his axe raised defensively
as they approached the fallen stones.



Apollo knelt beside the nearest pillar, fingers tracing the weathered carvings. The gold
in his veins recoiled from something embedded in the stone, a thin vein of corruption
that pulsed weakly with that same sickly golden light they’d seen in the wolves.

"It was corrupted from within," he said, drawing back his hand. "The protection was
breached, turned against itself."

Cale circled the ruined sanctuary, his soldier’s instincts evident in the way he scanned
for potential threats. "These stones were toppled deliberately. Not by time or weather."

Apollo could feel the residual violence in this place, the echo of a last stand, a
desperate battle fought and lost long ago. The ground beneath the sanctuary bore
scorch marks similar to those left by his light arrows, evidence that whoever had
defended this place had wielded power like the bow’s.

"There was a fight here," he said, rising to his feet. "A last defense against the
corruption.”

Lyra crouched near the center of the broken circle, her fingers brushing aside centuries
of leaf litter to reveal what remained of a well similar to the one in the intact sanctuary.
Unlike that life-giving water source, this one had been fouled, filled with dark soil from
which pale, translucent fungi sprouted in unnatural symmetry.

"Don’t touch those," Apollo warned as she reached toward one of the ghostly caps.
"They’re part of the corruption."

The bow thrummed against his back, its urgency increasing. Whatever had happened
here was connected to their path forward, but lingering felt increasingly dangerous. The
whispers had stopped, but Apollo could still feel the forest’s attention, focused now with
predatory intensity.

Mira gasped suddenly, clutching Tomas’s arm. "There," she whispered, pointing toward
the edge of the clearing. "l saw something move."

Apollo turned, bow already in his hands, but saw nothing beyond twisted trees and
shadows. Yet the gold in his veins confirmed her sighting, something was circling them,
staying just beyond clear sight.

"It's herding us," Renna said quietly, her hunter’s eyes narrowed as she scanned the
treeline. "Notice how each time we stop, something appears to push us forward?
Always eastward?"

The observation struck Apollo with uncomfortable clarity. The bow pulled him east, yes,
but the forest itself seemed equally determined to drive them in that direction. Were they
following the bow’s guidance, or walking into a trap?



'Or both?’ he wondered.
Chapter 99: Into the Hollow East

Apollo stared at the ruined sanctuary, the broken stones mocking any hope of safety.
What once offered protection now promised only danger, as if the forest had
deliberately destroyed it to remind them of their vulnerability.

"We can't stay here," he said, the bow’s warmth pulsing against his spine with
increasing urgency. "Whatever happened in this place, the corruption remains."

The others nodded, their expressions grim in the dimming light. No one argued. No one
suggested alternatives. The sanctuary’s desecration had extinguished whatever spark
of optimism they’d managed to preserve through their ordeal.

They gathered their meager belongings in silence, each movement deliberate and
careful, as if loud noises might attract unwanted attention. Apollo felt the bow’s pull
strengthen as he slung it across his back, its direction unwavering, eastward, always
eastward.

‘But why?’” he wondered, doubt creeping into his mind like frost. ’Is it guiding us to safety
or leading us deeper into a trap?’

Thorin approached, his footsteps heavy on the corrupted ground. "Ready when you
are," he said, voice low. The dwarf’s eyes held a wary respect that hadn’t been there
before the wolf attack, tempered with something else, suspicion that remained unvoiced
but ever-present.

Apollo nodded, turning away from the ruins. "Stay close," he said. "The forest is
watching."

They left the sanctuary in single file, Apollo leading with Cale and Thorin taking the rear.
The gold in his veins pulsed in rhythm with the bow, both urging him forward while his
mind filled with questions. Each step eastward felt both necessary and dangerous.

The forest path, if it could be called that, grew more twisted as they progressed. Trees
that had merely bent before now curled like grasping fingers, their trunks warped into

shapes that resembled frozen screams. Roots erupted from the ground in arches and
loops that formed natural barriers across their path.

"This isn’t natural," Lyra murmured, ducking beneath a root that curved overhead like a
rib cage. "Even corruption shouldn’t be able to twist living wood like this.”

Apollo didn’t respond. The gold in his veins told him this was no ordinary corruption, it
was deliberate, conscious, the forest reshaping itself to hinder their progress even as
the bow urged them forward.



A root wall loomed before them, too high to climb, too thick to break through. The group
halted, exhaustion evident in their slumped shoulders and labored breathing.

"We’ll have to go around,"” Cale suggested, peering into the gloom to their left.

“No," Apollo said, the bow’s insistence clear against his back. "We need to go through.
This way." He pointed to a narrow gap between the twisted roots, barely wide enough
for a person to squeeze through.

Thorin eyed the opening skeptically. "You expect us to crawl through that? Could be
anything waiting on the other side."

"It’s the way forward," Apollo insisted, though doubt gnawed at him. Was he following
the bow’s guidance or playing into the forest’s manipulation?

With reluctance, they took turns squeezing through the gap, the twisted wood scraping
against their clothing and skin. Apollo went first, emerging into a space even more
distorted than what they’d left behind.

The trees here grew sideways, their trunks bent parallel to the ground before twisting
upward again, creating a labyrinth of wooden arches and barriers.

"By the Forge,"” Thorin muttered as he emerged behind Apollo, "it’s like the forest is
trying to cage us."

The observation was uncomfortably accurate. As they progressed, they found
themselves climbing over root walls, crawling beneath low-hanging branches that
seemed to reach for them, and hacking through curtains of vines that regrew almost as
quickly as they were cut.

Apollo’s hands grew raw from climbing, his knees bruised from crawling through tight
spaces. The gold in his veins flickered with warning at each new obstacle, yet the bow
continued to pull him forward with unwavering certainty.

"Look at this," Renna called suddenly, kneeling beside something half-buried in the
forest floor.

Apollo approached, the gold in his veins chilling as he recognized what she’d found, a
sword, its blade snapped in half, the metal corroded as if it had lain there for centuries.
Yet the leather wrapping the hilt remained uncorrupted, looking almost new.

"Someone else came this way," Cale said, scanning the ground with renewed attention.
"And they were armed."



Now that they knew what to look for, signs of previous travelers appeared everywhere.
A broken shield wedged between roots. A torn backpack hanging from a branch. A
dented helmet partially buried in the soil.

Apollo knelt beside a particularly disturbing discovery, a skeletal hand protruding from
the base of a tree, the bones partially absorbed into the wood as if the tree had grown
around its victim.

'They all came this way,’ he realized with growing unease. 'Following the same path
we’re on. And none of them made it back.’

The bow pulsed against his spine, urging him forward despite the evidence of doom that
surrounded them. The gold in his veins responded to its call, warming beneath his skin
even as his mind filled with doubt.

"We should rest," Mira suggested, her voice thin with exhaustion. "Just for a moment.”

Apollo nodded, though the bow’s pressure made standing still almost physically
uncomfortable. They gathered in a small clearing formed by the intersection of several
twisted trunks, creating a space just large enough for the group to huddle together.

That’s when the whispers began.

They started so softly that Apollo thought he was imagining them, gentle susurrations
like wind through leaves, though the air remained unnaturally still. Then he saw the
others stiffen, heads tilting as they too caught the sound.

"It’s back," Nik whispered, his face paling. "The voices."

Unlike before, these whispers seemed targeted, individualized. Apollo strained to hear
what message the forest sent him, but instead caught fragments meant for the others,
intimate knowledge the trees couldn’t possibly possess.

"No," Lyra whispered, her green eyes wide with shock. "Siri? That’s not possible. My
sister is dead."

She turned in a circle, searching the twisted branches for a source that didn’t exist. "Siri,
where are you?"

Beside her, Nik had pressed his hands against his ears, his face contorted in anguish.
"Stop it," he hissed. "That’s not me. | don’t sound like that."

Apollo realized with growing horror that Nik was hearing his own voice mocking him,
though the performer’s lips remained tightly closed. The forest had found his deepest
insecurity and weaponized it against him.



Thorin stood rigid, his axe gripped so tightly his knuckles shone white through the dirt
on his hands. "You know nothing of honor," he growled at empty air. "You weren’t there.
You didn’t see what happened.”

One by one, the whispers found each companion’s weakness. Mira curled into herself,
whimpering at voices only she could hear.

Cale stood with sword drawn against invisible accusers. Renna alone seemed to resist,
though her white-knuckled grip on her knife betrayed her struggle.

Apollo felt the gold in his veins surge as the forest turned its attention to him. The
whispers that filled his mind spoke of failure, of divinity lost, of the mockery he had
become. They spoke with the voices of his divine family, Zeus’s disappointment,
Artemis’s scorn, Hermes’s laughter.

"You’re nothing now,’ they whispered. ’A god who can’t even save himself, much less
these mortals. They'll die following you, just like all the others.’

The bow grew hot against his back, almost burning through his tunic as the whispers
intensified. Apollo saw his companions breaking apart, each retreating into private
horror. Lyra had started walking toward a voice only she could hear. Thorin swung his
axe at shadows. The group was splintering before his eyes.

"Stop!" he commanded, his voice cutting through the whispers with surprising force. The
gold in his veins flared, lending power to his words that echoed through the twisted
trees. "Cover your ears! It’s trying to separate us!"

He unslung the bow, feeling its power flow through him as he raised it overhead. The
weapon blazed with blue-gold light, driving back the shadows that had crept around
them. The whispers faltered, retreating like tide before shore.

"Look at me," Apollo demanded, moving to the center of their broken circle. "Not at the
shadows, not at the trees. Look at me."

One by one, they turned toward him, their eyes gradually clearing as the bow’s light
pushed back the forest’s influence. Apollo felt the weapon thrum in his hands, creating a
counter-rhythm to the corruption that sought to divide them.

"We move together," he said, his voice steadier than his racing heart. "Whatever you
hear, whatever you see, it’'s not real. The forest is trying to break us apart. We stay
together or we die alone.”

Lyra blinked, confusion giving way to horror as she realized she’d been walking away
from the group. "I heard my sister," she whispered. "She sounded so real.”



"It knows our fears," Apollo said, lowering the bow but maintaining its protective glow.
"Our regrets, our shames. It’'s using them against us. We need to keep moving."

"Moving where?" Nik demanded, his usual humor replaced by naked fear. "Following
that bow that’s leading us deeper into this nightmare?"

The doubt in Nik’s voice echoed Apollo’s own misgivings, but the weapon pulsed with
such certainty that he couldn’t ignore its guidance. "Yes," he said firmly. "The bow
knows the way through. It was made to combat this corruption.”

Chapter 100: The Broken Blades (1)

Whether convinced by his words or simply lacking alternatives, they reformed their line.
Apollo took the lead again, the bow held ready in his hands rather than across his back.
Its light created a bubble of clarity around them, pushing back the whispers that still
lingered at the edges of perception.

They pressed eastward with renewed determination, each step taking them deeper into
the forest’s heart. The terrain continued to warp around them, but now Apollo
recognized the pattern in its distortion, it was trying to funnel them, herding them toward
something rather than merely hindering their progress.

After what felt like hours of fighting through the twisted landscape, Apollo noticed a
change. The dense growth began to thin, not from any natural cause but because the
land itself was changing.

The ground sloped downward at an increasing angle, the earth growing softer and
damper beneath their boots.

"We’re descending," Cale observed, steadying himself against a tree trunk as the slope
steepened.

Apollo nodded, feeling the bow’s pull strengthen with each step downward. The gold in
his veins pulsed with warning, yet the weapon urged him forward with unwavering
certainty.

The light changed too. The perpetual gloom of the forest gave way to a different kind of
illumination, pale, phosphorescent fungi growing in patterns along the descending path.

They cast an eerie glow that seemed to pulse in rhythm with the bow, creating shifting
shadows that made distance and perspective difficult to judge.

The air grew heavy with moisture, each breath requiring more effort than the last. Apollo
tasted metal on his tongue, mixed with the sickly-sweet scent of decay that had haunted
them since entering the fungal depths days before.



"It smells like that place,” Thorin said, his voice hushed despite his usual boldness. "

The forest thinned as if the trees themselves were retreating, their twisted forms giving
way to open spaces that felt wrong after days of claustrophobic density.

Apollo paused, the bow thrumming a quiet warning against his back. Something had
changed, not just the landscape, but the very quality of their danger.

"This isn’t natural," he murmured, kneeling to examine the ground. The gold in his veins
pulsed steadily, not the frantic warning of corruption but something more subtle.

A thin strand of fiber stretched across their path, barely visible in the dappled light. Not a
root or vine, but something deliberately placed, a tripwire. Apollo’s fingers hovered
above it without touching.

"Everyone stop," he called back to the others. "Look at the ground. Look at the trees."

Cale approached cautiously, his soldier’s instincts evident in his measured steps. "Man-
made," he said, pointing to where the wire disappeared into the underbrush. "And
recently placed.”

Now that Apollo knew what to look for, signs of human presence appeared everywhere.
Branches broken at uniform heights. Clearings too perfect to be natural. Small stones
arranged in patterns that might seem random but carried meaning to those who placed
them.

"We're being watched," Lyra whispered, her green eyes scanning the thinning treeline.
Her hand moved to her knife, fingers curling around the hilt with practiced ease.

"Not by the forest this time,"” Thorin added grimly, axe already in hand. "By men."
Apollo felt the bow’s quiet insistence, still pulling eastward despite this new threat. The
gold in his veins responded differently to human presence, not the revulsion it showed

toward corruption, but caution, wariness.

‘Men,’ he thought, scanning the too-perfect clearings ahead. ‘After everything we’ve
faced, it’'s men who wait to ambush us.’

"Options?" Cale asked, his voice low enough that only those closest could hear.

"We can’t go back," Renna replied, knife already drawn. "And | don’t see another path
forward."



Apollo weighed their choices, feeling the bow’s pull against his decision to pause. "We
proceed,” he said finally. "But carefully. These traps weren’t set for forest creatures."

They moved forward in tight formation, Apollo leading with the bow in his hands rather
than across his back. Each step felt deliberate, testing the ground before committing
weight. The gold in his veins hummed with tension, ready but uncertain.

They had just entered a suspiciously perfect clearing when movement flickered at the
edge of Apollo’s vision. He turned, arrow already nocked, to find their path blocked by
figures emerging from the trees.

Men. A dozen at least, armed with an assortment of weapons that spoke of scavenging
rather than uniform supply. Bows drawn, swords unsheathed, axes raised, all pointed at
Apollo’s group with unwavering precision.

Their leader stepped forward, separating himself from the others with casual
confidence. A scar bisected his face from forehead to jaw, pulling his left eye into a
permanent squint. Unlike the others, whose weapons showed the hasty marks of
necessity, his sword gleamed with deliberate care.

"Well now," the scarred man said, his voice carrying an accent Apollo couldn’t quite
place. "Looks like we've caught ourselves some lost travelers."

Apollo kept the bow steady, neither raising nor lowering it as he assessed their
opponents. These weren’t mindless corrupted creatures but thinking, calculating
humans. Their eyes held sharp intelligence and something worse, hunger, not of the
body but of possession.

"We’re just passing through,” Apollo replied, keeping his voice neutral. "We mean no
trouble."

The scarred man laughed, the sound echoing unnaturally in the clearing. "Passing
through? Nobody passes through the Twisted Wood. They either live here" he gestured
to his men... "or they die here." His gaze fixed on Apollo’s bow, lingering with
unmistakable covetousness. "That’s a fine weapon you’re carrying. Don’t see
craftsmanship like that often. Not anymore."

Apollo felt the bow warm slightly in his hands, responding to the man’s attention. It
knows,’ he realized. ‘It recognizes the threat of human greed just as clearly as
corruption.’

The bandits spread out, encircling them with practiced efficiency. Unlike the wolves or
the whispering trees, these men moved with coordinated purpose, each knowing exactly
where to position himself for maximum advantage.

"What do you want?" Cale asked, his sword held ready but not threatening.



The scarred leader smiled, revealing teeth filed to points, a deliberate modification that
spoke of years surviving in this warped place. "What does anyone want in the Twisted
Wood? Survival. Advantage.” His eyes flicked to Apollo’s bow again. "Power. You've got
supplies we could use. Weapons, especially that fancy bow. And information about how
you’ve survived this long."

Thorin growled, a low rumble of barely contained fury. "We’re not giving you anything."

"Careful,” Apollo whispered, sensing the dwarf’s rising anger. "These aren’t mindless
beasts. They're calculating.”

The bandits tightened their circle, weapons held with the easy confidence of those
accustomed to violence. Their leader stepped closer, close enough that Apollo could
smell the strange mixture of sweat and something sweet, like the corruption, but not
quite. An adaptation, perhaps, to living so long in its proximity.

"You have two choices," the scarred man said, his voice dropping to a dangerous purr.
"Surrender what we want willingly, or we take it from your corpses. Makes no difference
to us."

Apollo felt the group drawing closer behind him, a huddle of whispered debate. Thorin’s
anger radiated like heat from a forge. "We can take them," the dwarf insisted. "They’re
just men."

"Men who’ve survived this forest," Cale countered. "That makes them dangerous. We’re
exhausted, injured.”

"We can’t just give them everything,"” Mira whispered, her good arm clutching her
injured one protectively. "We won’t survive without our supplies.”

The bandits watched their deliberation with predatory patience, clearly accustomed to
this moment of desperation, this weighing of terrible options.

Apollo felt the bow’s warmth against his palm, not the burning urgency of combat but
something more contemplative. The weapon recognized these men as a different kind
of threat, not corruption to be purged but greed to be navigated.

It’s drawn their attention,” he realized with sudden clarity. 'Not just the forest creatures
but human predators too. They can sense its power, even if they don’t understand it.’



